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LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

Anastasia Concrete 

Company  

The Anastasia Concrete Company which was the former Deming Concrete 

Company was St. Augustine’s largest producer of Tabby Revival concrete 

blocks. The plant was located on Anastasia Island, but their office was 

located at 14 joiner Street. They also had an ancillary plant located in 

Jacksonville. The Anastasia Concrete Company advertised that they could 

“furnish the best and most beautiful concrete blocks on the market.” The 

company’s blocks were advertised as being waterproof and as durable as 

granite. They offered “coquina faced” blocks and manufactured columns, 

cornices, urns, vases, and veneering blocks. The Anastasia Concrete 

Company produced up to 1,800 blocks per week and exhibited their blocks in 

the plaza in downtown St. Augustine to advertise their products to the public. 

The company was originally founded by F.E. Deming who would become 

Vice President after the Rev. L.L. Pickett joined the company which is when 

it became the Anastasia Block Company in 1913. At the time, the company 

possessed a capital stock of 40,000 which in 2020 would be just over a 

million dollars. Pickett’s company advertised their products as moisture 

proof, maintenance free, and costing little more than lumber. The plant also 

was purported to have supplied material to Crescent Beach for the 

construction of hotels and cottages in that area. Pickett was also head of the 

Crescent Beach Company which owned a large tract of land and planned on 

creating a winter and summer resort at that location. 

 

Cast concrete  Cast concrete is concrete that is poured into a cradle and cast on site. It is 

cast in what is described as either “rounds” or “courses” one on top of the 

other. Initially pins would hold the cradle together which would leave holes 

that had to be patched after the concrete cured. In the late 19th century, these 

pins would be replaced by clamps. Cast concrete tabby construction in St. 

Augustine began in 1580 and ended circa 1913 during the adoption of mass-

produced masonry blocks. Many of the Tabby Revival buildings have been 

described as being of poured concrete rather than cast concrete. However, the 

term cast is more appropriate because of how it suggests the slurry being put 

into a form such as a cradle.  

 

Coquina aesthetic The coquina aesthetic is the appreciation of the aesthetic beauty of exposed 

coquina shells beginning in the 19th century in St. Augustine concrete 

construction which would spread throughout St. Augustine’s built 

environment in the form of structural construction, sidewalks, walls, 

columns, fountains, urns, etc. This aesthetic would lead to the creation of 

artificial coquina stone units that possessed coquina facing over the main 

concrete core in order to give the appearance of coquina limestone which 

was used in earlier Spanish construction. The coquina aesthetic has 

continued to be to the present day a key visual part of St. Augustine’s 

identity. 
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Facing  Facing is the term used to describe the veneers of decorative aggregates that 

were applied over concrete masonry units in order to make them appear as if 

they were made from finer materials. In St. Augustine beginning in the 1880s 

and into the 1920s, it was popular to face tabby concrete blocks with coquina 

shell in order to give the appearance that the structure was made from the 

local coquina limestone historically associated with the city. The process 

used to “face” the blocks is called the dry tamp process. The decorative 

coquina shell would be placed along the exterior facing of the interior of the 

mold and would be followed by a stiff low slump concrete mix which would 

make up the main body of the unit. 

 

First 

Modernization 

Period 

The First Modernization Period in St. Augustine occurred between 1703 and 

1763 when more permanent materials such as tabby concrete and coquina 

limestone masonry were adapted into St. Augustine’s built environment. The 

Spanish colony had been continuously threatened by forces of man and 

nature. Northern British colonies, Native Americans, and privateers had 

constantly attacked the city and Florida’s environment in the form of storms, 

humidity, and insects ravaged the early wood-built environment. The city 

would modernize with tabby and coquina en masse after the construction of 

the Castillo de San Marcos brought skilled laborers for coquina construction 

and a lime burning operation to the city which would lead to tabby 

construction. 

  

Flagler, Henry  Henry Flagler (1830-1913) was a wealthy industrialist who made his fortune 

in Standard Oil by being a partner alongside J.D. Rockefeller. Flagler in the 

early 1880s decided to transition into the hotel business and selected St. 

Augustine as the location to construct his “Riviera of the South.” The 

decision would lead to the Second Modernization Period of St. Augustine 

and the development and transformation of the state of Florida. 

 

 

Gilded Age  The Gilded Age (C. 1870s-C. 1900) was an era of unprecedented economic 

development, new technologies, and the rise of a new affluent class of 

Americans due to the profitability of the railroad, oil, timber, meatpacking, 

banking, sugar, mining, tobacco, and steel industries. As a result of such 

massive wealth concentrated in the hands of “Robber Barons,” it was also a 

period of massive political corruption and gross material excess.   

 

 

Natural cement  Natural cement is a cement powder that is made from limestone that has a 

high clay content (argillaceous limestone). The high clay content makes the 

cement hydraulic, allowing it to set under water. Natural cement was popular 

in the United States throughout the early and late 19th century until it was 

surpassed by the stronger Portland cement. 
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Oglethorpe, James  James Oglethorpe (1696-1785) was the founder and governor of the colony 

of Georgia between 1732-1743. Oglethorpe was responsible for the 

introduction of tabby into Georgia in the 1730s and served as the nucleus 

from which the tradition spread, initially through those in his inner circle. He 

would build his own tabby house at Fort Frederica which was referred to as 

Orange Hall. In 1740 he led the failed siege of St. Augustine in 1740.  

Natural cement Natural cement is a cement powder that is made from limestone that has a 

high clay content (argillaceous limestone). The high clay content makes the 

cement hydraulic, allowing it to set under water. Natural cement was popular 

in the United States throughout the early and late 19th century until it was 

surpassed by the stronger Portland cement. 

 

Oglethorpe, James James Oglethorpe (1696-1785) was the founder and governor of the colony 

of Georgia between 1732-1743. Oglethorpe was responsible for the 

introduction of tabby into Georgia in the 1730s and served as the nucleus 

from which the tradition spread, initially through those in his inner circle. He 

would build his own tabby house at Fort Frederica which was referred to as 

Orange Hall. In 1740 he led the failed siege of St. Augustine in 1740.  

 

Portland cement  Portland cement is manufactured by burning limestone and clay to form 

“clinkers” which due to the intense heat of the kiln create calcium silicates 

which doubled the strength of the cured concrete in comparison with other 

competitors of the 19th century.  

 

Pseudo Tabby  Pseudo Tabby is a term that is typically used to describe the post war trend of 

placing shells into a wet mortar that was usually applied over a wooden 

frame structure. However, the term also is relevant to St. Augustine’s tabby 

built environment considering that a similar trend was occurring in St. 

Augustine as early as the 1910s.  

 

Second 

Modernization 

Period  

The Second Modernization Period occurred from 1883 to circa 1930 in St. 

Augustine and was defined by great architectural and social changes of the 

city which occurred in two phases, Phase I and Phase II. Overall, the Second 

Modernization Period had its origins in the technological and social 

developments that had occurred as a result of the Industrial Revolution and 

continued into the post Civil War era. New developments in cement and 

transportation technologies allowed concrete technology to become more 

accessible, especially with the increasing number of railroad lines into 

Florida. The Industrial Revolution also created a wealthy leisure class that 

looked towards St. Augustine as a winter retreat to escape the harsh northern 

winters and urbanization of the North and some decided to build in concrete, 

the first being Franklin Smith. Phase I Tabby Revival consisted of the 

traditional cast concrete method which utilized cradles and a new form, block 

veneers which could be mounted on a wood frame structure. Phase I Tabby 

Revival was driven by projects of the wealthy: winter homes, hotels, 
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churches, and other commercial ventures with Henry Flagler being a main 

driving force. Henry Flagler’s decision to build his Ponce de Leon and 

Alcazar hotels would lead to the increasing development of the city and 

introduction of new technologies such as electricity and plumbing. Flagler 

would also embark on a city beautification project that utilized Tabby 

Revival for non-structural elements such as walls, columns, fountains, and 

sidewalks. Phase II of the Second Modernization Period began around 1900 

when the southern portion of the state was being increasingly developed and 

St. Augustine was being viewed as a waypoint rather than a destination for 

America’s elite. However, a growing middle class in the city would spur a 

local concrete industry that began to manufacture Tabby Revival blocks and 

other elements for middle class consumption during a construction boom that 

would end with the onset of the Great Depression.  

 

Shell midden  A shell midden is a refuse heap of discarded shells that were created by 

Native Americans in coastal regions. Typically, these mounds consisted of 

oyster, whelk, and clam shells that were discarded after being harvested as a 

food source. Shell middens were located along the rivers and coastal regions 

where the shellfish were harvested. Some reached significant heights after 

thousands of years of continuous use. The Turtle Mound in New Smyrna 

which is over two thousand years old has achieved a height of 50 feet. The 

shell mounds pf Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina were a valuable 

resource for tabby construction in the Southeast. 

 

Smith, Franklin  Franklin Smith (1826-1911) was a wealthy Bostonian millionaire and 

amateur architect whose Moorish Revival Villa Zorayda marked the 

beginning of Tabby Revival in the city and the return of the structural tabby 

tradition. Smith had high hopes for the novel material and St. Augustine and 

would influence those in his sphere on their possibilities. It was his Villa 

Zorayda that set off the Tabby Revival trend in the city and would influence 

others including Henry Flagler who would have an immeasurable impact on 

the state. Others were not just influenced by his choice of material, but also 

the Moorish Revival style. Smith not only started a material trend in St. 

Augustine, but a stylistic one as well.  

 

St. Augustine 

Improvement 

Company (SAIC)  

 The St. Augustine Improvement Company was a real estate development 

firm that was founded in 1885 with backing from William G. Warden, a 

partner in Standard Oil. The company purchased and subdivided land 

beginning in the 1880s throughout St. Augustine and was responsible for the 

construction of many houses as the city grew during the period. The SAIC 

constructed some of the well-known Tabby Revival residences of the city 

such as Warden Castle and Three Oaks. Two of William G. Warden’s sons, 

William G. Warden Jr. and Clarence Warden, would serve as president and 

vice president of the SAIC. The local architect Heth Canfield would later 

serve as president. A notable contribution of the SAIC was the introduction 
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of Tabby Revival veneer blocks which could be hooked onto a wooden 

structural frame to give the appearance of a masonry structure. 

Spalding, Thomas  Thomas Spalding (1774-1851) was a Georgian politician and author who is 

credited with saving the tradition of tabby in the south east when it was 

fading from popularity. He was the son of James Spalding who purchased 

Oglethorpe’s Orange Hall where he was born. Spalding promoted tabby as 

durable and a perfect coastal building material adding that it was the only 

construction material that he had seen not destroyed by time. In 1830 he 

published On the Mode of Constructing Tabby Buildings which would lead 

to the continuance of the tabby tradition until the end of the Antebellum Era.  

 

Tabby 

(Traditional)  

Tabby was a primitive shell-based concrete made from the mixing of lime, 

sands, shell aggregate, and water in equal parts. The lime was sourced from 

oyster shells from Native American middens in waterways and stacked on a 

pyre and calcined into unslaked quicklime, the binding agent in the mixture. 

Ash from the wooden pyre would incidentally become part of the 

ingredients. Traditional tabby was typically used to cast in place rounds 

using a cradle, but also was used to create tabby blocks masonry units. In 

order to protect the material, the interior and exterior of the structure would 

be coated in stucco of the same composition minus the oyster shell 

aggregate. The tradition which flourished in the coastal regions from South 

Carolina down to Florida due to the presence of oyster shell resources was 

almost entirely dependent on slave labor. With the end of legal slavery at the 

conclusion of the Civil War, traditional tabby would for the most part end in 

the southeast except for St. Augustine. The tabby tradition would eventually 

evolve into Tabby Revival which incorporated modern cements instead of 

quicklime derived from oyster shells. 

 

Tabby Revival 

Movement/ Tabby 

Revival  

The Tabby Revival Movement was an architectural movement in St. 

Augustine defined by the inclusion of exposed coquina shell aggregate in 

construction instead of oyster shells and the usage of modern cements which 

was centered in St. Augustine. It was a continuation of the revived traditional 

tabby construction and occurred in two distinct phases between the 1870s 

and circa 1930 in structural construction. Phase I Tabby Revival included 

cast concrete and veneer blocks. Due to the strength of the modern cements, 

the coquina shell could be left exposed and admired as part of the coquina 

aesthetic which was gaining popularity at the time in St. Augustine. Tabby 

Revival elements were often viewed as an artificial stone and often referred 

to coquina because of its coquina like appearance due to the coquina shell 

aggregate. Tabby veneer blocks were also produced with a veneer of coquina 

shell to actively mimic the coquina limestone. Phase II of the Tabby Revival 

Movement consisted of the local mass production of tabby blocks and other 

elements that were produced by individuals and companies and available to a 

growing middle class in the city.  
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Veneer block  Veneer blocks were manufactured by the St. Augustine Improvement 

Company in the 1880s and later the Anastasia Concrete Company. The 

veneer blocks were meant to imitate structural masonry and were meant to be 

mounted on a wooden structural frame to give the appearance of stone. The 

SAIC manufactured veneer blocks in a great variety of different designs and 

shapes. The Horace Walker house alone has 35 different variations. Designs 

included flat dressed, geometric reliefs of faceted elements, and blocks faced 

with coquina shell to give the appearance of coquina limestone. Concrete 

veneer units had been manufactured in the United States immediately 

following the Civil War but had been largely unsuccessful because 

structure’s that utilized the material were prone to collapse. This explains 

why the SAIC advertised their veneer blocks as “improved concrete veneer.” 

The veneer blocks would fall out of favor with the rise of the stronger 

concrete block that would appear at the turn of the century in St. Augustine.  
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The city of St. Augustine has experienced two major periods of modernization where 

shell-based construction played a major role in the architectural and social development of the 

city: The First Modernization Period (1703-1764) and the Second Modernization Period (1883- 

C. 1930). St. Augustine in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was a wooden city that was 

susceptible to both the natural forces of Florida’s subtropical climate and hostile attacks which 

had left the city’s future constantly imperiled. In 1702, a British siege destroyed the city which 

rendered it tabula rosa. After the attack, the city was modernized with the adaptation of locally 

harvested and durable shell-based materials such as tabby, a primitive oyster shell-based 

concrete, and coquina limestone to assure the city’s permanence. The British forces had failed to 

take the city due to the Castillo de San Marcos’ impenetrable coquina walls. However, during the 

attack, they had discovered tabby and took it northward where it developed in the British 

colonies and subsequent American states, supported by slave labor. In St. Augustine, structural 

tabby construction would end in the 1760s, but new cement technology, resulting from the 

Industrial Revolution, allowed the tradition to be renewed in the form of Tabby Revival 

beginning in 1883 with the construction of Franklin Smith’s Villa Zorayda. Smith would inspire 

the wealthy industrialist Henry Flagler to build his hotels in the material which ushered in the 
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Second Modernization Period in St. Augustine which set in motion great architectural and social 

changes for the Ancient City. Tabby Revival during the 1880s and 1890s was a material of the 

wealthy and was out of reach for the middle class. However, as the city’s population grew at the 

turn of the century, a local industry of mass-produced Tabby Revival products emerged catering 

to the average citizen. As a structural material, it would end with the Great Depression. 

However, the tabby tradition has continued, at least in part, into the present day as sidewalks, 

driveways, pylons, benches, and other forms in recognition of the material being part of the 

coastal identity of the St. Augustine. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Along the east coast of Florida sits the city of St. Augustine, which has as early as the 

nineteenth century been referred to as the “Ancient City” due its long history and famous old 

coquina buildings and edifices which make the city the closest thing to Rome in America. It 

appears as if it has always been there and formed in the intercoastal waterways with the shifting 

of the shells and sand. And in fact, it more or less did. The old Spanish settlement in an effort to 

modernize its precarious existence in the new world by taking advantage of its coastal nature to 

reform the city’s built environment with shells. This ushered in a tradition of shell-based 

construction that came in two forms. Oyster shells were taken from what were even in those 

times ancient middens, a repository of the shells of harvested marine life by Native Americans, 

and were utilized to form a primitive concrete called tabby, which is simply a mixture of shell 

aggregate in a concrete. The other material that would be harvested for construction purposes 

was a limestone that was composed of seashells which over thousands of years had hardened 

together to form a strong durable substance called coquina. Together, these materials would 

make up the city’s built environment throughout the eighteenth century.  

The original aim of this work was to focus on the Tabby Revival era of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century in St. Augustine. However, it was soon discovered that to 

tell just one part of the story would be a disservice to faithfully giving an understanding of tabby 

and its architectural and social development into the present day which is the main objective of 

this work. Architecturally, the focus is on how the materials of tabby and coquina (with emphasis 

on tabby) evolved throughout the following centuries in terms of ingredients, forms, and the 

associated architectural styles. Socially, the work is meant to examine what were the social 

factors, such as who lived in the structures, who built them, and why.  More focus is applied to 
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tabby than coquina for the reason that tabby remained in use for centuries and was more diverse 

in its locations and more prevalent then coquina in its usage beyond the eighteenth century, so 

therefore there is much more to discuss about the subject. 

The scope of this project begins in the sixteenth century and ends in the early twentieth 

century primarily. One of the objectives of this work is to bring recognition to the so called 

“coquina concrete” structures of St. Augustine as part of the tabby tradition of the city and not 

something that stands independent of it.  This is peculiar because the term tabby was still 

prevalent at that time and was used nationally to describe the coquina and shell concrete 

buildings of the 1880s, yet the term was never used locally. In local histories of the city’s 

architecture, the coquina concrete term still remains prevalent in describing architecture that is in 

fact Tabby Revival due to a modification of ingredients that differs it from earlier tabby 

construction. Many of the great Tabby Revival structures of St. Augustine such as Franklin 

Smith’s Villa Zorayda and Henry Flagler’s Ponce de Leon and Alcazar hotels have been 

recognized as independent from that tabby tradition and need to be put within the context of said 

tradition to better understand the legacy of tabby in the Ancient City.  

Furthermore, the forms that the Tabby Revival took at the turn of the century from circa 

1900 to 1930 had not until this research project been examined and connected to the long 

standing tabby tradition. This particular period of Tabby Revival construction is of particular 

interest for this work in terms of its architecture, production of materials, and social factors. The 

object of this work is to establish a chronological narrative and timeline of the evolution of shell-

based construction in the city of St. Augustine to help provide a greater understanding of the 

tabby tradition throughout the centuries and how it evolved architecturally and socially.  
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CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 

Research for this subject was sourced from primary research such as field surveys, online 

publications and files, Florida Master Site Files, archival research in the form of newspapers, 

directories, photographs, and research library files. The survey was conducted on St. Augustine’s 

tabby built environment by walking the downtown area and documenting the different tabby 

forms that were observed and recording address information to begin an inventory of the city’s 

tabby built environment. Secondary sources included books that dealt with the history of St. 

Augustine, the state of Florida, St. Augustine’s historic architecture, history of race in St. 

Augustine, tabby construction in the states of Georgia and South Carolina, and concrete history. 

Various Master’s theses were also examined that focused on the history of concrete in Florida 

and the tabby tradition in the southeast along with preservation briefs and websites published by 

the National Park Service.  
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CHAPTER 3 

FOUNDING OF ST. AUGUSTINE: STRUGGLE FOR PERMANENCE AND THE 

BEGINNING OF SHELL-BASED CONSTRUCTION  

Before delving into the history of tabby, it is important to first understand the early 

history of St. Augustine and the context of events that lead to the vernacular tradition of shell-

based architecture in St. Augustine. The shell-based architectural heritage of St. Augustine began 

with the use of coquina limestone and tabby concrete by the Spanish before evolving into Tabby 

Revival in the late nineteenth century. Early on, shell-based construction in St. Augustine was 

seen as a necessary transition by the Spanish Colonial outpost to modernize, make permanent, 

and increase the resilience of the fragile existence of the city against the threats of nature and 

man alike. The inconspicuous limestone would play a crucial role in the survival of the city and 

guarantee its continued survival. Beyond Spanish rule (1565-1821) its use would dwindle, but 

would leave an aesthetic admiration of the material due to its picturesque qualities and almost 

fascinating alien appearance in comparison with the more traditional and widely used stones that 

people were used to.  

The history of shell construction, both of the coquina limestone and the tabby variety 

which would later adopt coquina shells in lieu of its original oyster aggregate, is as much a social 

history as an architectural one. The built environment serves as a tangible commentary on the 

intangible history, from its early position as a bulwark faced with violent siege to a tourist 

destination with shell-based architecture honoring its forerunner inspiration.   

Coquina Limestone 

Coquina, meaning “tiny shells” in Spanish, is a shell-based limestone composed of sand 

and clam shells that have bonded together after thousands of years. The common name for the 

type of clams themselves, coquina, is where the limestone derives its name. Though the technical 
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nomenclature is donax variabilis.1 They have small triangular shaped shells measuring between 

15mm to 25 mm in length and are known for their colorful bands.2 Common colors include tan, 

yellow, violet, and red. The habitat for the coquina clams is in the intertidal area along the 

beaches where they move horizontally up and down the beaches, using their muscular foot to 

bury themselves in the sand to prevent themselves from being swept out to sea.3 Coquina 

typically have a lifespan between one and two years before they sink in the intertidal waters, 

layering up generational deposits of the small shell along the shore of their habitat. 

 
Figure 3-1. Coquina Pit on Anastasia Island, two miles south of Anastasia Post Office. Photo 

credit: Floridamemory.com. 

In St. Augustine, the coquina deposits were found just offshore of the mainland on 

Anastasia Island across the Matanzas River. The Anastasia Formation is the name of the deposit 

that stretches from Anastasia Island to 150 miles south where it transitions into Miami 

 
1
 Luna, Mike, and Jonathan To. “Donax Variabilis.” Animal Diversity Web. University of Michigan. Accessed 

November 19, 2019. https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Donax_variabilis/. 
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  Luna, Mike, and Jonathan To. “Donax Variabilis.” Animal Diversity Web. University of Michigan. Accessed 

November 19, 2019. https://animaldiversity.org/accounts/Donax_variabilis/. 
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limestone.4 The Anastasia Formation is estimated to have formed during the Pleistocene era 

between 100,000 and 130,000 years ago.5 When the sea levels dropped, the coquina shell would 

be exposed. Over time, the coquina shell would be covered in vegetation that would eventually 

die and decompose. When it would rain, the water would pick up the carbon dioxide within the 

plant matter and become carbonic acid.6 The carbonic acid would then break down the calcium 

within the shells forming calcium carbonate which would bond the shells together producing a 

soft carvable limestone.7 

Deposits of coquina usually lie not far below the surface and the thickness and size of the 

masonry blocks carved from the shell stone is entirely dependent on the natural formation of the 

different sized layers (Waterbury, pg. 6).8   

The coastal city of St. Augustine is situated along the banks of the Matanzas River and 

tucked behind the barrier island of Anastasia. When the Spanish first arrived in the sixteenth 

century, they discovered the unique coquina stone made up of tiny mollusks. These early Spanish 

settlers began quarrying the coquina and used the durable material to create a more permanent 

settlement. They also used the oyster shells from ancient Native American middens that had been 

built up after thousands of years and dramatic hillscapes along the local rivers. The shells were 

used to create tabby or as the Spanish called it, tapia, an early primitive concrete. This early 

 
4
 “General Information.” Florida Atlantic University. Accessed November 18, 2019. 
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vernacular shell-based construction inextricably ties St. Augustine to its condition as a coastal 

community situated at the precipice of the Atlantic Ocean which formed its shores.  

 
 

Figure 3-2. African American Men Digging in Bluffton Midden, Volusia County, Florida. Photo 

credit: Floridamemory.com. 

The Discovery and Fight for Florida 

In Easter of 1513, the former Spanish Governor Juan Ponce de León landed on the 

peninsula south of Cape Canaveral or around Melbourne Beach (Gannon, pg. 4).9 He named the 

land La Florida meaning “the Flowery Land” because of the apparent bountiful flora that he 

encountered (Gannon, pg. 4).10 Though he was the first documented person to discover Florida, it 

is believed that Spanish slavers from Cuba had already stumbled into the peninsula before him 

(Gannon, pg. 4).11 It is important to recognize that though Ponce de León was the first recorded 
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European to venture onto the coasts of Florida, the peninsula was already home to flourishing 

communities of indigenous Native Americans such as the Panzacola, Chatot, Apalachicola, 

Apalachee, Timucua, the Calusa, the Matecumbe and many other tribes. These groups of people 

had crossed the ice bridge from Siberia to Alaska around twelve thousand years ago (Gannon, 

pg. 1).12 It was truly these peoples who had settled Florida and Ponce de Leon just happened to 

stumble across their homeland and took naming rights. Over the next fifty years after Florida’s 

recorded discovery by Ponce de León, six expeditions were launched to which were all Spanish 

except for one French expedition led by Jean Ribault (Gannon, pg. 4).13 The goal of both the 

Spanish and French expeditionary forces was to settle and colonize the new frontier to establish a 

foothold in the New World. The French Huguenots, led by René de Laudonnière had established 

the first successful colony named Fort Caroline in 1564 near present day Jacksonville (Gannon, 

pg. 8).14  Menendez beyond his goal of founding a successful colony to act as a bulwark against 

competing powers in the region was also tasked by the Spanish Crown to destroy Fort Caroline 

because of how it posed a threat to Spanish ships passing through the Bahamas channel 

(Hennessey, pgs. 10-11).15 

On August 28th 1565, the day of the feast of St. Augustine, Menendez’ ships sighted the 

coast of Florida near present day Cape Canaveral (Hennessey, pg. 11).16 The small fleet 
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continued northward and after engaging French forces in a tentative battle entered into a harbor 

near the Native American village of Seloy which Menendez named San Augustin. The French 

led by Ribault decided to attack the Spanish forces while they were cornered in the harbor. 

However, they were overwhelmed by a sudden storm, a hurricane that pushed their ships 

southward where they wrecked (Pickett, pg. 79-80).17 Menendez recognized that the prevailing 

northern winds would prevent Ribault and his men from returning to Fort Caroline and hence 

leaving it predominantly undefended since most of the men were with Ribault (Pickett, pg., 

80).18 Seeing an opportunity to attack the now meagerly defended Fort Caroline and wipe out the 

French presence, Menendez marched around thirty miles north to Fort Caroline in four days and 

overtook the French, killing 130 men, but sparing the women and children. Around one hundred 

were able to escape, including Laudonnière (Pickett, pg. 80).19  

 

Figure 3-3. Spanish Slaughtering French Huguenots. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 
17

 Pickett, Margaret F., and Dwayne W. Pickett. The European Struggle to Settle North America: Colonizing 

Attempts by England, France and Spain, 1521-1608. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2011. 

 
18

  Pickett, Margaret F., and Dwayne W. Pickett. The European Struggle to Settle North America: Colonizing 

Attempts by England, France and Spain, 1521-1608. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2011. 

 
19

  Pickett, Margaret F., and Dwayne W. Pickett. The European Struggle to Settle North America: Colonizing 

Attempts by England, France and Spain, 1521-1608. Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 2011. 



 

29 

 The French survivors of the wrecked fleet, exhausted and unarmed, were soon discovered 

by the Spanish south of St. Augustine on a sandbar near an inlet and executed, including Ribault 

himself (Pickett, pg. 80).20 The river that traverses the inlet bears the name Matanzas, meaning 

“slaughters” in Spanish.21 A name which serves as a historical reminder of the blood that spilled 

on the coquina beaches that solidified Spanish dominance. Menendez had succeeded in liberating 

Florida from competing European powers and permanently extinguished any French hope in 

establishing a colony on the peninsula.  

With the French removed from Florida, Menendez could concentrate on establishing St. 

Augustine and ensuring Spanish dominance through its presence. However, for the first one 

hundred and fifty years of St. Augustine’s existence, its future was constantly in peril after 

numerous sieges that left the city a smoldering ruin (Gannon, pg. 8).22  

Struggle for Permanence and the Introduction of Shell-based Construction 

Since the city’s founding, it had struggled with permanency against the forces of the 

natural environment and hostile enemies that sought out its destruction, namely Native 

Americans and the English. The built environment consisted of mainly wood and thatch and was 

highly susceptible to mold, insect damage, fire, and the storms that would plague the already 

humid subtropical climate (Manucy, pg. 8).23 Adding to the threat of natural forces were the 

enemy attacks throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and early eighteenth centuries that would 
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attempt to decimate the city. Time and time again the fragile wooden built environment was 

razed and the city’s future imperiled. It was even considered to abandon the Spanish colony 

altogether at one point (Manucy, pg. 18).24 In a quest for physical and hence social stability, the 

residents of St. Augustine would begin constructing out of vernacular shell-based materials, 

tabby concrete and coquina which could better withstand the hostile attacks. The latter material 

of which would come to define the city. 

In 1570, Indian attacks had forced some eighty men and their families who called the 

small outpost home inside of the wooden fort and the young town was destroyed (Manucy, pg. 

15).25 St. Augustine was then sacked by the English privateer Sir Francis Drake almost ten years 

later in 1586 as he made his way back to England from the Caribbean (Manucy, pg. 15).26 The 

English described the town as “a little town or village without walls, built of wooden houses as 

the plot doth plainly show” (Manucy, pg. 15).27 They burned the wooden city of St. Augustine to 

the ground and an almost identical scenario was repeated by pirate Robert Searles in 1668 when 

he sacked the town as well (Gannon, pg. 8).28  However, he did not burn it, promising to return to 

make St. Augustine his home port which prompted the Spanish Crown to finally approve for the 

construction of a stone fort which could properly defend the inlet against attacks from the sea. 

(Manucy, pg. 20).29  The construction of the fort would result in the largest coquina masonry 
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structure in St. Augustine and North America, but it was not the first structure built out of 

coquina. The earliest coquina masonry constructed building was a powder magazine constructed 

at the then wooden fort on the order of Spanish Governor Mendez Canzo between 1596 and 1598 

(Manucy, pg. 17).30 Another early coquina masonry structure was the La Leche church, 

constructed on order of Spanish Governor Pablo de Hita y Salazar in 1677.31 The reason that 

coquina construction in St. Augustine did not expand during the late sixteenth century was due to 

a lack of skilled labor and engineers that were a necessity to build in the local shellstone. 

In 1671, Sergeant Major Manuel de Cendoya arrived in St. Augustine with permission to 

build a stone fortification with funds provided by Queen Mariana, Regent of Spain (Waterbury, 

pg. 4).32 That same year, King’s Quarry opened up on Anastasia Island (Manucy, pg. 19).33 The 

coquina limestone that had been buried in the layers of sand and shell was carved out by a 

combination of Native American, slave, and convict labor using pickaxes, a method of extraction 

which stayed consistent throughout the coming centuries.  

 Accompanying Cendoya were masons and lime producers from Cuba who constructed 

lime burners north of the selected site to calcine oyster shells into fine quality lime to be used to 

bind the masonry units together (Weavil, pg. 52).34 This mass production of lime burning for the 

Castillo project would help launch the production of tabby concrete, another important material 
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of the post 1702 era, of which lime was a crucial ingredient (Gordon, pg. 82).35 The first stone 

from the King’s Quarry for the Castillo de San Marcos was laid November 9 1672 (Manucy, pg. 

20).36 The last stone was laid twenty five years later (Manucy, pg. 20).37 The construction 

materials of the fort were entirely shell-based with large coquina masonry units and oyster based 

lime mortar (Gordon, pg. 80).38 It would become the most prominent and well known coquina 

structure in the entire city. 

 
 

Figure 3-4. Exterior view of the moat and Fort Marion. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

Even with King’s Quarry officially operational by 1671, a skilled labor workforce of 

masons, stone cutters, and engineers present with the knowledge of how to build in stone, the use 

of coquina limestone as a widespread material in St. Augustine was still slow to spread. The 

Spanish were concentrating on completing the Castillo de San Marcos, concerned of the next 

possible attack. The Fort absorbed the majority of available resources and labor and was only 
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defensible by 1695, almost 25 years since the first stone was laid (Gordon, pg. 80).39 They were 

of course worried about the next possible siege of the city.  

By the 1690s, there were only a handful of buildings constructed using coquina besides 

the Castillo, such as the La Leche church at Pueblo Nombre de Dios in 1678, the governor’s 

house in 1690, and the hermitage of San Patricio which  stood at the border of St. Augustine in 

1697, and a small masonry magazine built in the fort (Gordon, pg. 80).40  

 
 

Figure 3-5. Construction of the east wall at Castillo de San Marcos. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

Considering the labor costs involved, only the support of the Spanish Crown could 

promise completion. Governor Diego de Quiroga requested that three new coquina masonry 
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structures be built to replace the rotting residences of the Spanish Governor, accountant, and 

treasurer (Manucy, pg. 20).41 If the dwellings of the officials of the Spanish colony were faced 

with the threat of natural decay, but also the threat of the torch from invading force which was 

outlined in a report of 1683 (Manucy, pg. 20).42 The Crown agreed to fund the construction 

under the stipulation that funds would be provided only after the fort was completed (Manucy, 

pg. 20).43 These early coquina buildings were of defensive, ecclesiastical, or government 

purposes and construction costs were high due in part to the labor to have the coquina quarried, 

cut, and transported across the Matanzas River. This made coquina construction economically 

impossible for most residents. The Fort project had produced coquina rubble as a by-product 

which was available to be purchased by citizens who expressed interest to build in the durable 

fireproof shellstone after witnessing the ongoing construction of the fort and the rafts of coquina 

criss crossing the Matanzas River.44 It was the first time in St. Augustine that private residents 

could have the option to build in coquina stone rather than wood, a material more susceptible to 

the natural forces of rot, hurricane force winds, bugs, and the enemy torch alike. Governor 

Quiroga endorsed the local ambition to build in stone by the citizens stating that “to introduce 

stone buildings because of the fires caused by wooden ones” (Manucy, pg. 21).45 To build in 

coquina would protect the residents from the threats that had so violently plagued them since the 

city’s founding in 1565. The shell stone would act as a protective layer against unforeseen 
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threats, like how the trillions of shells that made up the stone itself protected the organisms 

inside over 150,000 years prior. Though coquina stone was now accessible to the common 

people that would have then allowed for the creation of a more resilient and permanent 

community, its use would not be widespread until the city would once again be burned to the 

ground in 1702. However, the coquina limestone would prove itself critical in the rebirth of St. 

Augustine into a more permanent community. 

At the dawn of the eighteenth century, the grandson of the French King succeeded the 

Spanish throne. The British colony of Carolina, threatened by the possibility of a French-Spanish 

alliance that could threaten their interests and their important city of Charles Towne decided to 

launch an assault on the port city of St. Augustine in 1702 with a force of 800 strong, by land and 

by sea (Manucy, pg. 22).46Anticipating victory, they overzealously figured out how to divide the 

loot of the city, including the slaves (Manucy, pg. 22).47 What they were not anticipating was 

coquina stone, which could withstand and absorb cannon fire unlike any stone fort ever 

constructed before.  

The British forces were under the command of Carolina colonial Governor James Moore 

who had initially proposed the attack.48 Moore was not a military man so to increase the chances 

of success Colonel Robert Daniel was dispatched as his adjunct.49 
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Commanding the Spanish was the Crown appointed Spanish Governor of Florida Joseph 

de Zúñiga y Zérda who had received an early warning of the attack and prepared the city by 

ordering the harvest to be brought in from the fields to the fort and livestock to be driven into the 

dry moat.50 He sent a message to the nearest Spanish outpost, Havana in Cuba, asking for 

reinforcements as well as to other allies in the region. However, the estimation of arrival was two 

to three months.51   

On November 8, 1702 the British forces appeared at the mouth of the inlet and Zúñiga 

made the decision to wager on the strength of the untested coquina masonry walls of the fort 

rather than engage with the much larger British force with his comparatively miniscule Spanish 

garrison.52 The town’s population and those from the surrounding countryside of about 1,500 

took refuge into the newly completed Castillo de San Marcos.53 As a preliminary measure to 

prevent the invading forces from gaining a foothold close to the fort, the Spanish Commander 

ordered all structures within 750 feet (a musket shot’s range) to be razed to the ground (Manucy, 

pgs. 22-23).54 
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No one had constructed a fort out of coquina before and they didn’t know how the shell 

stone would react under assault from heavy cannon fire.55 The time had come for this unique 

stone to be tested. Like the shells of the coquina mollusks of which the masonry walls that 

thousands of years prior had protected the fragile organism inside, the walls of the fort protected 

the seemingly precarious existence of the future of St. Augustine.  

As the British attack commenced, the Castillo’s walls held firm against the cannonballs. 

Rather than the stone fracturing under the repeated shocks of the iron balls, the unique 

composition of the coquina limestone with its air pockets acted as a sponge, absorbing rather 

than resisting the cannon balls.56 The balls just seemed to simply absorb into the coquina 

masonry before plopping out into the dry moat below. By December 26 1702, the British forces 

still had not breached the citadel and were caught by surprise by the much anticipated Spanish 

reinforcements, represented in four imposing man-o-war ships off the horizon.57 The British 

forces set fire to their ships and escaped into the Florida interior, but not before also setting fire 

to the still predominantly wooden town. An act of violence that had been repeated for over a 

hundred years against the city time and time again. This time though it would be the last. With 

only 20 houses of no value left and the hospital remaining, St. Augustine had been rendered 

tabula rosa (Manucy, pg. 23).58 The city was on the verge of an architectural new age that would 

bring about a sense of permanence using the coastal resources of coquina and tabby concrete.  
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First Shell-Based Modernization Period 

When the British burned the city in 1702, it was left a smoldering ruin yet again after 

being put to the torch for the third time. However, the city’s residents now had a blank canvas 

onto which they could build a more permanent community. The early years after the destruction 

of the town left people living in emergency housing, simple structures of thatch, canvas, or even 

the charred remnants of anything salvageable from the burned buildings (Manucy, pg. 27).59 The 

town also had its defenses destroyed and was vulnerable against possible attack by hostile Native 

Americans (Manucy, pg. 25).60 It wasn’t until 1706, four years after the attack, that a palisade 

was able to be constructed to prevent entry into the city from land (Manucy, pg. 25).61 Another 

defensive measure was the building of a guard house that was erected in the plaza, made in part 

from the charred remnants of the burned Governor’s house (Manucy, pg. 25).62  

The effort to rebuild was thwarted by the inability to gather construction materials 

outside the city boundary because of hostile Natives. The situation became so dire that the 

Governor sent word to Spain to postpone money for reconstruction because there was “no way to 

get the materials needed for construction; the enemy had made it impossible” (Manucy, pg. 

25).63 Even the guards that were sent to protect the men who dared to go into the woods suffered 

“constant killings and hostilities” from the Natives (Manucy, pg. 25).64 If the presence of guards 
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could not assure safety for those who dared to go into the woods to gather materials, it certainly 

was beyond the ability of the private citizen.  

This dark period in which St. Augustine’s future seemed again in doubt even after the 

successful survival of the Spanish due to the Castillo’s walls would be followed by a building 

boom that would revitalize the town. It would be possible for a number of reasons. Firstly, since 

the Castillo was completed, it freed up many of the skilled workers which included stone cutters, 

masons, and engineers (Manucy, pg. 25).65 Secondly, the Spanish government was willing to aid 

private citizens by acquiring building materials using government personnel, removing the 

burden from individual citizens from having to risk their lives in search of materials on their 

own. It is likely that this state sponsored building initiative included not just coquina stone from 

the quarries, but timber along with oyster shells needed for the production of tabby concrete, a 

primitive concrete that used oyster and coquina shells as aggregate (Gordon, pg. 68).66  

Concerning the acquisition of coquina stone by an individual citizen, it would have been 

next to impossible to traverse the Matanzas River and quarry the necessary amount of coquina 

stone and make it back over the water.  The government also likely supplied professional 

expertise as well in the form of construction experts such as royal engineers, construction 

superintendent, and master builders in various skills (Manucy, pg. 27).67 Thirdly, the government 

was willing to provide desperately needed financial aid which would help the less affluent 

citizens rebuild their lost homes in the more durable materials (Manucy, pg. 27).68 The majority 
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of new homes that arose from the ashes were either constructed out of the more economical 

tabby concrete or the more desirable coquina which required more expertise. St. Augustine had 

entered the Shell Age where the naturally occurring materials of St. Augustine’s coastal 

disposition became the source for the construction of a new built environment. Tabby concrete 

and coquina masonry would be used to establish a tradition of construction that would modernize 

St. Augustine. The tabby tradition would end up throughout the Southeast extending into the 

British colonies of Georgia and South Carolina.   

Slavery and Shell-Based Construction 

Before discussing the shell-based architectural trends of tabby and coquina in St. 

Augustine, it is important to address whose hands play a role in their development and 

continuation throughout Spanish, British, and American rule. Slavery played a major role in the 

development of tabby and coquina construction in Spanish St. Augustine and an even larger role 

in the tabby industry in the British colonies of the Southeast and the successive subsequent 

American states. St. Augustine was a major port for the Spanish slave trade and African slaves 

had been constructing buildings in St. Augustine as early as the 1560s playing an integral part in 

the early beginnings of the New World’s built environment (Farrington, pg. 17).69 In fact, the 

first recorded slave birth in the New World occurred in St. Augustine on January 6, 1606 

(Farrington, pg. 17).70 The child, baptized in the Catholic faith, was named Agustin and was the 

son of two slaves, Agustin and Francesca.71  African slaves during the Colonial and Antebellum 
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Period often would construct buildings using architectural forms that were familiar, interweaving 

African conventions with colonial European ones and leaving a powerful imprint on America’s 

early built environment (Farrington, pg. 17).72 By the eighteenth century, African architectural 

forms could be found in Spanish, French, and English colonies (Farrington, pg. 17).73 In Spanish 

Florida as well as French Louisiana, the influence of slaves can be seen in the pyramidal hipped 

roofs of structures and extending eaves which formed verandas, an ever important and 

recognizable  feature of St. Augustine architecture  (Farrington, pg. 17).74  

The importation of slaves into Florida by the Spanish between 1565 and 1763 was 

relatively modest in comparison to the British and subsequent American control (pg. 2).75 

Slavery though was still vital to the Spanish city’s economy (pg. 2).76 Other commerce included 

ranching, agriculture, and timbering (pg. 2).77  In 1737, Spanish Governor Don Manuel de 

Montian began to enforce the royal edicts of 1693 and 1733 which granted freedom to slaves 

who had escaped from the British colonies of North and South Carolina, and Georgia.78 By that 

very same year of 1737, around 100 former slaves and free blacks had made their home in St. 
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Augustine and founded the legally recognized town of Garcia Real de Santa Teresa de Mose or 

more commonly known as Fort Mose.79 Many residents were skilled workers and would have 

contributed to the modernization of St. Augustine’s built environment, working alongside the 

enslaved (black and native), convicts, and Spanish citizens. Fort Mose would be destroyed 

during Oglethorpe’s 1740 siege and re-established in 1752 before being abandoned with the 

arrival of the British in 1763.80 St. Augustine would not see another independent black 

community for another 100 years until the founding of Lincolnville by freed slaves in 1866 after 

the end of the Civil War.81 

Characteristic of St. Augustine Architecture Post 1702 

Prior to the 1702 siege when the city was destroyed during the month-long attack by the 

British, St. Augustine was primarily wood with few tabby or coquina structures (Elsbeth, pg. 

67).82 The masonry Castillo de San Marcos stood over a mainly fragile wooden built 

environment as the only real defensible and safe structure due to its fire resistant and 

impenetrable coquina walls. After the destruction of the town, the materials of tabby and coquina 

construction rose in popularity as the Spanish colonists modernized the city with materials that 

were resilient against the environment and enemy attacks. The introduction of tabby and coquina 

limestone usage into the mainstream would also add to the resiliency of the community by 

making it no longer kindling for the enemy’s torch. Tabby and coquina structures were almost 
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discernable from one another because of the layer of protective stucco that was added to the 

exterior of the buildings that hid from view the structural materials used. It was noted that more 

than one person who came to St. Augustine came to the inaccurate conclusion that all the 

stuccoed buildings that they saw were built of coquina limestone (Manucy, pgs. 28-29).83 As 

these new materials gained popularity, the architecture of St. Augustine began to look more like 

the architecture of the colonist’s mother country of Spain rather than a frontier outpost across the 

world (Gordon, pg. 78).84 

 
 

Figure 3-6. Street Scene Along Charlotte Street- Saint Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

The majority of the structures in St. Augustine were austere and rectilinear in appearance, 

with the primary focus being on functionality rather than ornament. Typically, they were one or 

two stories and could feature either a gable, hipped, or a flat roof which was rare (Manucy, pgs. 
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79-80, pg. 90).85 Structures that were built prior to the British Period (1763-1784) would have 

had glaze-less window treatments that consisted of different forms of protective grates.  

A system of lathe turned spindles were popular and could often be found in tandem with 

a wooden lattice system that consisted of one inch strips that would cover the lower portion of 

the window. It served as a secondary security feature in case the spindle grille was bypassed. 

Another window treatment was the rejas which essentially was a bay window constructed like 

the spindle grille system except it extended out into the street. Most, if not all pre 1763 window 

treatments would have had interior shutters for privacy (Manucy, pg. 87).86 It was often the case 

in coquina construction that window lintels were made of two stacked pieces of wood rather than 

quarrying a large masonry unit or creating an arched opening which would have required skilled 

labor (Manucy, pg. 88).87  

 
 

Figure 3-7. Old Spanish Treasury, St. Augustine, Fla. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 
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A common feature of Spanish colonial houses was the covered gallery which could be 

found not at the front of the house, but rather along the side or back yard to allow escape from 

the south sun (Manucy, pg. 92).88 The covered gallery could be in the form of a porch, loggia or 

piazza (Manucy, pg. 92).89  

It is likely that porches attached to tabby structures by means of a shed roof were 

supported by simple wooden posts rather than ones of coquina masonry since the economical 

choice of tabby construction for the house itself was probably extended to the features of the 

porch itself. In the case of coquina structures, it was common to find arcades along loggias and 

piazzas that were supported by square masonry piers (Manucy, pg. 92).90 These supporting 

columns were neoclassical in concept and as a visiting Swiss engineer by the name of Debrahm 

noted they were “Tuskan Pillars or Pillasters” (Manucy, pg. 92).91 Since the columns served as 

the almost singular significant architectural feature of many Spanish Colonial houses, a further 

detailed explanation is warranted. 

The Tuscan order is a simplified version of the Doric order that possesses no fluting on 

its shaft and a capital devoid of the detailed decorative treatments of the other classical orders 

such as Corinthian, Ionic, Doric (the order it’s based off), and the composite order.92 The capital 

of the Tuscan column variant included an ovolo molded element set under a square abacus. 
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Below the neck of the column would be set a ring called an astragal. Debrahm asserts a 

differentiation between “Tuskan Pillars” and “[Tuscan] Pillasters.” By mentioning pilasters, 

which are by definition squared columns typically engaged into a wall, it can be interpreted that 

the word choice of pillar is meant to denote the opposite, round Tuscan columns. Though the 

Tuscan pilaster is a convention in the surviving structures from that era and supplemented by 

photographic evidence, the round Tuscan columns of that era have not except for those that 

support the loggia of the Paredes Dodge (constructed 1803-1813). These pilasters may have been 

spolia from an older building.    

The Tuscan order was a popular way to render an aesthetically pleasing design because of 

the limitations of the sculptability of the coquina stone (Manucy, pg. 93).93 Once completed, the 

columns, just like the main structural material of tabby or coquina would be coated in plaster 

(Manucy, pg. 93).94 The Tuscan order of Spanish Colonial St. Augustine would later be revived 

during the Tabby Revival Movement in the early twentieth century.  

Another common feature of Spanish Colonial architecture in St. Augustine was the 

presence of balconies. Balconies were present on nearly every two story structure in town and 

were typically “balcón de la calle” (street facing), overhanging the narrow streets (Manucy, pg. 

93).95 The Governor’s residence had a balcony as early as 1690, a decade before the destruction 

of the town in 1702 (Gordon, pg. 70) .96 In 1713, the  Spanish Governor and his wife were said to 
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have stood on the balcony of their official residence and tossed “a large amount” of silver coins 

to the people below who were gathered on the patio (Manucy, pg. 93).97 

Spanish urban planning would also dictate that structures be built directly onto the street 

and lacked direct street entrances. This would shade their interiors, but also pedestrians walking 

in the street along with increasing the space of the backyard for domestic activities (pgs. 65-

66).98 Entrances could usually be found in the side yard, only accessible after entering a gate. 

The streets were also narrow allowing for blockades to be built for defensive positions. Such 

planning would make the streets and individual houses of the frontier town more defensible 

against potential attacks by Natives and competing colonies alike. The town had already been 

attacked and destroyed on multiple occasions by privateers, competing colonial powers, and 

Native Americans.   

Tabby  

The construction of the Castillo had necessitated a large scale lime producing operation 

which in turn spurred the development of tabby concrete in St. Augustine (Gordon, pg. 82).99 

Tabby was often referred to by the Spanish as oyster shell stone (piedra de Ostión)(Manucy, pg. 

28).100 This was because once it was in its finished state it appeared almost stone like due to its 

hard durable surface and white greyish appearance.101 
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Figure 3-8. Detail of a whole-shell tabby concrete at the Kingsley Plantation State Historical 

Site- Fort George Island, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 The origins of tabby concrete are not certain. Historians believe that tabby may have 

originated in West Africa and spread to Spain and Portugal via the slave trade or possibly vice 

versa.102 Even the origins of the word tabby itself are murky since a number of cultures share 

words similar to tabby with similar architectural implications. The Spanish by 1269 were 

practicing a rammed earth method of construction which they referred to as tapia or pisé in 

Andalucía, Spain (Gordon, pg. 67).103 A Moorish version was the first to turn the construction 

method into a concrete by mixing in lime sourced from limestone and stone aggregate which was 

referred to as tabia or tabbi (Gordon, pg. 67).104 The Arabic word tabbi means a mixture of lime 

and mortar and is similar to words that appear in the Gullah and Portuguese language which 
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further complicates the etymological origin of tabby.105 In Spain this technological evolution was 

referred to as tapia real (Gordon, pg. 67).106 During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, tapia 

real was used throughout the Spanish West Indies (Gordon, pg. 67).107 In Florida, oyster shells 

were used instead of limestone as a source for lime and soon after, oyster shells replaced stone as 

aggregate which marked the transition from tapia real to tabby concrete (Gordon, pgs. 67-68).108 

Tabby’s earliest documentation in St. Augustine was in 1580, described in a letter addressed to 

the Spanish Crown (pg. 7).109 Tabby also appeared in the construction of roofs in the Spanish 

mission settlement of Santa Elena in present day Beaufort, South Carolina during its brief 

existence from 1566 to 1587 (Kelso, pg. 61).110 Tabby construction was used intermittently in 

the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in St. Augustine, but would become the most prolific 

building material in the city between 1703, the year after the British siege and 1763, when the 

British took possession of the city. 

Though coquina masonry construction has become synonymous with St. Augustine’s 

built environment, tabby concrete played an important role in the modernization of the city and 

development in the eighteenth century.  By 1764, 140 (41%) of the 364 houses in St. Augustine 
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were tabby (Manucy, pg. 33).111 Tabby concrete construction flourished after the 1702 siege as 

more residents decided to build in the material that was more permanent than wood (pg. 8).112 

The number of tabby residences surpassed coquina masonry in number because it provided the 

same benefits as coquina construction at a more economic rate and didn’t require skilled laborers 

(pg. 1).113 However, for many of the town’s tabby structures, the amateur craftsmanship and 

hurried construction would affect their lifespan. The expense in tabby was in collecting, mixing, 

and pouring the ingredients which could be further offset with the help of slave labor (pg. 1).114 

Tabby was the common person’s building material and was used in the construction of the 

majority of structural, yard, and garden walls of the city along with floors and in rare cases, roofs 

(Manucy, pgs. 68, 105).115  

 Tabby construction at the turn of the eighteenth century represents part of the city’s 

modernization as it was a major improvement for the residents of St. Augustine who had been 

forced to suffice with impermanent wooden structures that were permeable to both wind and 

water and could easily be destroyed by hostile forces. Tabby was also more resilient against rot, 

decay and the high winds of tropical storms and hurricanes (pg. 1).116 The primitive concrete 

structures could also hold in the heat during the winter and stay cool during the summer, giving 
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the residents an increased sense of livability.117 From St. Augustine, tabby construction would 

spread out across Florida and beyond to the British colonies up north, into Georgia and up 

through the Carolinas.118 Between 1703 and 1763, the year when Florida was seceded to the 

British, tabby construction flourished in St. Augustine.  

Tabby Production and Uses 

 Tabby was created entirely from local materials.119 At its basic level, it is essentially a 

shell-based concrete that incorporates shells as aggregate with a lime based cement. The main 

ingredient of traditional tabby are oyster shells which serve as the principle aggregate and the 

source for lime. The shells could be found in the ancient Native American middens that lined the 

St. Johns River and formed riverside hills that contrasted with the typically flat Floridian 

landscape (Manucy, pg. 17).120 The mounds were of such a height that they were often used as 

landmarks, lookouts, and navigational during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Gordon, 

pg. 17).121 Some middens were as sprawling as several acres (pg. 1).122 The middens were the 

result of over a thousand years of  Native Americans activity along the shores where they had 

shucked oysters and other shellfish such as mussels and snail shells at their fish camps.123 The 
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shells would be discarded in the water and over time the generations of the practice lead to the 

creation of large middens. One significant mound which survives is located south of St. 

Augustine and is known as the “Green Mound.” Located in Ponce Inlet in Volusia County, its 

longtime use is displayed by its height, being one of the highest points between Jacksonville and 

Miami.124 The creation of mounds ceased when the Spanish set foot in Florida and the Natives 

that were responsible were gone by the time the British arrived in 1763 (Gordon, pg. 17).125 Few 

of these large middens that once lined the rivers of north east Florida remain since they were 

pillaged for their shells even into the mid twentieth century.126 The mounds once located at 

Matanzas Inlet were used in the construction of the road bed for the A1A highway.127 An 

interesting link between the modernization of Florida at the beginning of the twentieth century 

and the state’s Native American historical past.  

 Traditionally, tabby concrete was created using an on site casting method by mixing lime, 

oyster shells, sand, and water together in equal parts.128 Oyster shells, shell fragments, and sand 

served as the aggregate and the hydrated lime would serve as a glue to bind all the ingredients 

together into a solid state. The lime was sourced from the abundant supply of oyster shells that 
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existed at the time.129 The lime would be extracted by burning the shells for several days which 

were typically placed in layers on a wooden cedar rick (pg. 1).130 After being exposed to the 

intense heat, a white powdery substance called quicklime was created which would mix with the 

wood ash of the burned wood (pg. 2).131 The shells which are calcium carbonate (CaCO3) once 

burned, released carbon dioxide (CO2) and created calcium oxide (CaO)/ quicklime (pg. 2).132  If 

water was added to the quicklime before being mixed with the other ingredients, a process 

known as slaking, it would become calcium hydroxide (Ca(OH)2) (pg. 2).133  However in tabby 

construction, the quicklime was used immediately without slaking  (pg. 2).134 The quicklime was 

added straight away with the other ingredients creating a slurry of sand, shells, and water. In an 

analysis of tabby construction, it was discovered that channel sand was primarily used though 

inland pit sand would have been preferred (pg. 2).135 However, it  would have been more 

difficult to find and retrieve (pg. 2).136 The quicklime when just mixed with the sand aggregate 
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was used as a mortar in coquina masonry construction. For production of a wall, the mixture 

would have then been poured into a bottomless cradle constructed of boards two inches thick and 

measuring between 20 to 22 inches in height. The sides of the cradle would be held together by 

dovetailed joints and the cradle itself supported by round pins (Sickels-Taves, pgs. 2).137 A 

standard eleven inch thickness was optimal, but there were many tabby structures built with only 

a nine inch thickness in St. Augustine (Manucy, pg. 69).138 After the pour, the mixture would be 

tamped down to reduce air pockets (Sickels-Taves, pgs. 1-2).139 The cast tabby concrete would 

have immediately begun absorbing carbon dioxide from the atmosphere and started to harden as 

it returned to its original state, calcium carbonate (pg. 2).140 The tabby would have been left to 

cure in the cradle for two to three days before the pins were removed and the cradle moved 

upwards and the pins resecured into the new round below.141 The process would then repeat itself 

until the desired height was achieved (Sickels-Taves, pg. 2). In St. Augustine, many of the tabby 

walls were reinforced with wooden posts in five foot intervals which the Spanish referred to as 

“ostión y postes,” which translates to oyster and posts (Manucy, pg. 69).142  This technique 
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would add strength to the walls and support the roof above as well as allow successive tabby 

pours in order to complete the building before the concrete had effectively cured (Manucy, pg. 

69).143 The addition of wooden posts to compensate for the thinness of the 9 inch walls and allow 

for quick construction could explain the structural failure of many of the tabby buildings erected 

during the First Modernization Period (Gordon, pg. 82).144 Especially if wooden elements had 

been exposed to water due to the cracking of tabby walls (Gordon, pg. 82).145 Tabby recipes 

were not standardized and the quality of the tabby was largely dependent on the recipe used, 

passed by oral tradition (pg. 55).146 The finished product would have appeared almost like a 

natural shell stone with oyster shells (or other shell aggregates) densely packed together in 

layers, laying flat as a result of being tamped down. In rare instances, tabby bricks were made, 

but not in the St. Augustine area as the cast on site method dominated local construction (pg. 

1).147 

 The shell-based nature of the structural system of tabby buildings would not have been 

left exposed and would have been covered with a layer of lime plaster, both the exterior as well 

as interior. This would create a smooth and maintainable surface.148 This would also protect the 

 
143

 Manucy, Albert C. The Houses of St. Augustine 1565 to 1821. University of Florida, 1992. 

 
144

 Gordon, Elsbeth K. Florida’s Colonial Architectural Heritage. Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 

2002. 

 
145

 Gordon, Elsbeth K. Florida’s Colonial Architectural Heritage. Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 

2002. 

 
146

 The Conservation and Preservation of Tabby. PDF. Atlanta: Georgia Department of Natural Resources, 1998. 

 
147

 “An Introduction to Tabby.” PDF. Atlanta Preservation, nd. Accessed November 18, 2019. 

http://atlantapreservation.com/buildingmaterials/TabbyInfo.pdf. 
 
148

 Manucy, Albert C. The Houses of St. Augustine 1565 to 1821. University of Florida, 1992. 

 



 

56 

tabby concrete from erosion.149 The lime plaster itself was sourced from oyster shells and created 

in the same process much like mortar, excluding the shell aggregates. Lime plaster served as a 

common protective membrane during the era and could be found on both tabby and coquina 

structures troweled to a smooth surface (Manucy, pg. 121).150 It was standard practice to not 

leave any parts of the structural material uncovered, making tabby and coquina structures 

indistinguishable from one another. The plaster on both the inside and outside was typically 

whitewashed which would renew the appearance of the structure and hide any patchwork repairs 

(Manucy, pg. 121).151 Typically, the term “plaster” is used to describe the application of a 

protective mortar rendering of the interior only and the term “stucco” is used to describe its use 

on the exterior. However, the architectural historian Albert Manucy preferred the word plaster to 

describe the protective membrane for both the interior as well as the exterior. 

 A convention of many of the structures of Spanish Colonial St. Augustine was the flat 

roof or “azotea” which incorporated a layer of tabby poured over them referred to as a “tortas” 

(Manucy, pg. 105).152 Sometimes, this early concrete roof was described as “techada de tabla” or 

board roof because from the underside only the wooden planking which the tabby was poured 

over was visible (Manucy, pg. 105).153  

 Using tabby concrete for flooring was also a popular convention that can be traced back 

to the sixteenth century. Oyster based tabby or coquina based tabby were both used for flooring 
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(Manucy, pg. 120).154 However, the coquina gravel based tabby floors were preferable and 

considered higher quality (Manucy, pg. 118).155 A tabby floor would be constructed over a layer 

of coquina chippings or oyster shells (Manucy, pg. 118).156 The historian Albert Manucy stated 

that military buildings typically had a layer of coquina chippings three inches or more where 

there was expected to be more foot traffic (Manucy, pg. 118).157 Whereas, in a common 

residential structure, an inch or two of cheaper oyster shells would be used topped off by a layer 

of chippings (Manucy, pg. 118).158 The tabby mix is then poured on top of this foundation layer 

and could have included the popular oyster shells, spalls, or the desirable coquina gravel which 

would result in a higher quality floor (Manucy, pg. 118).159 The coquina gravel would be taken 

from the quarries and would be fine enough to pass through a ¼ inch screen (Manucy, pg. 

118).160  

 In well trafficked areas, two or three two inch pours were common as opposed to a single 

two inch pour common with the typical residence (Manucy, pg. 119).161 When a tabby floor 

would begin to pit, a new floor would be laid on top, resulting in structures possessing 

multigenerational layers of tabby floors (Manucy, pg. 121).162 
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 Outside of the house, tabby was also used for walkways as well as yard and garden walls 

(Manucy, pg. 32).163 The walkways would have been created in the same manner as the interior 

floors and the yard and garden ways in the same cradle method as the structural walls. As Quaker 

Botanist John Bartram recorded during a visit to St. Augustine that there were even permanent 

tabby constructed benches affixed to the exterior wall of many houses. “There is generally a 

terraced walk, with seats of the same 18 inches high next the house wall, to sit down upon when 

weary of walking” (Manucy, pg. 31).164 

 
 

Figure 3-9. Tabby floor exhibiting both oyster shell and coquina shell aggregate. Photo credit: 

Trey Asner. 

 The more expensive and durable houses of St. Augustine during this period were built out 

of coquina limestone. After 1703 as coquina began to enter into the hands of the citizens eager to 

build after the siege, the quarry that had been used for the construction of the Castillo was 
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exhausted and a new quarry had to be located (Manucy, pg. 67).165 The best coquina houses were 

made of hewn stone that consisted of masonry blocks that were dressed by skilled labor using 

narrow bitted hatches (Manucy, pgs. 67, 68).166 The sizes of the individual units were dependent 

on the natural thickness of the strata of coquina deposits and could vary in quality and texture 

(Waterbury, pg. 6).167 The standard thickness for a one story coquina house was about 11 inches 

(one tercia) while the standard for a two story house was about 16.5 inches (1.5 tercia) (Manucy, 

pg. 67).168 

 Many of the houses in St. Augustine had only one or two room plans (Manucy, pg. 52).169 

These plans included both tabby, coquina, and frame houses that had new rooms added to the 

original structure as their fortunes and families grew (Manucy, pg. 53).170 New additions could 

be added in a single line following the existing roofline or additions from multiple elevations 

creating an almost rambling appearance (Manucy, pg. 53).171 David Bartram noted that many of 

the tabby houses appeared to “wind and crack” (Manucy, pg. 68).172 An obvious symptom of the 

lack of skilled labor in their initial building and rushed construction which left the walls overtly 

thin. 
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1740 Siege by Georgia Governor James Oglethorpe 

 In 1740, St. Augustine repelled yet another siege organized by the British. It was the first 

major attack on the town since it was destroyed in 1702 and rebuilt using tabby and coquina. The 

colony of Georgia was established in 1732 by James Oglethorpe to act as a buffer between 

Spanish Florida and the Carolinas and began to transgress on Spain’s territorial claims to which 

they responded with an unsuccessful attack on Savannah in 1735.173 The British afterwards 

began planning an assault and in May of 1740, a British force led by Governor Oglethorpe, 

besieged St. Augustine after capturing Spanish outposts along the way in the surrounding area, 

causing the Spanish population to flee to St. Augustine.174  

 
 

Figure 3-10. Detail of View of Spanish St. Augustine before British Siege in 1740, 1742. Photo 

credit: Floridamemory.com. 
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 From Anastasia Island, Oglethorpe stationed batteries that assaulted the city and the 

Castillo. One British spectator noted that the coquina masonry of the city “will not splinter but 

will give way to a cannon ball as though you would stick a knife into cheese…175”  

 After the failed initial siege and Oglethorpe’s return to Georgia, he would return several 

more times to try and take possession of St. Augustine before the war ended.176 The tabby and 

coquina town had resisted the British offense, proving to the residents that the modernization 

efforts after the 1702 siege had been worthwhile. However, the frontier town which had evolved 

to be resilient against direct confrontation, resistant against cannonball and the torch would end 

up being lost to the British not by assault, but by treaty following the French and Indian War.  

Spanish Loss of Florida and the Decline of Structural Tabby  

 Spain, concerned of the English presence on the continent made an alliance with the 

French in 1761 during the French and Indian War (1754-1763) (Gannon, pg. 17).177 

Unfortunately for the Spanish, the French lost the war and the important port city of Havana in 

Cuba was seized from them by British forces (Gannon, pg. 17).178 In order to reclaim Havana, 

Spain decided to exchange Florida in order to reclaim the economically viable port city (Gannon, 

pg. 17).179 With the treaty, the size of the Florida territory was expanded with its western most 

boundary ending at the Mississippi River (Gannon, pg. 17).180 The British decided that Florida 
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was expansive enough from east to west that the colony should be subdivided into two colonies 

separated by the Apalachicola River (Gannon, pg. 18).181 St. Augustine would be the capital of 

East Florida and Pensacola would be the capital of West Florida (Gannon, pg. 18).182  For the 

first time in almost 200 years, the Spanish flag was lowered in St. Augustine and the British flag 

hoisted in its place marking the beginning of the British Period (1763-1784).  

 With the arrival of the British in St. Augustine came significant building modifications 

that reflected English standards of living and the growth of the population under British rule. The 

British who were used to cooler climates had a preference for glazed windows and fireplace 

hearths for heating as opposed to the Spanish braziers (Gordon, pg. 92).183 The Spanish also 

constructed wood frame second stories on top of single story Spanish dwellings to increase 

interior living space. This trend would also continue during the American Territorial Period 

(1821-1845).  

 During the British Period, construction of tabby buildings came to a halt as oyster shell 

middens had been exhausted (Manucy, pg. 67).184 Many of them were fifty years old and 

reaching the end of their lifespan as well. The shell middens that had long been used as a source 

for both the lime and the aggregate itself had largely been depleted by the Spanish in St. 

Augustine as a result of the tabby boom of the first half of the eighteenth century (Manucy, pg. 
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67).185 As a result, the use of tabby as a popular structural material was at an end as shell 

resources were depleted and had to be sourced from farther and farther away. One builder during 

the British Period complained that his slaves had to fetch lime from twenty miles away (Manucy, 

pg. 67).186  

 After many years, many of the tabby structures that were erected by the Spanish were in 

poor condition. This was in part to compromises in their initial construction such as casting walls 

only 9 inches thick as opposed to the standard 11 inch thickness (Manucy, pg. 69).187 This 

deviation from the standard is what was likely what was being described as tabique, meaning 

“thin wall” (Manucy, pg. 69).188 Another factor responsible for the deterioration of many of the 

tabby structures was the deterioration of the wooden posts set within the walls. As the tabby 

would have cracked, the posts would have been exposed to water which would have led 

inevitably to rot (Gordon, pg. 83).189 The rotted posts, like other wooden elements of structures 

that had deteriorated, were burned for firewood and the tabby structures destroyed (Gordon, pg. 

83).190 Though the era marked the almost complete destruction of the city’s tabby structures, the 

durability of tabby if mixed and cast in the proper hands is demonstrated by the fact that by 

1892, two of the original Spanish tabby houses remained on Charlotte Street before being 
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destroyed sometime thereafter.191 A simple yard wall on St. George is all that remains today of 

St. Augustine’s Spanish tabby architectural heritage (Gritzner, pg. 72). A city that at one point 

boasted 140 tabby structures (Manucy, pg. 33).192 

 Tabby as a structural material had fallen out of favor in St. Augustine during the British 

Period (1763-1784) and coquina structural construction had witnessed its end during the Second 

Spanish Period (1784-1821). The reasons for the ceasing of construction in these materials were 

connected to depleting resources in the case of tabby and the dominance of a singular power in 

Florida. As prior mentioned, oyster shell middens had been drastically depleted in the St. 

Augustine area and shells had to be sourced from father away from the building site. The 

available local quantity could not suffice for structural tabby but only tabby floors. The 

traditional tabby floor which used quicklime would continue in St. Augustine until about 1870 

when the quicklime was replaced with Portland cement (Gritzner, pg. 72).193            

 Though the use of tabby as a structural material had ceased in St. Augustine during the 

British Period and would not return as such for another 120 years in a new Portland cement 

based form, it continued to be used as a popular flooring material, particularly in replacing 

original tabby floors that had been worn down over time. In the twenty one year period of British 

rule, the only entirely new building constructed was the masonry “Kings Bakery” that produced 

bread for the soldiers stationed at the St. Francis Barracks (Nolan, pg. 14).194 The British during 
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their time in the city were more interested in remodeling and constructing additions onto existing 

Spanish structures than outright building anew (Nolan, pg. 14).195 The coquina additions that the 

British made were plentiful enough that eventually they had to find a new source of coquina on 

Anastasia Island. A new vein was discovered along the inlet, but overzealous quarrying allowed 

the pit to flood, cutting away a section of the Island (Manucy, pg. 67).196 New coquina deposits 

were eventually discovered by the British but they would continue their trend of modification of 

existing structures rather than building new ones.  

Spanish Return and American Takeover 

 When the Spanish returned during the Second Spanish Period (1782-1821), new coquina 

buildings and defenses would be constructed, such as the Cathedral Basilica 1792 and the City 

gates in 1808. However, it would be the last time that coquina masonry would be used in 

mainstream construction for residential houses. Though, an artificial stone substitute would come 

along by the end of the nineteenth century. Throughout the American Territorial Period (1821-

1844), the beginning of statehood (1845-present) and the rest of the nineteenth century in St. 

Augustine, coquina as a structural system was rare as wood frame structures dominated the built 

environment. 

 In the case of coquina construction, when Florida and the north eastern town of St. 

Augustine was handed over to the United States in 1821, it solidified American control of the 

Southeast and coquina masonry which was utilized as a defensive material was no longer 

necessary. Furthermore, it was expensive, and Florida had changed dramatically since the 

introduction of shell stone to St. Augustine. Florida had been developed and the fight for the 

 
195

 Nolan, David. The Houses of St. Augustine. Sarasota, FL: Pineapple Press, 1995. 

 
196

 Manucy, Albert C. The Houses of St. Augustine 1565 to 1821. University of Florida, 1992. 



 

66 

New World between colonial powers dissipated with the result of American dominance in the 

region. By the early to mid-nineteenth century, more people had been lured to the new American 

territory and eventual state. New towns were being founded by Americans from the north such as 

Key West in 1822, Tallahassee in 1824, Marianna in 1827, and Quincy in 1828. Tallahassee 

became the new capital of the unified east and west colonies when it became a territory, 

removing the status from both St. Augustine and Pensacola (Gannon, pg. 29).197 St. Augustine 

was no longer the remote outpost at the edge of a dangerous frontier.  

 The catalyst for both the defensive architecture of tabby and coquina was removed and its 

use was no longer a requirement for the survival of the town. St. Augustine was no longer a true 

frontier town threatened as it once was by assaults from other colonies by land and sea, Native 

Americans and pirates. However, the threat of the natural environment; humidity, hurricanes, and 

termites were still a danger as they ever were to wooden buildings. However, these natural 

threats seemed to have become less of a concern to the denizens than the human initiated 

violence that had plagued the city since its inception.   
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CHAPTER 4 

TABBY IN THE BRITISH COLONIES: A MATERIAL SPREAD THROUGH SLAVERY 

As mentioned earlier, tabby was first used in the New World in the construction of roofs 

at Santa Elena in South Carolina during its brief existence from 1566 to 1587 (Kelso, pg. 61).1  

However, with the floundering of the Santa Elena colony due to Native aggression, tabby 

construction failed to take hold in the region (Kelso, pg. 61).2 By the time the British arrived and 

founded the town of Beaufort in 1711, the tabby remains were long gone. However, the tabby 

tradition continued in St. Augustine as the colony survived the conflicts of the sixteenth, 

seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries. Once discovered by the British, tabby would spread out 

across the coastal Southeast due in part to abundant shell deposits and slave labor. Ironically, it 

was the destruction of St. Augustine in 1702 that not only served as a catalyst for structural  

tabby construction in that town and in the British colonies, but the event also served to preserve 

the tradition up north and reintroduce it to American Florida after its disappearance.  

The 1702 siege of St. Augustine was a touchstone moment for tabby in North America. 

During the siege, the British forces under Carolina Governor Moore would have noticed the 

tabby foundations of the Spanish houses, especially after they began burning the town leaving 

the fireproof material exposed. During the siege, they encountered for the first time not just the 

impenetrable coquina masonry of the fort, but tabby as well.  

 Moore’s attack not only served as the catalyst for the adaptation of tabby construction by 

the Spanish, but also by the British. The British had lost the battle but had discovered tabby in its 

limited use by the Spanish during their incursion and returned home to what was the single 
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province of Carolina with knowledge of the primitive concrete technology (pg. 3).3 It is likely 

that the intangible knowledge of tabby construction was acquired through the capturing of a 

Spanish soldier or a slave (Gritzner, pg. 75).4  

South Carolina 

 The British colony of Carolina was founded in 1663 (split in 1729) and early on adopted 

an economy and way of life that centered on the institution of slavery. South Carolinians initially 

sought out white indentured servants as field hands and for skilled and unskilled labor. It was 

observed quickly that the white indentured servants were not as effective in their labor in the 

warm climate in comparison with slaves from Africa (Colburn, pg. 72). 5 Native American labor 

also proved insufficient.6 The African slaves were more tolerant of the humid low country, were 

resistant against malaria and yellow fever (Colburn, pg. 72).7 This observation coupled with the 

increasing cost of white labor caused slaves to begin rapidly replacing white indentured servants 

in not just the rice and indigo fields, but the skilled trades as well (Colburn, pg. 72).8  These 

skilled trades would have included carpentry and coopering (Colburn, pg. 72).9  Africans besides 
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being more adept at living in tropical environments also often possessed skill sets that were 

advantageous over the white man who struggled in the Carolina Lowlands. They could fish, 

navigate inland waterways, had familiarity with tropical plants, and even facilitated connections 

with the Natives, frequently serving as translators.10   

 Beginning in the 1690s, a dramatic influx of slaves were brought into South Carolina to 

such a degree that by 1715 sixty percent of the colony’s population were slaves, a distinction that 

did not exist elsewhere in the colonies.11 As the Carolinas developed at the turn of the eighteenth 

century and the number of plantations grew, it became not just a society with slaves as Spanish 

Florida was at the time, but effectively a slave society. A society where the majority of the 

members were slaves and the institution of slavery itself was intertwined with the socio 

economic and political practices.12 When Moore returned in 1702 with the knowledge of tabby 

taken from Spanish St. Augustine, skilled slave labor would allow tabby to flourish throughout 

the coastal regions from its South Carolina epicenter and permit the tradition of structural tabby 

to spread throughout the British colonies of the Southeast. It can be viewed that the success of 

tabby in the Antebellum period was due to slave labor. 

 The skill of manufacturing and casting of tabby concrete was also found in the slave 

population because of the usually heavy labor costs regarding the collection of shells, the 

creation of quicklime, and the mixing and casting of materials would have been offset by the 
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forced free labor. A testimony to the skills of slave built tabby buildings in North Carolina, South 

Carolina, and Georgia is that many of them have survived the centuries. 

 The British embrace of tabby in the Carolinas and Georgia was for the same reasons that 

the Spanish had adopted and used the material. It was an upgrade from wood construction which 

was susceptible to rot and fire and was an alternative to more expensive and hard to acquire 

materials such as brick, which was in short supply and had to be imported into the region 

(Gritzner, pg. 81).13  It can be ascertained that tabby development in the British Southeast 

colonies during the early eighteenth century represented an architectural modernization 

movement parallel to the Spanish in St. Augustine. There were also plenty of shell middens left 

behind by Native Americans to harvest along the coastal regions of South Carolina and 

Georgia.14   

Architecture of Tabby Construction in South Carolina and Georgia 

 The functions of tabby buildings in the British colonies and eventual American states 

showed more variety than in Florida and even reflected high styles of architecture in some 

instances. The British took advantage of tabby in South Carolina and Georgia for more than just 

the construction of domiciles and simple defensive walls like in St. Augustine, but also for 

churches, factories, mills, stores and major fortifications. Unlike St. Augustine, tabby was 

utilized by the wealthy in the construction of personal homes and not just relegated to use by the 

lower class. The skilled slaves who harvested the oyster shells, extracted the lime, and poured the 

proportioned mixture were masters of their craft which can be seen in their surviving work. This 

was in contrast to the majority of tabby’s structures in St. Augustine which were erected by 
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unskilled labor and were already severely deteriorated as a result by the time the British arrived 

in 1763. The skilled labor combined with the presence of professional architects insured their 

longevity. The observation that both tabby plantation houses and slave cabins have survived to 

the twenty first century is a testament to the quality of work even in two very different kinds of 

spaces.   

 It was also in British South Carolina and Georgia that tabby was cemented as part of the 

southern plantation way of life as many plantation homes, outbuildings and slave quarters were 

built of it, especially along the Sea Islands of South Carolina and Georgia. This would forever 

link the institution of slavery with tabby construction as many slaves built, lived, worked, and 

died on tabby built plantations. One of the most tabby prevalent plantations was Sams Plantation 

on St. Helena Island in South Carolina which was constructed by 1783.15 The plantation had 12 

tabby buildings documented through examination of its ruins and archaeological remains.16 

These include the main house, a kitchen, an over seer’s house, a granary/mill, a smokehouse 

(only known pitch tabby roof known in U.S.), dairy house, a well, barns, a cotton house, fowl 

and pigeonnier houses, a chapel with high tabby walls, and of course five tabby cabins that 

housed the hundreds of slaves estimated to keep the plantation going.17 The tabby slave cabins 

which are still in existence down the coast in varying conditions were the only tabby structures 

that the slaves were allowed to live in.  

 Another important development in tabby architecture besides its improved engineering 

was how the material was being used for the first time in Palladian inspired Neo-classical styles 
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such as Tabby Manse in Beaufort which displays classical conventions of symmetry and order. 

In contrast, the tabby structures of Spanish St. Augustine were mostly medieval and vernacular 

in design and form with a rambling nature devoid of symmetry.   

 The British also modified the casting process of tabby by using cradles that were larger 

than those used in Spanish Florida (Kelso, pg. 62).18 Instead of the foot tall cradles that produced 

a single round of tabby, the British cradles measured two feet tall, effectively creating a round 

double in height to that of its eighteenth century Spanish equivalent (Kelso, pg. 62).19  

 British tabby first appeared in Charleston, South Carolina before spreading to the 

surrounding area and moving southward along the coast to Beaufort and then Georgia (Gritzner, 

pg. 76).20 The earliest known example of British tabby construction is a powder magazine that is 

still in existence built in Charleston between 1702 and 1710 (Gritzner, pg. 76). Tabby was used 

as the main structural element with a brick veneer exterior (Gritzner, pg. 76).21 It is interesting 

that the earliest known structures erected by both the Spanish and the British when they 

discovered a durable material were powder magazines (Manucy, pg. 17).22 The Spanish as stated 

prior, had erected a coquina powder magazine between 1596 and 1598 (Manucy, pg. 17).23 The 
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choice demonstrates how the separate colonial powers held faith that the respective durable 

materials of tabby and coquina would keep the gunpowder safe.  

 Like St. Augustine, one of the earliest uses for tabby was for foundations. Two of the 

oldest houses in Beaufort, South Carolina are the Hext-Morris House from 1710 and the 

Hepworth Pringle House from 1717-1722 which were both built on tabby foundations (Gritzner. 

pg. 81).24 Both foundations are raised up significantly higher than the early tabby foundations 

used in St. Augustine in order to allow for air circulation and to protect the house against 

potential flooding, among other potential reasons. This evidence shows that just like in Florida it 

took a number of decades for tabby to be used as a structural material in residential housing. By 

the late 1780s, however, almost every structure in Beaufort had tabby elements, either as a 

foundation or in its entirety (pgs. 3-4).25 It was also during this era that a shoreline retaining wall 

was built of tabby in Beaufort reflecting its adaptation into the city’s infrastructure (pg. 4).26 The 

earliest documented structural tabby residence constructed  outside of Florida was located at 

Retreat Plantation in the Beaufort areas and was a two story house constructed in 1738 (Gritzner. 

pg. 84).27  

 An example of the use of tabby for ecclesiastical purposes is “The Old White Church” on 

St. Helena Island that is believed to have been built around 1726, though the earliest record of it 
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dates to 1734 (Gritzner, pg. 84).28 It is likely that “The Old White Church” is the oldest tabby 

church in the United States. The church's name likely derives from the lime wash that was 

applied to the buildings, giving it a whitish appearance. It was originally built as the Chapel of 

Ease to St. Helena Church in Beaufort, but later became a separate parish church and was 

expanded (Gritzner. pg. 84).29  

 
 

Figure 4-1. Church ruins (St. Helena/ Old White Church). Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 Similar to the adoption of coquina in St. Augustine, the South Carolina took advantage of 

tabby’s durable nature for the purpose of military functions as evident by the construction of the 

prior mentioned tabby magazine in Charleston and the erection of Fort Prince Frederick in Port 

Royal which protected Beaufort, just south of Charleston. The fort was built between 1731 and 
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1734 and replaced the wooden Fort Beaufort (Gritzner, pg. 81).30  It measured an impressive 125 

by 75 feet with walls five feet thick and four feet high on three sides (Gritzner, pgs. 81-83).31 

Prior to the founding of Georgia in 1733, South Carolina was the southernmost British colony 

and the fort served as the British counterpart to the Spanish Castillo de San Marcos in St. 

Augustine and protected British colonial interests in the region. Between the two forts and the 

colonies of South Carolina and Florida was the territory referred to as the “Debatable Land,” 

present day Georgia, where the imperial powers clashed to try and solidify their boundaries.32 

Fort Frederick served as a waypoint for which James Oglethorpe would plan the founding of his 

new colony of Georgia in 1733 after his trans-Atlantic crossing, from which he would launch his 

unsuccessful assault on St. Augustine in 1740 (Wilson, pg. 101).33  

James Oglethorpe and the Spread of Tabby into Georgia 

 Though Oglethorpe’s legacy is mostly consumed with his failure of capturing St. 

Augustine, his interest in the material would lead to the establishment of tabby construction in 

Georgia and indirectly to its continuation throughout the nineteenth century. Oglethorpe, along 

with his party of settlers, were introduced to the tabby built environment of South Carolina 

through their stay at Fort Prince Frederick and the tabby laden built environment of Beaufort 
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nearby (Gritzner, pgs. 89-90).34 Oglethorpe was likely impressed by the shell-based material and 

his faith in it was demonstrated in his decision to continue the tradition into Georgia, beginning 

with the construction of Fort Frederica.35  Later, other officers under his command would build 

in tabby for residential and defensive purposes. Oglethorpe’s Fort Frederica was built as a 

bulwark against Spanish Florida on St. Simons Island sixty miles south of the newly founded 

capital of Savannah.36 Founded in 1736 as military headquarters for the state along with the 

settlement of Frederica, it was both a military garrison and a town in one.37  The fort itself was 

constructed of tabby in a forty acre area fortified with earthenworks, a dry moat, and two ten foot 

tall wooden palisades.38 Unlike construction towards the north which was built by slave labor, 

the fort was not built by slaves. Georgia was not initially a slave state as Oglethorpe and other 

trustees of the colony believed that the reliance on slaves would be detrimental to the future of 

the colony.39 They expected that colonists would be satisfied with working for themselves in 

order to achieve a comfortable existence and did not want to see the Georgian colonists 

depending on the work of slaves to gain personal wealth like the plantation owners to the north.40 
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Oglethorpe even went so far as to ensure that the British government would support him with the 

House of Commons passing legislation banning slavery in Georgia in 1735.41 The trustees hoped 

that the colonists would be satisfied with an economy based on silk production and other 

Mediterranean type products which did not require slave labor.42 They also argued that a Georgia 

economy that utilized slave labor would be impossible with Spanish Florida promising freedom 

to runaway slaves.43 As long as the Spanish threat existed south, the British government was 

willing to heed to the advice of Oglethorpe and other trustees in order to keep the Georgia 

project going to protect their interest in the region.44  

 Concerned of a Spanish attack, Oglethorpe sailed to England in 1737 to muster more 

soldiers for the defense of his new colony where he was given the 42nd Regiment of Foote 

which consisted of 595 soldiers, which then put his command around a thousand.45 This decision 

would save the new colony of Georgia for a year later Britain declared war on Spain in what 

began as a nine year conflict known in Europe as the War of Austrian Succession and America 

as King George’s War.46 These events were what led to Oglethorpe’s 1740 attack on Spanish St. 
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Augustine which the Spanish responded with an assault on Georgia  in 1742.47 They made 

minimal gains before being defeated by Oglethorpe’s forces just east of Fort Frederica at the 

Battles of Gully Hole Creek and Bloody Marsh.48 Defeated and having been deceived with false 

information of British reinforcements, the Spanish decided to retreat and end their attack on Fort 

Frederica which had successfully protected the British southern frontier.49 However, when Spain 

and Britain signed a peace treaty in 1748, Fort Frederica fell into a rapid decline as it was no 

longer needed to protect the colony from Spanish attack.50 

 With the Spanish threat removed and with Oglethorpe’s departure to England in 1742, the 

push to turn Georgia into a slave state was renewed as colonists argued that for Georgia to 

survive it was an economic necessity that slavery be instituted in the colony and that the prior 

arguments against slavery were now mute with the Spanish threat removed.51 By the mid 1740s, 

the trustees realized that slavery in Georgia was inevitable as slaves were already illegally being 

imported into the state, South Carolinians desired to expand their plantation operations, and new 

Georgian colonists wanted to operate their own plantations.52 On January 1st 1751, slavery was 
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permitted in Georgia and between 1750 and 1775, the slave population grew from 500 and 

18,000.53 

 Prior to the introduction of the slavery in 1751, all tabby construction in the colony could 

be traced back to Oglethorpe himself or those under his command (Gritzner, pg. 90).54 During 

the construction of Fort Frederica, Oglethorpe had a tabby house built for himself which was 

referred to as Orange Hall after the Seville orange trees planted just outside the walls of the 

fortified town (Davis, pg. 49 ).55  Orange Hall was described as a modest one-and-a-half story 

structure that some historians have declared as Georgia’s first governor’s mansion though at the 

time, the land it was built upon was technically part of Spanish Florida (Davis, pg. 50).56 Other 

officers and men under his command followed his lead. William Horton, one of his top aides 

who was in charge of the troops garrisoned in Frederica built a two story tabby house at his 

plantation with help from indentured servants on nearby Jekyll Island in 1743.57 Horton’s 

previous house was destroyed during an attack from the Spanish which possibly led him to 

follow Oglethorpe’s example and build in the more resilient material. Horton also constructed a 

brewery on the property out of tabby and grew crops to supply Frederica.58 His tabby built 
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brewery is recognized as the first brewery in Georgia.59  Others in Oglethorpe’s circle, including 

a physician and a carpenter also decided to build in tabby when they decided to go into the 

plantation business. 

 With the legalization of slavery in 1751, tabby construction only enjoyed a few years of 

continued use even as South Carolina’s plantation system economy driven by exploited slave 

labor was transposed onto Georgia. Early in its history as a slave state, tabby plantation houses, 

slave cabins, and outbuildings began to pop up along the coastal Sea Islands but initially at a 

slow rate. The reason for the unexpected waning of tabby construction in Georgia after the 

adoption of a slave driven economy is a bit of a conundrum. It  could be explained by the 

abandonment of Fort Frederica in 1763 which served as the original epicenter of the tradition for 

the colony’s early tabby tradition (Gritzner, pg. 98).60 Many of Frederica’s residents had moved 

to Charleston, Savannah, and England, but some had stayed on the Georgia coast (Gritzner, pg. 

98).61  Perhaps those that stayed did not know the art even though they now had the means 

through slave labor. As tabby was on the decline in the region, it was through the indirect hand 

of the long gone Oglethorpe that the tabby tradition would be saved (pg. 4).62 
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Thomas Spalding: Savior of Tabby 

 A man by the name of James Spalding had purchased Oglethorpe’s home, Orange Hall, 

as he tried to keep the long abandoned Frederica maintained (pg. 4).63 David Bartram mentioned 

both Frederica and Spalding in his travels. “It seems now recovering again, owing to the public 

and liberal spirit and exertions of J. Spalding, esq., who is the president of the island, and 

engaging in very extensive mercantile concerns.64" His son Thomas Spalding (1774-1851) was 

born in Orange Hall and would go to save the tabby tradition in the Southeast (pg. 4).65 Spalding 

was educated as a lawyer and served in both the Georgia House and Senate along with being a 

representative of Georgia in the United States House (pg. 4).66 Spalding had purchased 5,000 

acres on Sapelo Island in 1802 and operated a slave plantation that produced sea island cotton 

and sugar which he had personally introduced to Georgia (pg. 4).67 He held a fascination with 

tabby construction, a faith in its durability, and using slave labor had a tabby house built for 

himself that took five years to build (pg. 4).68 Later in 1820, he built a Late Georgian style tabby 

house on the mainland called Ashantilly.69 Featuring a symmetrical facade with neoclassical 
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squared columns, decorative quoins, and an arched transom over the entrance, it stands as one of 

the finest tabby buildings ever built and the skill of slaves who built it. In 1830 Spalding 

published On the Mode of Constructing Tabby Buildings where he proclaimed that he had seen 

time destroy everything except for tabby walls and he argued that tabby should be used for the 

construction of coastal structures (pg. 4).70  During the early nineteenth century, tabby 

construction grew in popularity and could be found in the construction of plantation houses, 

town houses, slave quarters, hotels, warehouses, theatres, sugarhouses, distilleries, chapels, 

hospitals, burial vaults, along with foundations and chimneys throughout the southeast (pg. 4).71 

This expansion of the versatility of tabby would have not been possible without the continuity of 

slave labor which the slave states depended on for maintaining their wealth and way of life. 

Spalding himself was unsurprisingly pro slavery considering that the use of tabby was dependent 

on it and served as the President of the 1850 convention at Milledgeville where it was resolved 

that Georgia would resist any Federal attempt at abolishing slavery.72 The growing institution of 

slave based economic system  had briefly entered into the Florida peninsula during the British 

period of occupation of 1763 to 1784 where British Governor James Grant of East Florida 

attempted to replicate South Carolina’s slave system in East Florida territory and brought a great 

influx of slaves into Florida the likes of which had not been seen during the First Spanish Period 
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(Schaefer, pg. 71).73  He argued that a plantation society could only be developed by black slaves 

before white people could then be relied on (Schaefer, pg. 71).74 However, in his grand vision of 

Florida plantation society, tabby was not included. After two decades of British rule where many 

of the imported slaves from the north had helped to establish plantations which were in constant 

threat by Georgia privateers, the British evacuated at the conclusion of the Treaty of Paris of 

1783  (Schaefer, pg. 96).75 The slaves that helped to develop the territory under British rule were 

dispersed from the region with their masters or sold with some being evacuated to Charleston, 

Savannah and as far as the Bahamas and Dominica (Schaefer, pgs. 96-97 ).76 
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CHAPTER 5 

COQUINA MASONRY OUTSIDE FLORIDA  

 Besides the coquina deposits along the coastal shores of Florida, the only other known 

coquina deposits in the United States are limited to the south east coastal region of North 

Carolina (Mintz, pg. 10).1 The coquina formation itself is referred to as Cape Fear coquina or the 

Neuse Formation where the shell stone was quarried by British Colonists around the Cape Fear 

region (Mintz, pg. 10).2  

 The lower Cape Fear  was a prosperous region during the Colonial Era which can be 

credited to proprietary and later royal governor George Burrington (1682-1759) who developed 

the area along with Maurice Moore and other wealthy planters from South Carolina beginning in 

the 1720s (Mintz, pg. 12).3 The wealthy planters established a slave plantation system economy 

that produced rice, tar, pitch, and turpentine (Crow).4 By the 1750s, the Cape Fear region had 

become the colony’s wealthiest, much in part to Burrington’s encouraging settlements through 

several trips and liberalizing the land grant procedure (Price).5 

 Cape Fear coquina was used primarily for residential use by wealthy plantation owners 

during the eighteenth century who could afford the costs associated with building in the shell 

stone. Besides residential structures, there is also evidence that coquina was used for commercial 
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endeavors as well (Mintz, pg. 13).6 Three coquina mill stones and the shattered remains of a 

fourth have been discovered at Brunswick Town, a Colonial era port on the west bank of the 

Cape Fear River near Wilmington (Mintz, pg. 13).7 Tabby, as current evidence suggests, appears 

to have never taken hold in North Carolina even though it served as a popular building material 

along the coast in South Carolina. Coquina construction was overall very limited in the Cape 

Fear region due to the finite amount that was available. 

 The earliest documented mining of coquina in North Carolina can be traced back to at 

least 1760 through historical documents and the analysis of ruins in the form of surviving 

buildings, foundations, retaining walls, and basements (Mintz, pg. 10).8 Those who built in 

coquina in North Carolina, like those in Spanish St. Augustine, had to have a certain degree of 

wealth in order to afford constructing in the shell stone with many being wealthy plantation 

owners who would have likely used their own skilled slave labor in construction efforts (Mintz. 

pgs. 11-13).9 The costs in coquina construction would have been tied to a number of factors such 

as the acquisition of land with construction grade coquina outcropping or the purchase of 

coquina from a quarry owner, and the renting of skilled slave masons to shape and lay the 

coquina if not already owned. Though many slaves were present due to the plantation based 

economy and the importing of slaves by means of Wilmington, North Carolina never had near 
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the amount of slaves as South Carolina.10 In 1729, the colony only had 6,000 slaves in 

comparison to South Carolina’s 32,000.11  

 Clear Springs Plantation: One of the earliest examples of coquina construction in the 

lower Cape Fear is the Clear Springs Plantation located near Jasper in Craven County. The house 

is a wood frame one and a half story Colonial structure that was built around 1763 for a well-

known planter by the name of James Green (1710-1788) and constructed on a six foot tall 

coquina foundation (Mintz, pg. 11).12 The coquina was sourced from the Clear Springs 

Plantation site itself and also used in the construction of the chimney bases of the house (Mintz, 

pg. 11).13 It is purported that the coquina outcropping on Clear Springs Plantation was also used 

in the construction of nearby structures such as the Coors-Gaston House in New Bern  and the 

Green House and Barn in the Spring Garden area (Mintz, pg. 10).14 This would have allowed the 

Green Family who owned Clear Springs to act as a dealer of coquina stone in the region allowing 

them extra income (Mintz, pg. 12).15 
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 Sedgley Abbey: The grandest example of coquina construction in Cape Fear was 

Sedgley Abbey (Mintz, pg. 12).16 Built in the mid-eighteenth century possibly by a William Lord 

entirely out of coquina, it took on the name of Sedgley Abbey in 1780 by its then owner Peter 

Maxwell (Mintz, pg. 12).17 The prominent lower Cape Fear Historian James Sprunt in 1896 

reported that the mansion was described as “the grandest colonial residence of Cape Fear....built 

of coquina, rock of marine shells slightly consolidated by natural pressure and infiltrated 

calcareous matter” (Mintz, pgs.12-13).18 By the 1870s, the mansion was in ruins and by the early 

1900s only the coquina cellar remained (Mintz, pg. 12).19 This perhaps indicates that the 

remnants were rendered spolia and pillaged for other construction projects much like those in St. 

Augustine that had been abandoned.  

 The age of coquina construction north of Florida appears to have ended for the most part 

by the nineteenth century, likely due to the growing accessibility of clay bricks from Virginia. 

However, a coquina masonry retaining wall was built in the 1920s or 1930s in Southport, North 

Carolina, the construction of which matches the date of the quarrying of the Fort Fisher 

outcropping only a scant mile away east (Mintz, pg. 13).20 Measuring 20-30 feet in length and 

four feet in height with units only four inches in diameter, it was significantly smaller in scale 
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than the coquina masonry retaining wall in St. Augustine built by the Spanish in the early 

nineteenth century. It was also during this period of the 1920s and 1930s that a large scale 

mining operation at Fort Fisher which led to dramatic erosion was in place to harvest coquina 

gravel for highway construction (Mintz, pg. 11).21 Evidence of coquina tabby road construction 

was also occurring in St. Augustine during the same time. According to the North Carolina 

Geology Survey, there are 22 identified quarry mines or coquina pits with 11 in Brunswick 

County and 11 in Onslow County (Mintz, pg. 11).22 Eleven of the quarries have been exhausted 

of their coquina supply which has gone into road construction projects (Mintz, pg. 11).23           
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CHAPTER 6 

 STRUCTURAL TABBY RETURNS TO FLORIDA AND COQUINA CONTINUES 

Prior to the Spanish leaving Florida in 1821, tabby construction was already seeping back 

into the region beginning on Fort George Island in present day Jacksonville. John McQueen, a 

plantation owner from Glynn County, Georgia, was not just one of the earliest to reinstill tabby 

back into the region but also one of the earliest to produce tabby brick for his domicile (Gritzner, 

pg. 98).1 McQueen was awarded Fort George Island (Jacksonville) by the Spanish in 1791 and 

constructed a tabby house between 1797 and 1798 that incorporated tabby brick (Gritzner, pg. 

98).2 Tabby brick was manufactured by both the British and the Americans at the turn of the 

nineteenth century and was made by pouring the tabby slurry into a mold whether it be a 

rectangular brick mold or a wedge shaped mold for the construction of cylindrical tabby columns 

(Gritzner, pg. 33-36).3 Once poured, the bricks (slightly larger than modern standard) would be 

left to cure for six to eight months (Gritzner, pg. 36).4 These tabby concrete bricks served as the 

forerunner to the Portland cement based tabby blocks that would become popular at the 

beginning of the twentieth century. Tabby bricks also represent another important development 

in that they were individually cast units which could be made off site and recycled if need be. 

 After Florida became a territory of the United States in 1821, it underwent significant 

infrastructure improvements as settlers immigrated into the new southern frontier and began to 
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develop the state. They brought with them into the Florida peninsula the plantation system 

economy and the tabby tradition which had for the most part ended in Florida in the 1760s. 

Tabby had finally returned to the now former Spanish colony from which it originated after 

being preserved in the British Colonies and sequential U.S. states of the Southeast. Coquina 

construction continued as it had under the Spanish. However, it shifted from being primarily 

residential and centered in St. Augustine to commercial and dispersed into the north east part of 

the state as the plantation system took hold. The rise in the popularity of both tabby and coquina 

in the northern part of Florida increased with the increasing population as an influx of American 

settlers seeking wealth through the establishment of plantations that they hoped would mirror the 

success of those in the Carolinas and Georgia (Graham, pg. 11).5 

St. Augustine’s Beginning as a Sanitarium  

 In 1821, Florida’s population was recorded as less than 8,000 persons (Gannon, pg. 30).6 

However, by the 1830s the population was booming and the newly created counties of Jackson, 

Gadsden, Leon, and Jefferson alone held half of the territory’s population of 34,530, the majority 

of which were slaves (Gannon, pg. 30).7 In St. Augustine, the group of American forces charged 

with monitoring the transition of the city from Spanish to American were probably shocked at 

how ancient the city looked in its 256th year of existence with its coquina structures whose 

structural material was exposed by crumbling plaster and its medieval like coquina fort (Graham, 
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pg. 4).8 Before the first decade of American rule was over, St. Augustine was already being 

advertised for tourists and settlers in northern literature as a sanitarium where one could 

rejuvenate one's health from all sorts of ailments (Graham, pg. 13).9 This miracle working was 

accredited to the warm temps and salt air that removed dangerous “miasmas” from the air 

(Graham, pg. 13).10 Even with the influx of whites from up north in the city, an 1830 census 

report recorded that almost half of the city’s population was black or mulatto as slaves were 

brought in to work the nearby plantations (Graham, pg. 19).11 

Slave Labor in Florida and Coastal Plantations  

 Tabby and coquina architecture in the forty year period between the 1821 U.S. 

acquisition of Florida and the beginning of the Civil War in 1861 was intertwined deeply with 

slavery. Not just because black slave labor was responsible for the construction of such 

buildings, but the existence of many of the slaves in Florida revolved and were limited to the 

tabby and coquina built plantations where they were born, worked, and died. For those slaves 

who lived on such plantations like Kingsley, Bulow, Mala Compra, St. Joseph’s and many more. 

 In the forty year period between American entry into Florida and the beginning of the 

Civil War, both the vernacular tradition of tabby and coquina construction would be sustained 

and continued by means of slave labor mostly limited to the northern region of the state that was 

developed prior to the Civil War and within the vicinity of the hub of St. Augustine. The two 
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durable materials were used extensively in plantation related construction and were used in 

construction of some of the most important architectural edifices of Florida’s Antebellum era  

and were used to build a myriad of plantation houses, slave cabins, outbuildings, mills, cisterns, 

and walls.  

 
 

Figure 6-1. Ruins of Slave Cabins, Made of Tabby Concrete, at the Kingsley Plantation on Fort 

George Island in Jacksonville, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

Coquina and Plantations  

Coquina was almost exclusively used for commercial purposes on the sugar plantations in 

the construction of the processing buildings. The Spanish had prized coquina for its durability to 

take a cannonball, the plantation owners of the Antebellum era prized it since it could support the 

weight of the necessary machinery utilized in their sugarworks such as steam engines.12  The 
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usage of coquina however ceased after the Second Seminole War which had resulted in the 

destruction of many of the sugar plantations such as Bulow, St. Josephs, and the Mala Compra in 

the mid 1830s by Seminole Native Americans.  

 
 

Figure 6-2. View of Bulow Plantation Ruins State Park- Bunnell, Florida. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

 During the conflict, a company commanded by Major Francis Dade was slaughtered in 

route to reinforce Fort King in Ocala resulting in the death of Dade and all his name save two or 

three.13  Dade and his men were interred along with others who had died during the Florida 

Indian War under three coquina pyramidal monuments.14 Tabby construction was more prevalent 
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and would continue to be manufactured into the twilight years of legal slavery into the 1850s 

even as coquina construction seemed to have faltered in response to the Indian Wars.  

A Florida Tabby Plantation 

 Zephaniah Kingsley was one of the earliest plantation owners in the territory, having 

founded his Kingsley plantation in 1814 on Fort George Island during the last few years of 

Spanish rule (pg. 2).15 It lasted until 1837 when he decided to leave as a result of American raced 

based restrictions which endangered his mixed family (pg. 2).16 His plantation is recognized as 

having the oldest surviving plantation ruins in Florida so it should come as no surprise that many 

of its structures were built of tabby including 32 slave cabins  (23 survive) and a barn built of 

tabby brick.17  

 The slave cabins were constructed by the slaves themselves using traditional cast rounds 

for the structural walls and tabby bricks around the fireplaces.18 The cabins continued to be 

inhabited by black people into the early 1900s who likely were the descendants who stayed in the 

area. 

 Besides the tangible, the intangible heritage of tabby structures on Kingsley Plantation 

and plantations like it throughout the southeast are also valuable in what they reveal about slave 

life and religious practices. Archaeological excavations have revealed evidence of animal 

sacrifices that are believed to have been offerings to earth spirits disturbed by the construction of 
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the tabby cabin and also buried iron tools meant to protect the cabin from maleficent forces (pg. 

5).19  Such evidence represents how the slaves preserved their African identities and beliefs.  

 
 

Figure 6-3. Drawing of tabby house at the Kingsley Plantation (1878). Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

 Many slaves also adopted Christianity and attempted to practice their chosen religion to 

the dismay of their masters. Plantation owners and managers like Kingsley were restrictive on 

allowing their slaves to practice religion, concerned that it threatened their control over their 

slaves (pg. 105).20 “All the late insurrection of slaves...” Kingsley said “are to be traced to the 

influential preachers of the gospel” (pg. 105). He attempted to disband the church and their 
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secret nightly meetings that occurred once or twice a week but was largely unsuccessful (pg. 

105).21  

 The practice of religion by the slaves against the wishes of their master served as a 

protest against the institution that entrapped them and would have occurred within the tabby 

walls that their hands built. After the Civil War, freed slaves finally free to worship as they 

pleased would build a tabby church, St. Cyprian’s Episcopal, in Darien, Georgia which is 

believed to have been completed 1876.22 It would be the first time that a tabby structure was built 

that was owned and exclusively served the black community. 

 With wealthy newcomers came high style architectural trends that had begun to take hold 

in the north such as the Greek Revival Style which had become prevalent throughout the 

Antebellum South. Both vernacular construction materials of tabby and coquina were adapted 

into these high style temple forms such as St. Augustine’s own coquina built Markland in 1839 

and the tabby built Gamble House, constructed 1849-1851 in Ellenton on the west coast. It was 

also during this period during the decades preceding the Civil War that construction began on 

what would be the largest tabby structure ever, Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas. Initially, 

construction began in 1846 and would stop in 1875 even though it was yet to be completed.23  

Markland Hall and the Coquina Aesthetic 

 The only known residential structure to have been constructed entirely out of coquina as a 

structural material after America’s takeover of Florida is Markland Hall. The cornerstone of the 
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coquina mansion was laid in October of 1839 by Dr. Andrew Anderson Sr. and his wife Clarissa 

who named their new home after Clarissa’s brother, Mark (Nolan, pg. 27).24 Less than a month 

later tragedy struck when Dr. Anderson suddenly died of yellow fever leaving it up to Clarissa to 

supervise the construction of the mansion (Nolan, pg. 27).25 Even with the dimensions of the 

house halved upon her husband’s death, the mansion wouldn’t be completed until 1842 (Nolan, 

pg. 27).26 The length of time it took to finish construction of Markland Hall  mansion was due to 

many of the same obstacles that the Spanish had encountered; Finding a suitable labor force, 

skilled laborers such as stone cutters and engineers, and somehow getting the stone across the 

Matanzas River. It is likely that slaves were hired out to quarry the coquina and construct 

Markland Hall itself. Hiring out slaves was a standard practice in St. Augustine at the time 

(Graham, pg. 21).27 The mansion was described as a “typical southern home with broad verandas 

over which a perfect wilderness of roses, honeysuckle and clematis grows” (Nolan, pg. 27).28 

 What makes Markland Hall especially unique besides being the earliest American built 

structure utilizing coquina as a structural system was the decision to leave the coquina walls 

exposed (Nolan, pg. 27).29 Up until that point, the vernacular shell-based architecture of both 

tabby and coquina was plastered to protect the material. Markland Hall was the first structure 

built in St. Augustine to embrace the appearance of the shellstone as a visual aesthetic, a shell 
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aesthetic that would later be embraced by other wealthy newcomers to St. Augustine which 

began in the latter part of the century.  

The Gamble Mansion and the End of Slavery 

 The Greek Revival Style Gamble Mansion in Ellenton was perhaps one of the last grand 

tabby structures built by slave labor before the beginning of the Civil War and would have 

significant ties to the events after the fall of the Confederacy that fought to maintain the 

institution of slave labor that erected its tabby walls. It is a vernacular interpretation of Greek 

Revival using the local midden resources available that has resulted in a unique and minimalistic 

approach that reflects the lack of resources in southern Florida.  

 Major Robert Gamble arrived in Manatee County in 1844 after acquiring a 160 acre 

homestead grant and  brought with him slaves from Tallahassee to clear the land for his sugar 

plantation and begin constructing his home.30 His slaves first built a two story tabby block house 

that had no staircase from the first to second level, but instead as a rope ladder that could be 

tossed or retreated from a trap door in case of Indian attacks that had plagued and resulted in the 

destruction of other Florida sugar plantations.31 His decision to build in tabby would guarantee 

safeguard against Native attacks but was slow to build with construction lasting over six years 

for the ten room main house because of the need to let each two feet thick round cure and to 

ensure a quality end result.32 The colossal order of columns are not only a significant feature of 

the structure, supporting verandas that wrap around three sides, but also significant because of 

their construction. The 18 foot columns were created by casting large tabby drums some 26 
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inches thick which were then subdivided into four wedges and stacked with alternating seams 

before being plastered over.33 

 
 

Figure 6-4. Major Robert Gamble Mansion- Ellenton, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 The Gamble Mansion once completed looked out over 3,500 acres of which 1,500 acres 

was sugar cane.34  In total, slaves dug the over 16 miles of canals necessary for the cultivation of 

sugar on the plantation.35 Besides the mansion, the slaves also constructed a sugar mill that was 

likely out of tabby, a tabby cistern, and their own cabins which no longer remain.36 Records 

indicate that in 1847, Gamble owned 70 slaves, and by 1855 that number had increased 

dramatically to 171.37  
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 Besides being architecturally significant for its tabby construction and one of the last and 

largest slave built tabby structures in not just Florida but for the United States its importance also 

lies in its history at the conclusion of the Civil War. The war which was waged over whether the 

slaves like those that built the mansion and maintained its fields and therefore the southern way 

of life could be free. With the collapse of the Confederacy that was affirmed by General Lee’s 

surrender at Appomattox, Confederate President Jefferson Davis and his cabinet retreated from 

their capital at Richmond south to escape the Union army. Judah P. Benjamin who served as one 

of the Confederacy’s chief architects in multiple cabinet positions such as Attorney General, 

Secretary of War, and Secretary of State decided to separate from Davis’s party and escape the 

country through Florida. On the run with a $50,000 bounty on him, Benjamin made it to 

Monticello in northern Florida on May 13th (3 days after Davis was captured) before he 

proceeded further south on horseback, aided by Confederate sympathizers along the way.38 Part 

of his final days on American soil were spent at the Gamble Mansion which at the time was 

owned by Archibald McNeil, a famous blockade runner.39 From Ellenton, Benjamin sailed to 

Marathon in the Keys which would be the last time he would step foot on U.S. territory. From 

Marathon he sailed to Nassau in the Bahamas before finally sailing to safety in England.40 In 

England, he led a successful new career as a barrister, eventually becoming counsel to Queen 

Victoria.41 With the fall of the Confederacy and the collapse of the institution of slavery which it 
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fought to preserve, traditional tabby architecture which had been sustained by slave labor came 

to an end. Without the free labor to perform the laborious tasks that were required to not only 

produce the slurry, but to also cast it which could take years it was no longer economically 

viable.  

Freedmen Claim Tabby for Their Own Communities 

 Even though tabby was no longer in use by wealthy whites who could no longer rely on 

slaves, the tradition still was continued by former slaves who were finally able to make use of 

their tabby making skills for their own community. One example as previously mentioned, is St. 

Cyprian’s Church in Darien, built in 1875 during Reconstruction by a community of former 

slaves. The intangible knowledge of tabby passed down through generations of slaves was likely 

utilized more than we know by many freed men and women to construct permanent stable lives 

along the coasts of the Southeast. The last known structure built of traditional tabby and the most 

southern tabby structure is the Adderley House, which is located in Marathon, where Judah P. 

Benjamin fled to the Bahamas. The Adderley house is a humble cottage that was constructed by 

a Bahamian sponge farmer named George Adderley between 1904 and 1906 who lived there 

with his wife Olivia and their children.42 Adderley had arrived in Marathon from the Bahamian 

Island of New Providence in 1890 at the age of 20 and settled along with other Bahamian 

immigrants in a small community that would be named Adderley Town in their honor.43 Being a 

native of the Bahamas where there was no tradition of tabby construction, Adderley might have 
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discovered and had been taught tabby construction in Florida, likely by a former slave living in 

the region who retained the intangible knowledge from the Antebellum era.  

Adderley House: The Last Known Traditionally Built Tabby Structure 

 The Adderley house is the last known traditionally built tabby structure in the state and is 

unique in that it was built in the traditional tabby manner using a shell sourced lime binding 

agent even though Portland cement had been introduced in the state over twenty years earlier in 

St. Augustine in 1883. South Florida by the early 1900s had been increasingly developed and the 

railroad lines had been extended further down the peninsula, making Portland cement accessible. 

However, Adderley still chose to build in the traditional tabby manner. Perhaps like most things, 

it was a matter of economics. For a sponge fisherman like George Adderley, to purchase 

Portland cement would have been costly and unnecessary considering that he had received the 

knowledge of tabby construction and had all the materials he needed on his doorstep along with 

the desire to build a permanent strong home for his family that could withstand the harsh Florida 

environment like the Spanish centuries earlier.
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CHAPTER 7 

TABBY REVIVAL IN ST. AUGUSTINE AND GILDED AGE VISIONS 

 With the conclusion of the Civil War, the tabby cottage industry, which had been 

intertwined with the institution of slavery, mostly ended. Without slave labor, the manufacturing 

of tabby was too costly considering the collection of shells, the burning of the shells for lime, the 

mixing of ingredients, and the slow casting process. In the decades following the Civil War, 

traditional tabby knowledge which had been passed down through slaves was continued in a 

fragmented manner by the free black population for their own community on a limited scale that 

seemed to promise a slow and quiet end to the tradition that had lasted for some 300 years on the 

continent. However, the ongoing Industrial Revolution in both American and Europe would have 

a surprising and profound impact on the vernacular tradition of tabby in St. Augustine and the 

Southeastern United States in general. The Industrial Revolution would lead to tabby’s revival by 

facilitating the creation, production, and distribution of modern cements on an industrial scale 

while also creating a wealthy leisure as a result of growing industries. 

The Industrial Revolution and Tabby Revival  

 The Industrial Revolution modernized and transformed industry by spurning new 

developments in technology, construction, transportation, and mass production (Cashman, pg. 

10).1 Out of this foray of developments would arise innovations in concrete technology such as 

natural cement and Portland cement. The Tabby Revival movement in St. Augustine likely 

incorporated natural cement as well as the regionally documented Portland cement so both will 

be discussed. These new cements were stronger than previous ones and would revolutionize 

construction throughout the world. They also would have a major impact on the longest 
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continuous concrete tradition in North America, tabby. With mass produced cement, tabby 

concrete construction could proceed without the laborious process of finding oyster shells and 

creating quicklime. Instead, pre-manufactured cement could be purchased and shipped by boat 

and train.  

 On the social side of the coin, the Industrial Revolution would create an unprecedented 

wealthy leisure class that began to flock to St. Augustine to avoid harsh northern winters. A 

number of these wealthy northerners constructed concrete winter palaces using modern cements 

and the local coastal coquina shells as aggregate, effectively resurrecting tabby and ushering in 

the Tabby Revival Movement in the region. Eventually, the wealthy oil tycoon of Standard Oil, 

Henry Morrison Flagler (1830-1913), would be drawn to the city and bring forth a tabby building 

campaign that would help shape the city’s built environment. Southerners had shaped the tabby 

built environment in the South since the sixteenth century, and now it would be the wealthy 

industrialists from the North who would use Portland cement, ensuring that  St. Augustine would 

again become the center of shell-based construction as it had been during Spanish Colonial 

times.  

Natural Cement 

 Natural cement is made from a source of limestone, which is burnt and powdered with no 

extra additives artificially introduced.2 In the burning of a singular raw source of lime, it is 

similar to traditional tabby in that aspect except limestone is used as a source instead of oyster 

shells. The limestone used in typical natural cement production contains naturally occurring 
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argillaceous (clay) impurities that increase its strength (Weavil, pg. 7).3 John Smeaton (1724-

1792) who is considered to be the father of civil engineering, was the first person to recognize 

the importance of argillaceous impurities and conduct experiments to test how such naturally 

occurring impurities could create a hydraulic lime, meaning a concrete that could harden 

underwater (Weavil, pg. 7).4 This discovery would revolutionize concrete technology during the 

Industrial Revolution as large scale building projects began to take off across Europe and the 

United States during the late eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries.  

 One of the earliest to take out a patent on natural cement was James Parker in 1796 in 

England whose natural cement was used in the construction of the Thames River Tunnel, the first 

modern underground tunnel (Weavil, pg. 7).5 During the same period, similar natural cement 

production was occurring in France in Boulogne-Sur-Mer (Weavil, pg. 7).6 In 1822, James Frost 

Received a patent for what he called “British Cement” and constructed in 1825 the first cement 

factory in Swanscombe, England (Weavil, pg. 8).7  

 In the United States, there was a growing demand for natural cement as major canal 

projects were underway (Weavil, pg. 8).8 Canvass White (1790-1834) was a prominent civil 
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engineer who is responsible for introducing natural cement to the United States.9 White was born 

in Whitestone, New York, and in 1813 was accepted into the Fairfield Academy where he 

studied mathematics, astronomy, chemistry, mineralogy, and surveying.10 Upon completion of 

his studies he became a pupil under Dr. Josiah Noyes of Clifton, New York.11 During the War of 

1812, he was commissioned as a Lieutenant and fought at the battle to capture Fort Erie in 1814 

where he was wounded, but recovered.12 In 1816, White served under Benjamin Wright who was 

conducting surveys for the Erie Canal and became impressed by the young man.13 At the same 

time, he became acquainted with Governor De Witt Clinton who encouraged him to travel to 

England in 1817 where White studied the construction and operation of canals, including the 

important role of natural cement.14  

 After returning home in 1818, he discovered limestone rock near the canal route in 

Madison, New York and began conducting experiments on the different limestones to test their 

potential as a source for natural cement.15 Eventually, White discovered a limestone that was 

suited for natural cement production and manufactured the first natural cement in the United 
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States (Weavil, pg. 8 ).16 The limestone selected created a much higher quality hydraulic lime 

than even the natural cement that was being used in England.17 It was also cheaper than anything 

sold in England.18 He quickly obtained a patent for his discovery and in 1819, opened the first 

natural cement factory in the United States in Chittenango in 1819.19  White’s cement became so 

popular that he expanded his operations wherever he found a suitable quality limestone in the 

region.20 When the Delaware and Hudson Canal was being dug in 1825, a deposit measuring 

three miles wide and 22 feet deep, with a total of 32 square miles was discovered between High 

Falls and Kingstone in Rosendale.21  Eventually, the cement company founded by White, his 

business partner, and his brother Hugh relocated from Chittenango to Whiteport to be more 

competitive by being closer to valuable lime sources in 1836.22 By that time, the natural cement 

industry had become fiercely competitive as the industrial revolution created a strong demand for 

natural cement mortars for the construction of large masonry buildings and concrete began to be 

embraced by the Army Corp of Engineers for massive projects.23 Multiple companies were soon 
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to be  in states that possessed the needed limestone which included New York, Kentucky, 

Maryland, Illinois, and Kansas.24 Later in the century, factories would be constructed as far west 

as Wisconsin and Minnesota.25 Though the majority of lime sources were far from Rosendale, 

New York, the site became so synonymous with natural cement that the term “Rosendale 

cement” became interchangeable with natural cement itself and cements produced hundreds of 

miles away were still advertised as Rosendale Cement.26 The massive industry that it became 

was a far cry from the cottage industry of tabby construction that was only used for individual 

project use.  

 Throughout the nineteenth century, though soon later eclipsed by Portland cement, 

Rosendale natural cement found its way into many of the most significant architectural projects 

of the era including the Brooklyn Bridge in 1883 and the base of the Statue of Liberty in 1886 

which at 154 feet tall consisted of 27,000 tons of it.27 Natural cement continued to be used into 

the mid twentieth century though it had begun waning in popularity around the turn of that 

century as Portland Cement took hold.28 Canvass White, the father of the modern cement 

industry in the United States who set off a building boom of concrete construction in the country 
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died at the age of 44 after being in ill health over a number of years.29 In Autumn of 1834, 

White’s health deteriorated to such an extent that his physician suggested that he recuperate in a 

warmer climate.30 Florida had only been a territory of the United States for 13 years at that point, 

and White like many others made the long journey to St. Augustine and hoped to reclaim their 

health in the old former Spanish city. However, White made it less than a month before he died 

in St. Augustine and his remains were transported back North and buried in a churchyard in 

Princeton, New Jersey.31 It would be almost fifty years later that the industry which he helped 

create would help spur the revival of the longest continuous tradition of concrete construction in 

the country, tabby, in St. Augustine. The city by chance and probably without him realizing it, 

where he spent his final days. 

Portland Cement  

 Portland cement was initially developed in Britain by English bricklayer James Aspdin 

(1788-1855) in 1824. Aspdin, like many others, was trying to discover how to create a strong 

durable concrete. Throughout the nineteenth century, the Portland cement recipe and production 

process was improved upon, most notably by one of Aspdin’s sons, William. Portland cement 

was manufactured by burning limestone (calcium carbonate) into quicklime and then mixing it 

with clay and water before firing again that once pulverized produced a fine powder cement 

(Jahren and Sui, pg. 62).32 When Portland cement was mixed with sand and water it resembled in 
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color, hardness, and strength the natural stone from the peninsula of Portland in Dorsetshire of 

which the cement was named after (Jahren and Sui, pg. 62).33 The local newspaper Leeds 

Mercury in 1824 highlighted Aspdin’s achievement, stating that “Joseph Aspdin, a bricklayer in 

this city, has got a patent on a superior cement that looks like Portland stone”  (Jahren and Sui, 

pgs. 62-63).34 The name of Aspdin’s patent said it was “An Improvement in the Modes of 

Producing an Artificial Stone (Jahren and Sui, pg. 63).35  

 Aspdin soon built a kiln in Wakesfield where he manufactured his cement.36 He felt 

confident enough in the quality of his Portland cement that he charged 110 pence per barrel plus 

transport in comparison to his rival, who charged exactly half including delivery (Jahren and Sui, 

pgs. 64).37 Both of Aspdin’s sons, James and William would enter into the concrete business 

with their father. However, William soon split with his father and brother’s company in 1841, 

likely due to his incompetence and questionable business practices.38 It would be William 

Aspdin though who would revolutionize the concrete world by discovering what are called 

clinkers, burnt rocks of combined clay and lime which can drastically increase concrete’s 
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strength.39 Initially, clinkers were disposed of in the cement making process.40 The high firing 

temps created calcium silicates which would make the cured concrete twice as strong as 

comparable competitor’s products.41  Clinkers are named for the sound they make when they 

drop.42  

 William failed in patenting his discovery, instead he operated under his father’s patent 

and insisted that his method was just an improved version of it.43 He guarded his discovery 

famously, constructing walls around his factory some 20 feet high and even personally sprinkling 

powders of copper sulphate and limestone onto the slurried product to hoodwink the curious and 

potential agents of competitors.44  Despite this and to William’s horror since he never filed a 

patent, the process would soon be discovered independently by Isaac Charles Johnson (Jahren 

and Sui, pg. 67).45 Johnson, who worked at the time for a competitor, would by 1845 produce a 

higher quality Portland cement by increasing the temperature at which the limestone and clay 
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were burnt.46 This devastating event would result in William’s bankruptcy in 1847.47 William 

Aspdin would go on to found a number of concrete factories and companies but the partnerships 

would end as quickly as he faced accusations against him of embezzlement and fraud along with 

substantial debts that at one point led to his arrest.48 One of his companies he had a partnership 

in, Robins, Aspdin, and Company, was producing 100 tons of cement per day in 1851 (Jahren 

and Sui, pg. 63).49 The apparent business success still did not ensure a happy relationship with 

his partners. Eventually after repeated business failures, he made his way to Germany in 1857 

where he would set up Portland cement distributors and factories in the region where he 

eventually died in 1864 (Jahren and Sui, pg. 66).50  By the time of his death, William had a 

profound impact on the concrete industry in Europe as he had either started or was instrumental 

in the creation of five cement factories and six cement factories (Jahren and Sui, pg. 64).51 

 Johnson, who had initially improved upon the Portland cement recipe which served as 

one of the multiple reasons for William’s failure besides personal conduct, had filled the void left 

by him (Jahren and Sui, pg. 67).52 Johnson even succeeded in taking over one of William’s 
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former factories where he failed to pay rent (Jahren and Sui, pg. 67).53 Johnson, like William, 

tried to keep his recipe secret, even bringing in barrels of copper sulfate into the kiln, to trick 

potential spies that they were a secret ingredient vital to the manufacturing process (Jahren and 

Sui, pg. 67).54  

 By the 1870s, England’s Portland cement producers began to export to the United States 

(Jahren and Sui, pg. 71).55 In 1871, 500 barrels were sent to America (Jahren and Sui, pg. 71). 

That very same year, American David S. Saylor received the first U.S. patent for Portland 

Cement (Jahren and Sui, pg. 74).56 In 1866, Saylor had founded with Adam Woolever and Esaias 

Rehrig the Coplay Cement Company which shipped its first batch of Portland cement in Coplay, 

Pennsylvania in 1871, the same year Saylor received the patent (Weavil, pg. 9).57  Production of 

Portland cement was drastically improved by the redesigning of the kiln from a vertical to a 

rotary kiln (Weavil, pg. 9).58 The first successful rotary kiln was introduced in 1889 by Jose F. 

Navarro under the patents of Frederick Ransome of England (Weavil, pg. 9).59 These first 
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generation rotary kilns were 25 feet long and five feet in diameter (Weavil, pg. 9).60 The design 

would be improved upon and enlarged over time and in 1909 Thomas Edison would file a patent 

for a rotary kiln design with size ranges from 150 feet long and seven to eight feet wide to a 

gargantuan 260 feet long  (Weavil, pg. 9).61  The rotary kiln could produce 1,000 barrels of 

cement per day in comparison to the vertical kilns production of only 200 barrels every ten days 

(Weavil, pg. 9).62 

 The Portland cement industry in the United States grew exponentially throughout the 

nineteenth century and was made up of a myriad of companies which resulted in some 91 

different formulas for Portland cement by 1898 (Weavil, pg. 9).63 Standardization as a result of a 

need for consistent quality was finally adopted in 1904 (Weavil, pg. 9).64 This development also 

coincided with improved packaging of the cement which saw the barrels of 376 pounds worth of 

cement product subdivided into four sacks of 94 pounds which was convenient since it could 

occupy one cubic foot of volume and early proportioning practice was by volume (Weavil, pg. 

10).65 Portland cement would be primarily imported into the state from the north until the 
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founding of a factory in Tampa in 1927.66 At the beginning of the twentieth century, Portland 

cement overtook natural cement as the cement of choice in construction.67 

 The creation of both natural cement (commonly referred to as Rosendale Cement) and 

Portland cement would help usher in the Tabby Revival movement in that it would cut costs 

associated with labor and production of traditional tabby. Courtesy of the Industrial Revolution 

and mass production, lime no longer needed to be sourced from the calcining oyster shells. The 

necessary binder for a revived tabby could now be purchased powderized, ready to be mixed 

with the selected aggregate, activated by water and poured into the selected mold.  

St. Augustine: From Sanitarium to Winter Resort 

 The origins of the Tabby Revival movement in St. Augustine can be traced back to a 

number of important technological and social developments in the country as a result of the 

Industrial Revolution. The scientific improvements in the concrete field had produced modern 

cements, both natural and Portland which would hold the mixture of ingredients as well as the 

tradition together after the decline of slave manufactured quicklime. Mass production as a result 

of mechanization and the construction of far reaching transportation systems allowed these 

modern cements to become available beyond the point of origin allowing bags of cement to 

make their way into Florida.68 The railroad was spreading like the folkloric kudzu vine in the 

South after the Civil War and finally began to press into the Florida frontier, making St. 
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Augustine more accessible to the rest of the country that increasingly began to view the city as 

not just a sanitarium for the infirmed, but a winter leisurely retreat.  

 Great social changes were underway in American society as a new affluent class of 

Americans had arisen due to the profitability of the railroad, oil, timber, meatpacking, banking, 

sugar, mining, tobacco, and steel industries that exploded during the Gilded Age, an era of 

unprecedented economic development and new technologies.69 Many of these new wealthy 

families looked to escape the cold northern winters and its increased urbanization and began to 

set their sights on the old Spanish city of St. Augustine as a winter retreat because of its warmer 

mild climate. In consequence, a transition was in the works beginning in the 1870s as the city 

began to evolve from a sanitarium of people trying to reclaim their health to a winter retreat 

where people began to establish winter homes. The Boston millionaire and architectural 

enthusiast Franklin Smith (1826-1911) would decide to build in concrete and looked at the 

visually aesthetically pleasing coquina shell that lined the shore as aggregate to add to his 

Moorish Revival Style home’s exotic appeal. He seemed not to have realized that what he 

erected was tabby and part of a long standing vernacular tradition in the city. A tradition that he 

had reborn ushering in the age of structural Tabby Revival. Other wealthy individuals would fall 

under his architectural influence, including the famed Standard Oil Industrialist Henry Flagler, 

who would go on to build his magnificent hotels, the Ponce de Leon and Alcazar, and reshape 

the city’s built environment in tabby. In the eighteenth century, tabby represented a 

transformative period for the city as it struggled for permanency and in the late nineteenth 

century, tabby represented another important period of transformation; modernization, growth, 

and a changing of the city’s demographics. The appearance of tabby would also change in 
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structural construction, from a change of aggregate of oyster shells to coquina and from being 

covered to being exposed for its aesthetic beauty. With the addition of the coquina shell, it would 

be viewed increasingly as an artificial version of coquina limestone, merging the two traditional 

shell-based construction materials historically used in the city. Tabby once again became part of 

the visual identity of the Ancient City, representing a connection between the built environment 

and its coastal nature not seen since the Spanish Period. 

The Growth of Florida and the Transformation of St. Augustine 

 The state of Florida in the years following the Civil War was a period of rapid growth 

and development that attracted a deluge of new residents and visitors (Gannon, pg. 51).70 Many 

came to live in Florida while others simply came to invest and make their fortune (Gannon, pg. 

53).71 The railroad system had begun to penetrate into the once untamed Florida wilderness 

resulting in increased accessibility to once remote locations and increased economic 

opportunities (Gannon, pg. 53).72 After years of waiting for a direct railroad line, the long 

awaited Jacksonville, St. Augustine, and Halifax River Railway was completed in 1883, linking 

the isolated Ancient City with the rest of the country and opening up the coastal community to 

major changes (Graham, pg. 153).73 Between 1860 and 1880, Florida’s population ballooned to 

269,493, a dramatic increase of over 90 percent (Gannon, pg. 53).74  The United States as a 

whole was entering into an era of unprecedented urbanization, technological advancements, and 
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industrialization that coincided with unprecedented wealth that was concentrated in the hands of 

the Gilded Age Robber Barons who had made their fortunes in the oil, railroad, steel, dry goods, 

textile, mining, and tobacco industries.  

 
 

Figure 7-1. Excursion train of the Jacksonville, St. Augustine, and Halifax River Railway. Photo 

credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 St. Augustine during the 1870s was already a nationally famous retreat for the infirmed, 

but the railroad helped make it become more accessible to a rising tourist class who were 

attracted to the city’s history and sites (Graham, pg. 153).75 Numerous books and travel 

brochures had been published in the late nineteenth century and covered Florida and St. 

Augustine’s history and architecture. They showed etchings and photogravures of St. 

Augustine’s Spanish coquina built environment with the Castillo de San Marcos and the City 

Gates being of particular interests. St. Augustine was being offered as a visit to an ancient city 

without ever having to leave the continent for Europe. The Ancient City’s picturesque narrow 
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streets lined with seemingly ancient coquina limestone masonry structures, coated in crumbling 

plaster with overhanging balconies certainly seemed like something out of a European village 

that promised an escape from the modern industrialized urban life.  

 
 

Figure 7-2. Group Assembled at the entrance of Fort San Marcos. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

 One of these books, Old St. Augustine: A Story of Three Centuries featured a cover with 

coquina shell, highlighting the city’s association with the beach and the exotic tropical climate.76 

Many of the Spanish coquina structures had survived into the late nineteenth century as 

testimony to their fine construction and the durability of coquina itself. The rarity of the shell-

based limestone would have an impact on the guests of the city because of its unique visual 

conglomeration of colorful shells that certainly added to the exotic quality of the Ancient City. In 

contrast to the somewhat plentiful coquina structures was the near absence of structural tabby as 
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many of the tabby built structures had not survived into the nineteenth century. By the turn of the 

twentieth century, only a handful would remain. By the nineteen teens none would be left, 

leaving only a small section of wall along St. George street as a reminder of the once flourishing 

tradition of structural tabby construction. 

Beginning of the Tabby Revival Movement: Tabby Floors and the Villa Zorayda 

 With the introduction of modern cements into St. Augustine, the first instances of Tabby 

Revival occurred where the tradition was interrupted. Tabby floors had continued to be poured 

without hindrance to replace old and worn ones even as the material fell out of favor in structural 

use. It is through this manner that the tabby tradition survived between the two major periods of 

structural use, 1703 to 1763 and 1883 to circa 1930. As modern cements began to be introduced 

and made available by means of the railway, traditional tabby floors in St. Augustine would have 

likely evolved into Tabby Revival around the 1870s (Sickels-Taves, pg. 1).77  

In the eighteenth century, higher quality tabby floors used the finer coquina shell aggregate 

instead of the larger coarse oyster shells that were used in structural construction of the period. 

Considering the depletion of Native American shell middens in the mid late eighteenth century in 

the area, it is likely that those who decided to pour a tabby floor had to increasingly turn toward 

coquina aggregate. 

Franklin Smith: Originator of Structural Tabby Revival  

 The man responsible for the return of structural tabby to St. Augustine and the influencer 

for others to build in the material was Franklin Smith. Smith had earned his fortune as a Boston 

hardware merchant and had a passion for architecture (Nolan, pgs. 84-85).78 In 1851 at the age of 
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25, Smith visited the Crystal Palace Exposition and saw architectural styles from around the 

world, favorites of which he replicated in clay scale models (Nolan, pg. 85).79 While still under 

the lasting impression of his Crystal Palace experience, he was asked to help raise money for the 

YMCA in Boston and organized a world bazaar in the Tremont Temple (Nolan, pg. 85).80 The 

inside of the Temple’s interior he lined with the facades of buildings from around the world 

which were occupied by Boston socialites in costume representing the variety of his architectural 

interest (Nolan, pg. 85).81  

 Smith was also an abolitionist and an early member of the Republican party and even 

attended Lincoln’s 1861 inauguration (Nolan, pg. 85).82 During the Civil War, his brother and he 

operated Smith Brothers Hardware which supplied wares to the Union when he noticed rampant 

fraud and dishonesty in the Navy Department in regards to contracts (Nolan, pg. 85).83 Smith 

published pamphlets and gave speeches to bring attention to the issues he saw that needed to be 

addressed which naval officials responded by accusing the Smith brothers, Franklin and 

Benjamin, of fraud which resulted in a sentencing of two years prison and a 20,000 dollar fine 

(Nolan, pgs. 85-86).84 Charles Sumner, a fellow Boston native and Abolitionist Massachusetts 

Senator who famously gave an anti-slavery speech that resulted in his beating, was a supporter of 
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Smith and advocated for him (Nolan. pg. 86).85 President Lincoln eventually intervened in the 

matter saying that “I am wholly unable to believe in the existence of criminal or fraudulent intent 

on the part of one of such well-established good character as is the accused” and pardoned the 

Smith brothers, only a month before his assassination (Nolan, pg. 86).86  

 Smith was fascinated with materials as much as he was with architecture and early on 

showed interest in how new materials could revolutionize construction. In 1869, he showed his 

early faith in experimental construction materials by publishing Wooden Ships Superseded by 

Iron. Cheap Iron Indispensable for the Revival of American Commerce (Nolan, pg. 86).87 It 

would be no surprise that Smith would be one of the earliest to embrace concrete as a 

construction material for his winter house. 

The Villa Zorayda: The First Tabby Revival Structure 

 The wealthy family of Smith’s wife Laura had established a winter home in St. Augustine 

as the Ancient City became more accessible along with many other northern families seeking a 

more mild temperate climate (Nolan, pg. 87).88 Smith upon visiting them made the decision that 

he too would establish a winter residence in the city. This decision would change St. Augustine’s 

built environment forever. Florida’s architecture in the late nineteenth century was far from 

being a domain of grand high style architecture. Most of St. Augustine and Florida’s built 

environment consisted of simple Victorian structures. Smith, being a man of culture and a 

product of the Aesthetic Movement, which prioritized the exotic and beautiful would not settle 
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for anything mundane. In the words of historian David Nolan “ Nothing less than a landmark 

would do” for Smith (Nolan, pg. 87).89 Smith at a young age had been content with his clay 

models, but wealth brought with it opportunity to satisfy his architectural yearnings. Smith wrote 

that “miniature models only stimulated an impatience for architectural reproduction on a full 

scale” (Nolan, pg. 87).90 In 1882, Smith traveled to Spain and encountered Moorish architecture 

as he sought inspiration for his winter retreat (Nolan, pg. 87).91 It was in Grenada that he found 

his architectural muse in the Alhambra palace, a near one thousand year old structure that had 

been the inspiration for Washington Irving’s Tales of the Alhambra, published in 1829 (Nolan, 

pg. 8792 

 After selecting the architectural style of his Florida winter retreat, it was up to Smith to 

figure out what material he was going to build it out of. The local pine was abundant and the 

majority of the new homes constructed in post Antebellum St. Augustine were built of wood. 

However, Smith believed that to build an “Oriental house out of wood would be an 

anachronism…”(Smith, pg. 43)93 On a visit to Switzerland he found his answer. Along the 

shores of Lake Geneva in Vevey he watched as a chateau was constructed out of concrete 

(Smith, pg. 43).94 He observed with amazement as the slurry of cement and aggregate was mixed 

with water and poured into cradles and hardened into what he viewed as an artificial stone 
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(Smith, pg. 44).95  Next to the building site, decorative features such as Grecian balusters were 

being cast using iron molds (Smith, pg. 44).96 What further amazed him besides the creation of 

the artificial stone material was that the casting was all being performed by unskilled labor which 

would decrease construction costs (Smith, pg. 44).97 Smith had found the material for which he 

would build his Moorish Revival winter residence and create the complex and intricate 

ornamentation that his vision called for. Most importantly too, he could have a grand structure 

with the appearance of stone, but without the need for skilled laborers and masons that were a 

prerequisite in actual stone construction that would make the venture too costly. 

 After returning to the United States in December of 1882, Smith hired a Boston mason to 

come to St. Augustine and they began experimenting by mixing coquina shell and Portland 

cement together and casting the first elements of what would be not only the first Tabby Revival 

structure in St. Augustine, but also the first concrete structure in Florida (Smith, pg. 44).98 Soon, 

the first round was poured “around the lines of the dwelling” with cradles that were 10 inches in 

height (Smith, pg. 44).99 Smith described that in “two days a range of handsome smooth stone 

was revealed” (Smith, pg. 44).100 Each round hardened enough to allow a new course to be cast 
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every other day (Smith, pg. 44).101 The rising concrete walls which would have seemed almost 

oddly like growing ruins must have been a curiosity to both the residents of the city and guests 

which would have given Smith the opportunity to discuss his project to those interested.  

 
 

Figure 7-3. Villa Zorayda- St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 The partitions of the house were cast along with the main walls and even the arches of the 

interior court, creating one monolithic “stone” structure (Smith, pg. 44).102 The arches 

themselves were reinforced and anchored to the walls with iron rods (Smith, pg. 44).103 The 

strength of the Portland cement based concrete along with the fine coquina aggregate allowed for 

fine detailing that wasn’t possible with traditional tabby that used oyster shell aggregate. Smith 
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was able to cast elaborate geometric designs, delicate colonettes, a variety of different Islamic 

styled arches, and even a raised relief of an Arabic script above the entry that translated to “God 

is the only conqueror.” Once completed in 1883, Smith’s Villa Zorayda featured an almost 

central plan with rooms radiating out from an interior courtyard decorated with Islamic circle 

pointed arches on both the lower and upper galleries and capped with clerestory windows and a 

skylight.  

 
 

Figure 7-4. Interior View of the Zorayda Castle attraction in St. Augustine. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

 The house features a variety of different shaped windows and is anchored by a prominent 

tower that features a wooden balcony and an oriel window. The villa’s unique appearance was 

further enhanced by colorful ornamental woodwork.  

Merging of Coquina and Tabby Traditions: Tabby Becomes an Artificial Coquina  

 It was the decision to use coquina shell as an aggregate in the construction of the Villa 

that made it fall under the tabby tradition, marking the beginning of the structural Tabby Revival 

movement in St. Augustine. However, Smith believed that he was not only coming up with an 

entirely new trend of mixing cement with coquina shells, but that he was also the first to 

introduce concrete construction in general to the city. Tabby of course had been around since the 
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sixteenth century in St. Augustine, though little remained of Spanish tabby construction to let 

Smith know of this. Like those who had visited St. Augustine in the eighteenth century, he 

probably assumed that all stuccoed buildings were constructed of coquina. His decision however 

to mix coquina shell with cement effectively merged the two shell-based construction methods 

which had coexisted in St. Augustine, that of tabby and coquina, into a faux coquina stone that in 

essence was tabby. 

 Smith’s choice of using coquina shell as an aggregate was likely due to the shell’s visual 

aesthetic qualities which suited his aim of exoticism for his Villa. The durability of the concrete 

allowed for it not to require a stucco finish and for the coquina to be prominently displayed 

within the concrete. The amount of coquina shell used in the mix made the walls of the Villa 

Zorayda appear without studious inspection as if they were made of actual coquina that had 

turned into a greyish color with age like the City Gates or the Castillo.  

 
 

Figure 7-5. Detail of Villa Zorayda’s Cast Concrete Walls. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

 Considering that Smith’s goal was to create a structure out of artificial stone, it seems 

reasonable that he decided to imitate the only known limestone in the area, coquina. However, he 

claimed shockingly that there was no stone in Florida and that is what led him to use concrete 
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instead (Smith, pg. 43).104 Contrary to his claim, he had to have known about coquina limestone. 

St. Augustine still possessed many coquina built houses from the Spanish Period and many of the 

coquina edifices such as the City Gates and the Castillo de San Marcos were major tourist 

attractions which he was bound to have visited, especially with his architectural interest. 

Furthermore, Smith would have certainly met at some point Dr. Andrew Anderson Jr., who lived 

in Markland Hall down the street from him, whose home still possessed exposed coquina 

masonry walls. The strongest evidence however is that Smith used coquina aggregate in the 

construction of his home, so he had to have knowledge of the stone. It is likely that his claim that 

there was no available stone was to satisfy potential critics on why he decided to build in the 

experimental material to begin, making it seem that he had no alternative. An interesting detail of 

the Villa Zorayda is that when Smith decided to enclose one of his then two porches on the 

facade to expand the interior space, he did not employ the same construction method as in the 

rest of the building. Instead, he used square tabby masonry units that are lavender in color which 

suggest a was added into the concrete mix. 

 
 

Figure 7-6. Detail of the Ponce de Leon’s Lavender colored Concrete Capped Benches. Photo 

credit: Trey Asner. 
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 The only other tabby elements with such a pigment are the seats of the built int concrete 

benches along the Hotel Ponce de Leon’s colonnade which was built between 1885 and 1887.  

 The Villa Zorayda represented a new era of St. Augustine architecture. It not only 

represented the return of concrete structural construction to the Ancient City but also the 

introduction of the Moorish Revival Style which would become the style of choice for many of 

the Tabby Revival buildings of the 1880s and 1890s.  

Smith’s Vision of a Concrete City: The Second Shell-based Modernization Period 

 Smith did not just see concrete being limited to his house, he saw himself as preparing to 

set an example for the entire city for which they would follow. He declared that he saw “an age 

of stone for St. Augustine instead of pitch-pine wood” (Smith, pg. 44).105 Albeit, an artificial 

stone. He saw the benefits of the durable material and was drawn to it for many of the same 

reasons that the Spanish were incentivized to build in tabby and coquina and leave the wooden 

city behind. It was imperishable to fire, decay, and resistant to the humid Florida environment. 

Smith’s reintroduction of tabby structural construction would inspire and lead to the second 

modernization of the city as others began to replicate the course that he had set. St. Augustine 

was on the cusp of a modernization movement of its built environment, the likes of which the 

city had not seen since the first half of the eighteenth century when the city emerged from the 

ashes in tabby and coquina. This time however, the building revolution would not be backed by a 

wealthy government like the Spanish Crown, but by wealthy individuals who could afford to 

build in the medium, such as industrialists like Henry M. Flagler. Smith’s Villa Zorayda would 

serve as a model in both construction and design for wealthy newcomers to the city sparking the 
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Tabby Revival trend. For the first time in over 100 years, structural tabby had returned to St. 

Augustine.  

Smith and the Gospel of Concrete 

 The only two people that had made an impact in spreading the gospel of tabby besides 

Franklin Smith were the eighteenth century governor of Georgia James Oglethorpe and the man 

who grew up in his house, Thomas Spalding. Both had been influential in spreading tabby in the 

Southeast and Franklin Smith would do the same as their late nineteenth century Florida 

equivalent. Like Spalding, Smith wrote about the benefits of concrete construction such as its 

affordability and durability. However, unlike Spalding, Smith made the case for its beauty as an 

artificial stone. The structural Tabby Revival Movement was initiated by Smith with the 

construction of his Villa Zorayda which acted as a monolithic concrete billboard advertising 

concrete construction. The attractive structure would certainly have drawn any self proclaimed 

high class man of culture to the front door to inquire of its design. Smith loved to talk as Henry 

Flagler would warn a friend of his who was soon to meet the man (Graham, pgs. 47-48).106  

Those who came within his line of sight were certainly espoused with the glories of concrete 

(Nolan, pg. 95).107 Flagler himself had been lured to the Villa Zorayda during one of his early 

visits to St. Augustine where he knocked on the door and offered to buy the exotic Tabby 

Revival structure as a winter home (Nolan, pg. 95).108 Smith would turn down his offer, but 

surely told Flagler all about his concrete winter retreat and planted a seed in Flagler’s mind that 
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would have a profound impact on the city when Flagler would decide to go into the hotel 

industry. 

The Allure of Tabby: Practical, Aesthetic Reasons and Terminology 

 The adaptation of Tabby Revival in St. Augustine’s built environment was for practical 

reasons as well as aesthetic ones.  The Spanish had rebuilt their city after the 1702 siege in tabby 

and coquina limestone in the eighteenth century to increase their resilience against, among other 

natural threats, rot, humidity, insects, and high winds which plagued wooden structures as well 

as attacks from Native Americans, pirates, and rival colonies. The wealthy men who initiated the 

Tabby Revival Movement in St. Augustine, beginning in the 1880s had no worry about attacks 

from the parties that had plagued the city from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries. They 

were still faced with the same natural threats and turned to the concrete shell mix as a solution. 

Tabby Revival was stronger than its predecessor because of modern cements and was durable 

against the tropical storms and hurricanes that also occasionally threatened Florida. For those 

who were unfamiliar with the climate of Florida, concrete construction was a warranty against 

disaster and the potential loss of investment. Fire was also a major concern of the population and 

had a history of decimating the city since Sir Francis Drake burned the city in 1586. The 

Jacksonville Morning News in the late nineteenth century warned the residents of St. Augustine 

to be cautious of potential fires considering the susceptibility of the wooden city. “St. Augustine 

is now crowded with wooden structures of all sizes and descriptions, should a fire start in St. 

Augustine now it is reasonable to suppose that the city would be almost if not totally destroyed” 

(Graham, pgs. 104-105).109 In 1887, the “fire fiend” visited St. Augustine after beginning in the 
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St. Augustine Hotel’s boiler room and destroyed two blocks of the city along Cathedral Street.110 

Captain Vaill who owned the destroyed St. Augustine Hotel built a new concrete commercial 

structure on the same site in the Moorish Revival style in its place called “Vaill Block” (Graham, 

pg. 107).111  Less than 10 years later in 1895, 46 residences and stores were destroyed by a fire 

that started on Charlotte Street.112 Concrete was considered fireproof and with the series of fires 

that would continue to plague the city into the early twentieth century, especially the 1914 fire 

that swept through the bayfront, fireproof concrete seemed like a logical option.  

 
 

Figure 7-7. Coquina Sculptor- St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 
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 Another reason for the popularity of Tabby Revival was for its aesthetic qualities as 

related to the coquina aggregate used which can be referred to as the coquina aesthetic. Coquina 

was regarded as an exotic material that was part of the experience and identity of traveling to the 

Ancient City and was exemplified by the remaining buildings of the first and second Spanish 

Period. The growing tourist industry even began to produce coquina souvenirs in the form of  

“coquina pitchers, vases, paper-weights, and bric-a-brac, which weight[ed] the trunks of all 

tourists…”113 Coquina was admired as a novelty material that seemed to express the escapist 

promise that the old coastal seaport seemed to offer to guests and winter residents. There was 

even a black sculptor who made his living shaping the limestone into all sorts of different forms 

from animals to amusing caricatures and bird baths.    

 For those that were incentivized, to build a “coquina” home using tabby had to have 

come with a level of prestige since it formed a connection to St. Augustine's romanticized past 

and to the wealthy men who had already built great Tabby Revival edifices like Smith and 

Flagler. Some used real coquina limestone, but only limitedly and primarily as decoration 

because of its cost. The artificial stone version however was more economical and more or less 

to the untrained eye, gave the same visual effect.114 A factor in the passability of the imitation 

was the concentration of shells that would be used in the mix which varied. Because of the 

strength of the Portland cement and shell mix, the tabby conglomeration of shell and sand could 

be left exposed and admired. The shell was almost always coquina, but the use of oyster shell 

aggregate has been documented in two places, in the foundation of the Three Oaks Mansion and 

in one section of a low wall/ high curb downtown near the bayfront. 
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Figure 7-8. Oyster Shell Aggregate in the Foundation of the Three Oaks Mansion. Photo credit: 

Trey Asner. 

 The structures of the Tabby Revival movement were grander than their traditional tabby 

predecessors and could be built on a larger scale because of the stronger cement composition. 

The capability of the concrete material was diverse and could be casted into an unlimited amount 

of forms only restricted by imagination and the complexity of the mold. Such features included 

columns, arches, delicate moldings such as dentils, organic and geometric relief designs, and 

complex crenellations. People would even gather to watch the process as the liquid concrete 

mixture would be poured into the molds, taking their form and hardening into “stone” (Graham, 

pg. 132).115 

 An observation that is noticed throughout written nineteenth and even twentieth century 

descriptions of St. Augustine’s Tabby Revival built environment is the absence of the word 

tabby itself. Instead, the term coquina concrete or even just coquina is used throughout the 

 
115

 Graham, Thomas. Mr. Flagler's St. Augustine. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014. 

 



 

135 

literature in describing the material that represented the city’s modernization (pg. 5).116 The word 

tabby and its implication as a concrete of shells was still in use throughout the late nineteenth 

century. In a newspaper article from 1900, tabby construction is discussed along the South 

Carolina Sea Islands during the Antebellum Period. Mention is made of the Tabby Revival hotels 

in St. Augustine representing the “renewed” tradition of said tabby construction. 117 In another 

article from 1883, the writer discussing Florida building materials made a clear distinction 

between coquina limestone and tabby so that the reader wouldn’t be “confounded” between 

tabby and coquina.118 This attempt to distinguish between the two happened, at least in part, 

because of how Tabby Revival began to imitate coquina limestone and to the untrained eye, they 

were the same material. It is possible that the coquina concrete terminology took hold when 

structural tabby was reintroduced into the city because those responsible for the construction did 

not realize that their shell-based concrete mix was a continuation of the tabby tradition and not 

something new. Another possibility is that there was a deliberate decision to describe the city’s 

shell aggregate based concrete as coquina concrete for branding concerns and exclude the tabby 

terminology.   

Tabby Revival Residential Architecture 

 Architectural styles of St. Augustine’s Tabby Revival residences included Moorish 

Revival, Spanish Colonial Revival, Eastlake Queen Anne, and Italianate, among others. These 

residences were both high style like the Villa Zorayda, and vernacular. During the late nineteenth 

century, the majority of those who built in concrete were those that possessed considerable or at 
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least moderate wealth. Cast in place courses still required significant labor and concrete was still 

a novelty material that had yet to go mainstream into general use. Concrete block veneers would 

be produced and were mostly used by those with more middle class means but would fall out of 

fashion and would be replaced by the more stable and stronger concrete blocks around the 1910s. 

 The 1880s and 1890s would be a major decade for Tabby Revival residential architecture. 

Unlike the Villa Zorayda, which for the first two years sat as an architectural anomaly in the 

downtown area surrounded by a wooden built environment, by the time many of the other Tabby 

Revival structures were constructed, the material of tabby would have already begun to spread 

throughout the city’s infrastructure as a result of Flagler’s attempt to beautify the city and 

redesign it with tabby elements including sidewalks, fountains, columns, and walls with his 

hotels being the grand centerpiece (Graham, pg. 117).119  

 
 

Figure 7-9. View Showing Fountain in front of the Ponce de Leon Hotel in St. Augustine, 

Florida. Floridamemory.com. 

 
119

 Graham, Thomas. Mr. Flagler's St. Augustine. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014. 



 

137 

 Tabby continued to spread throughout the built environment, coinciding with modern 

developments in the city brought by Flagler’s transformation of the city into a resort town. The 

material that had a strong connection with St. Augustine’s past now was helping to transform its 

urban and architectural character. 

 After the completion of the Villa Zorayda in 1883, the next Tabby Revival residence was 

the Stick Queen Anne style O’Brien House, which was constructed only two years later in 1885, 

though several miles outside of town on the Matanzas River. Warden Castle would be 

constructed two years later in 1887, the same year as the Ponce de Leon Hotel. Other Tabby 

Revival structures of the late nineteenth century include the Drysdale House (1888), the Horace 

Walker House (1888), Three Oaks (c.1890), Seavey Cottage (1891), 28 St. Francis Street (orig. 

blt. 1838, concrete addition c. 1890), and 32 St. Francis Street (C. 1893). The Horace Walker 

House was the first to employ the concrete block veneer as opposed to the more traditional cast 

in place courses. The house at 28 St. Francis was the first house to be an already existing 

structure to be modified with concrete in St. Augustine. It was originally constructed in 1838 

during the Territorial Period and around 1890 was raised with a new ground floor added with the 

Tabby Revival block veneer (pgs. 1-2).120 

 There were certainly more Tabby Revival Structures in St. Augustine that were built 

during the nineteenth century, that were lost to demolition or fire (Harvey, pg. 140).121 The 

majority though have survived thanks in part for appreciation for their interesting architectural 

features. It is hard to ascertain whether some of the period concrete structures that are no longer 
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extant were in fact tabby and not just standard concrete that employed sand aggregate. Even 

historic photographs or Sanborn maps still do not help since the photos typically don’t have a 

high enough resolution to spot shell aggregate and the Sanborn maps do not specify whether 

shells were used in concrete construction.  

Henry Flagler Comes to St. Augustine 

 In 1878, Flagler and his first wife Mary were advised to travel from New York to St. 

Augustine after both were suffering from health issues (Graham, pg. 33).122 Flagler was suffering 

from the stresses of Standard Oil’s shipping wars with the railroads and Mary had been 

diagnosed with tuberculosis, or as they called it then, “consumption” (Graham, pg. 33).123  In late 

February, the Flaglers made the pilgrimage to Florida from the North to try and reclaim their 

physical and mental health. (Graham, pg. 34). 124 Staying in Jacksonville, Flagler decided to take 

a trip to the fabled Ancient City just south of the city (Graham, pg. 34).125 Flagler arrived at night 

to what he described as terrible accommodations, and found the place to be full of consumptives. 

It was too much of a sanitarium for his liking and he took the first train back to Jacksonville 

(Graham, pg. 34).126 The Flaglers didn’t stay long in Florida as they cut their trip prematurely 

and returned to New York (Graham, pg. 34).127 Over the next three years, Mary’s health 

worsened and Flagler proposed another trip to St. Augustine to alleviate her condition (Graham, 
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pg. 34).128 However, it was deemed that the arduous journey would be too much for her and she 

died May 18, 1881 (Graham, pg. 34).129 Two years later on June 5, 1883, Flagler was remarried 

to Ida Alice Shourds (Graham, pg. 37).130 

 In December of that same year, Flager decided to return to St. Augustine and brought 

with him his new bride (Graham, pg. 42).131 The Flaglers, accompanied by J.D. Rockefeller and 

his wife Laura arrived in Jacksonville where they were welcomed by Dr. Anderson (Graham, pg. 

42).132 From there they took the complicated journey of reaching St. Augustine, a journey that 

Flagler would later streamline by connecting the railroads along the east coast creating a straight 

shot to St. Augustine. They first traveled by steamer from Jacksonville to Palatka and then to 

Tocoi where they took the St. Johns Railroad to St. Augustine (Graham, pg. 42).133  

 It would have been during this visit that Flagler first met Smith when he offered to buy 

the Villa Zorayda and would have been exposed to the idea of building in concrete when Smith 

outlined his vision of St. Augustine, the overall state itself, and the importance of concrete in the 

city’s future (Nolan, pg. 55).134 This was likely the conversation which planted the seed in 

Flagler’s mind that later convinced him to embark on his Florida conquest that would change the 

face of St. Augustine and the whole state.  
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 The following Winter of 1884 Flagler returned again to St. Augustine for his health and 

found the city had changed since he had last left it. The city had started to attract not just those 

who were coming in hopes of having their health renewed, but also those who had simply come 

for leisure and enjoyment, especially those of higher class (Graham, pgs. 43-44).135 It was then 

the thought crossed his mind that someone should provide more luxurious accommodations for 

the wealthy guests of the city who came to enjoy themselves and have fun (Graham, pg. 44).136 

Flagler had been stressed by running the day to day operations of Standard Oil and after the 

death with a new life that he was starting with his new wife, he was ready to enter into a new 

business, that of hotels. Flagler decided to build a grand hotel and an entertainment center, what 

would soon become the Ponce de Leon and the Alcazar Hotel.  

 He hired the firm of John Carrére (1858-1911) and Thomas Hastings (1860-1929) to 

design his vision that would make St. Augustine a resort destination for the wealthy (Graham, 

pg. 56).137 The duo wanted to design structures that would complement the historic Spanish 

architecture of St. Augustine, not compete with it. Hastings studied the Spanish Colonial coquina 

structures of the city in order to draw influence from them so the Spanish architectural heritage 

could be honored in the new buildings (Graham, pg. 66).138 What resulted was a design style that 

honored the historic built environment of the city, Spanish Renaissance Revival. When the 

question came up of what the hotels were going to be built of, the answer as a result of Smith’s 

influence was concrete. In choice of aggregate, the choices were either sand or coquina shell 
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which Smith had used for his Villa Zorayda. Both Carrére and Hastings decided that the coquina 

shell was the best option since it had been used for centuries in construction in St. Augustine and 

was part of the identity of the Ancient City (Graham, pg. 67).139 Flagler would hire the 

contractors James A McGuire and Joseph E. McDonald to build The Ponce de Leon and later 

other buildings commissioned by him (Graham, pg. 169).140 The Ponce de Leon Hotel would be 

completed in 1885 and its companion hotel complete with an entertainment casino, the Alcazar 

in 1889. Like Smith, it is unknown if Carrére and Hastings were aware that they were building in 

the tabby tradition. If so, they would have been pleased that not only did their architectural style 

honor the city’s heritage, but so did the building material that they chose, arguably having more 

of a connection to the city’s ancient past then the style itself.  

 Henry Flagler’s hotel venture in St. Augustine helped transform the city by shifting the 

local economy into a tourist based one that catered to the wealthy guests of the Ponce de Leon, 

the Alcazar, and eventually the Cordova Hotel, which Flagler purchased from Smith after he 

decided to go into his own hotel business. The old yet revived tabby tradition began to spread 

throughout the built environment as its use coincided with major infrastructural and utility 

improvements. Tabby like it had in the first half of the eighteenth century represented a new age 

for the city. Traditional tabby of the eighteenth century promised permanence in the face of 

imperial powers, Native Americans, and the natural environment. Tabby Revival promised 

protection from the natural environment but also represented the Ancient City entering into the 

Modern Era. Its arrival coincided with the appearance of electricity in the city. As more and 
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more coquina shell was harvested from the quarries, the natural environment was quickly 

becoming part of the built environment of the city in the form of tabby. Henry Flagler even wrote 

to his builders that he would be disappointed if the best parts of Anastasia Island were not on the 

hotel site by the time of his arrival (Graham, pg. 95).141 In a sense, the coquina limestone was 

being broken down only to be reconstituted in a new cement bonded form. In order to ensure 

easy passage from the North, Flagler purchased the stocks and bonds of three Florida railroads 

including the Jacksonville, Halifax, and St. Augustine lines which he merged into the Florida 

East Coast Railroad.142 This would ensure the easy passage of people into the state and to what 

was increasingly becoming Flagler’s St. Augustine. It was the beginning of Flagler’s Florida 

enterprise that would alter the state forever leading to unprecedented growth and development.  

Tabby Revival Commercial and Public Architecture 

 
 

Figure 7-10. Bird’s eye view of the Cordova and Alcazar hotels- St. Augustine, Florida. 

Floridamemory.com. 
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 The earliest non-residential Tabby Revival structure was the Spanish Renaissance Style 

Ponce de Leon Hotel which was constructed between 1885 and 1887. The Ponce de Leon Hotel 

is also where the first Tabby Revival wall and sidewalk were constructed (Graham, pg. 132).143 

The sidewalk which can be considered public architecture went down King Street and up 

Cordova Street (Graham, pg. 132).144  Before the decade would be out tabby sidewalks and walls 

would be a common feature throughout the city. 

 The construction of the hotel would be followed by other grand and large tabby structures 

such as the Lyon Building in 1887, and the Alcazar Hotel in 1889. The Alcazar Hotel was 

constructed to house overflow from the Ponce de Leon , have businesses along the first level of 

its courtyard where guests could shop for higher end souvenirs, art, and have mail sent and 

received (Graham, pg. 136).145 Unlike the floating foundation that was used in the construction 

of the Ponce de Leon, the Alcazar was built on pilings, over 4,000 pine trunks that were pound 

into the former Maria Sanchez Creek (Graham, pg. 137).146 The Alcazar was built with 

entertainment and spa amenities that were in line with contemporary European resort hotels and 

would have been expected as part of Flagler’s modern accommodations and St. Augustine’s 

history as a health resort (Graham, pg. 137).147   

 Amenities included a Russian bath (Steam), Turkish bath (Dry heat), massage parlor, 

bowling alley, gymnasium, and what was at the time the largest indoor swimming pool. The pool 
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which was fed by a spring underneath the hotel was the main feature of the Alcazar’s 

entertainment Casino and was housed within the rear wing of the building which appeared 

almost like a medieval church with its massive piers, columns, and upper galleries topped by a 

skylight. The nave like room was filled with water where the guests would swim. Exposed tabby 

walls were unadorned and the mezzanine around the pool itself was built with a unique variation 

of tabby, that of coquina shell and asphalt over wood sheathing as means of waterproofing.  

 
 

Figure 7-11. Alcazar hotel casino pool- Saint Augustine, Florida. Floridamemory.com. 

 

Figure 7-12. Asphalt Tabby Mixture on the Alcazar Hotel Mezzanine. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 
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 Other Tabby Revival structures of the era included the prior mentioned Vaill Block 

(1888), Cathedral Basilica Bell Tower (1887), the Grace Methodist Church (1887), 156 St. 

George Street (C. 1890), and the Memorial Presbyterian Church (1889).  

 

Figure 7-13. Cathedral Basilica Bell Tower Designed by James Renwick. Photo credit: Trey 

Asner. 

 The Cathedral Basilica which was built in 1792 was one of the victims of the 1887 fire 

and was restored by James Renwick who also designed and added a Neoclassical Tabby Revival 

tower to the coquina built structure (Graham, pg. 106).148 It is the only currently known building 

that combines a coquina structure with Tabby Revival. Architectural styles for these non-

residential buildings include Spanish Renaissance, Moorish Revival, Neoclassical, and Venetian 

Renaissance Revival.  

 Tabby would be employed in non-residential structures within the same decade in St. 

Augustine such as hotels, commercial stores, and churches. 
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An Old Tradition, New Technology, and the Reshaping of the Ancient City 

 In St. Augustine, the old tradition of tabby renewed into Tabby Revival would be 

intertwined with the modern technological advances of the city. Flagler’s Ponce de Leon and 

Alcazar hotels possessed the most modern technological systems; electricity, plumbing, and 

elevators.149 The Ponce de Leon even possessed the first electric clock in a public space.150 All of 

these modern systems were encased within the everlasting and antiquated building material of 

tabby.  

A visitor in 1898 described the appearance of the Alcazar’s courtyard at night illuminated 

by the modern electric light bulbs. “Within is a court of flowers, shrubbery and vines, with an 

ingenious fountain playing in the center and at night illuminated by electric lights looks like a 

vision of fairyland.”151  

 

Figure 7-14. Courtyard of the Alcazar Hotel- Saint Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 
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Flagler can be credited with increasing the visual presence of tabby within the built 

environment as he went ahead with city beautification projects that used tabby construction such 

as walls, columns, fountains, and urns. However, even though Flagler is responsible for the 

construction of the largest and most opulent Tabby Revival structures in the world, the trend 

initially began with Franklin Smith and was already underway before Flagler had made his 

commitments to his hotel enterprise. The construction of his hotels would serve as a stamp of 

approval for the Florida peninsula and signal other wealthy men like Henry Plant that Florida 

was a worthy investment. It seems appropriate that his hotels were built of tabby, a material as 

old as European colonization of Florida itself to begin the race to develop the state. It also seems 

appropriate that Flagler’s efforts would begin in St. Augustine where traditional structural tabby 

construction had begun and ended with the completion of his great Key West railroad line where 

the last traditionally built tabby was built in 1905 (George Adderley House). Flagler’s Florida 

venture began where traditional tabby originated and ended.  

Henry Flagler was as influential in the Tabby Revival Movement in St. Augustine and 

beyond as much as Franklin Smith. Though the Tabby Revival building trend was already set in 

motion thanks to Smith, Flagler insured its continued survival by ushering great social and 

economic changes which began with the building of his hotels and his efforts to shape the city 

into the “Riviera of the South.” By turning St. Augustine into an upper class resort where people 

had expectations of exotic and unique architecture (both in old and new construction), coquina 

based tabby helped play into the expected narrative that would help ensure that tabby would 

remain popular as part of the city’s identity and built environment. Even when Flagler moved his 

focus further south as he competed with other wealthy men to develop the state as far as Key 
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West, massive growth would follow in the wake and would have a profound impact on St. 

Augustine and that of the tabby tradition which would begin to cater to more middle class means. 

Tabby Revival Forms and Processes  

The Tabby Revival structures that were built between 1883 and 1890 were larger and 

more elaborate than traditionally built tabby structures that used quicklime derived from oyster 

shells rather than the modern cements that had been developed and improved throughout the 

nineteenth century. With the introduction of natural and Portland cement, the tabby casting 

process was simplified. No longer would oyster shells have to be found, hauled, set up on a pyre, 

and burned arduously into quicklime to create a bonding agent between the materials as had been 

the way for centuries. Modern cements could simply be ordered, shipped by train, and dropped 

off at the building site. These cements would have been shipped in from either Northern factories 

or in some cases foreign German factories.      

For tabby structures that were constructed between 1883 and circa 1910, there were two 

methods of tabby usage. The traditional cast on site round which was poured in place and the 

cast veneer block unit. The traditional manner of tabby construction by means of the on site 

casting of rounds that were poured in succession in cradles and built up like a wedding cake was 

still popular as it was employed in the majority of Tabby Revival structures in St. Augustine. The 

only modification was that clamps were introduced to hold the form boards in place as opposed 

to pegs (pg. 5).152 Modern cements allowed the rounds to cure after a day or so which allowed 

large structures to be completed within a year such as the Memorial Presbyterian (1889) and the 

Alcazar Hotel (1889). If traditional lime based tabby was employed it would have taken decades 
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for similar size structures to be built. Another innovation was the inclusion of metal beams of 

either steel or iron to add additional strength to their structures, though this was not always the 

case (pg. 5).153 The Spanish had utilized wooden posts to reinforce and stabilize their tabby in St. 

Augustine in the eighteenth century to allow them to pour in quick succession without waiting 

for the material to cure. In the case of Tabby Revivalists, reinforcements were not a compromise 

of quality, as it was an assurance of it. There was enough contemporary fascination in the 

process that it was explained by an “editorial excursionist” who sought to see the continued 

development of St. Augustine in 1898.154 He described what happened once the native coquina 

shell was mixed with Portland cement; 

It forms a strong and hard substance, that can be molded into any desirable shape, 

resembling stone. A wall is built by moulding successive layers of this concrete, 

and as each layer hardens, a new one is formed on top of it, and thus a wall is cast 

instead of being built, and when completed, is one solid stone, the entire wall 

construction of a building one solid mass through-out with neither joint nor seem. 

And almost indestructible. 

 Because of the strong nature of modern cements used during the Tabby Revival process, 

especially Portland cement, tabby could be left exposed revealing the conglomerate mass of 

colorful and whitish flecks of coquina shells mixed within the greyish concrete mass. For the 

first time in its history, the structural material could be admired instead of covered up with 

whitewash or stucco to preserve the building’s integrity because of its strength. The Tabby 

Revivalists of St. Augustine had obviously prized the visibility of coquina shells which can be 

seen from their decision to use it as aggregate as opposed to the more available sand. It was the 

addition of shells that made the concrete tabby instead of generic concrete. This coquina 
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aesthetic and admiration of the tiny native shells can be further ascertained by their decision to 

keep the concrete walls exposed instead of covered in a veneer of some nature.  

The St. Augustine Improvement Company and Veneer Block 

During the late nineteenth century, concrete was being experimented with to create 

artificial stone masonry units throughout the country. In Florida, the St. Augustine Improvement 

Company (SAIC) began producing an “improved concrete veneer” beginning in the late 1880s, 

the same decade that casting on site tabby rounds returned to the city, of which they specialized 

in both (Harvey, pg. 78).155 Concrete veneers had been manufactured prior in the United States 

immediately following the Civil War but had been unsuccessful in that buildings that 

incorporated the veneer blocks were reported as being prone to collapse which explains why 

SAIC advertised them as “improved concrete veneer.” However, it was Franklin Smith who was 

the first to cast non-structural decorative blocks using molds that were used to create an 

ornamental wall and crenelated roofline elements for his Villa Zorayda in 1883.156  

The St. Augustine Improvement Company was founded in 1885 with financial backing 

from William G. Warden, a partner of John D. Rockefeller and Henry Flagler in Standard Oil 

(pg. 3).157  The company was established as a real estate development firm and played a crucial 

role in shaping St. Augustine’s built environment at the turn of the century through development 
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and construction (Harvey, pg. 77).158 The SAIC is responsible for many of the Tabby Revival 

structures and elements in the city.  

Most notably, the SAIC began to manufacture concrete veneer blocks which were meant 

to imitate structural masonry and were to be mounted onto a wood frame structure to make 

simple wood frame buildings appear that they were made of stone. The Anastasia Concrete 

Company would also advertise veneer blocks as late as 1913, but no examples have yet to be 

traced to them. 

 

Figure 7-15. Coquina Faced Tabby Veneer Block made by the St. Augustine Improvement 

Company on the Three Oaks Mansion. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

 Traditional tabby blocks had already been around since the late eighteenth century in 

Florida, but were structural and not simply a veneer. The veneer blocks that the company 
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manufactured came in a variety of different styles and shapes which included units that were flat, 

beveled, faceted, those with floriate reliefs or geometric designs, and those that even had a 

veneer of coquina shell to appear like coquina limestone. It is possible that molds were custom 

made for specific projects and simply reused for others as shown through the use of a faceted 

veneer block on the exterior of some commercial spaces that then appears to decorate the large 

concrete posts marking the Three Oaks Mansion (C.1890) property on Oneida Street. 

 

Figure 7-16. Gateway on Oneida Street- St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

 The veneer blocks could be cast in two ways, either using the dry tamp or wet cast 

method. In the dry tamp method, a central core could be cast with a veneer made up of a more 
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expensive material added as a “facing”.159 In St. Augustine, this outer veneer layer would be 

coquina shell in order to make the unit appear to be made out of the prized local limestone. Units 

casted using the dry tamp method could be removed from the mold immediately but would need 

several days to cure.160 This technique of coquina veneer application figuratively and literally 

represents the fusing of the two historical and traditional shell-based construction methods of St. 

Augustine, tabby and coquina. Once mounted, the coquina veneered veneer block appeared like 

finely dressed coquina masonry. They say that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery and the 

artificial coquina stone units allowed the wealthiest members of St. Augustine to have their 

domicile to appear as if they were made of the exotic limestone like those of the Spanish. 

 The wet casting technique for veneer block would result in a product where the concrete 

and aggregate mix was homogenous with no veneer application (pg. 2).161 A negative 

consequence of this technique was that the mold could only be used once per day. Like the dry 

cast method, it would need several days of curing (pg. 2).162 These veneers would typically be 

attached to the building through the use of metal fasteners such as hooks or hangers that would 

be cast with the unit in order to be hung onto the structural system (pg. 3).163  
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 Veneer blocks would fall out of favor as rectangular concrete blocks would ultimately 

replace them around the 1910s. The earliest use of SAIC veneers can be seen on the Horace 

Walker House on Old Mission Avenue which was constructed around 1888.164 The company 

manufactured veneers in multiple sizes and shapes which included rectangular block shapes, 

squares, quoins, and arch elements.165 The Walker House alone contains 35 different 

configurations.166 At the Three Oaks Mansion at 175 Oneida, the veneer was recorded as being 

four inches thick.167 The appearance of the veneers varied with some being flat and beveled 

while others were rusticated depending on the mold used.168   

Source of Coquina and the Continuation of Black Labor 

The source of coquina in the late nineteenth century was the same as it had been for 

centuries, Anastasia Island. The old Spanish quarries would continue to provide coquina 

limestone and gravel for construction, but as the land was developed, parcels of land were 

purchased in what is today’s Lighthouse Park neighborhood were acquired solely for shell 

aggregate in concrete construction. The Island had remained largely undeveloped until the 1870s 

when the St. Augustine Lighthouse was completed in 1874 (Harvey, pg. 48).169 Captain Lorenzo 

Rodriguez had received a Spanish land grant totaling 124 acres in 1793 which he cultivated, 
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naming his property Buena Vista (Harvey, pg. 48).170 The property extended west of the Spanish 

coquina watchtower to the creek that bordered the old Spanish quarries and into the northern part 

of the island (Harvey, pg. 48).171 After the U.S Government purchased the five acres for the 

Lighthouse and Keeper’s house, the rest of the Rodriguez track was sold to the famed architect 

James Renwick in 1872 (Harvey, pg. 53).172 Renwick would go on to design the Tabby Revival 

bell tower to the coquina masonry Cathedral Basilica after its burning in the disastrous 1887 fire 

(Harvey, pg. 53).173 Renwick sold his 29 acres to Aspinwall who in turn sold it to Moses R. Bean 

who planned on turning the area around the lighthouse into a subdivision called Anastasia which 

is when Lighthouse Park initially began to be developed (Harvey, pg. 53).174  

The old King’s Quarry was owned by the Federal government and in theory the coquina 

could be acquired for free for those who requested permission (Graham, pg. 90).175 However, the 

War department had begun to limit such activities and residents of the city had voiced concerns 

of the coquina beds being disturbed (Graham, pg. 90).176  This opposition was likely in part due 

to those who owned property around the Lighthouse Park area that had outcropping of coquina 
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and sought an opportunity to make money (Graham, pg. 90).177 As a result, the St. Augustine 

Improvement Company and other interested parties including Flagler would have had to 

purchase or lease land in the Lighthouse Park area with viable coquina outcroppings for 

aggregate in their concrete. One of Henry Flagler’s builders, James McGuire, would end up 

securing a deal with the Bean to lease the Aspinwall quarry which would supply the needed 

coquina gravel for his hotel (Graham, pg. 91).178 As part of this deal, Flagler bought lots number 

one and two which contained the northernmost vein of coquina on the island (Graham, pg. 92).179 

It is probable that this source of shell would continue to supply the coquina for many of Flagler’s 

own building projects as well as others in the city along with other quarries that were ready and 

able to make money off of the Tabby Revival movement. Flagler was able to acquire sand from 

Moultrie Creek two miles south of the city (Graham, pg. 92).180 Other sources of sand would 

include channel sand from the Matanzas River (Smith, pg. 45).181 

 Americans had been active in the quarries of Anastasia Island by the late 1800s. In the 

post Civil War Era, they would still remain present as a workforce carving out coquina limestone 

and gravel. During the war, many slaves from the surrounding area fled to St. Augustine after it 

came into Union hands, seeking their freedom (Colburn, pg. 18).182 After the war, several black 
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families leased land from the city for one dollar a year and established the community of 

“Africa” south of town on the west bank of Maria Sanchez Creek (Nolan, pg. 34).183 This 

community would grow and after streets were laid out would be referred to as Lincolnville 

(Nolan, pg. 34).184 Lincolnville would serve as the epicenter of black life in St. Augustine 

throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and would be a crucial center in the Civil 

Rights Movement of the 1960s. During Reconstruction (1866-1877), many black citizens of St. 

Augustine took advantage of the educational and welfare services offered by the Freedmen’s 

Bureau and some were even elected to public office (Colburn, pg. 18).185 However, with the end 

of reconstruction in 1877, the social advancements that were made came to a slow halt as Jim 

Crow took hold and most blacks themselves were only able to acquire jobs as laborers and 

domestics (Colburn, pg. 18-19).186  

1,100 black workers helped to construct the Ponce de Leon Hotel according to Flagler’s 

brother-in-law who stated that “with song leaders to pace them, [they] tamped the mixture to 

ensure its solidity as the great walls rose in one piece…” (Keys, pgs. 173-174)187 Another 

account from the late 1880s also documents black workers singing again as they laid down the 

concrete mixture that served as a base for the asphalt as they modernized King Street (Graham, 
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pg. 95).188 It was the black population of the coastal Southeast that preserved and continued the 

tabby tradition during the Antebellum period. With the end of slavery, black workers still carried 

on the tradition. Considering that slavery had only ended in the South roughly twenty years 

before the Tabby Revival Movement in St. Augustine, it is likely that former slaves or those born 

into slavery worked on St. Augustine’s early concrete environment. Former slaves familiar with 

pre-war tabby construction would have been the most skilled concrete workers in the region and 

helped modernize the city’s built environment into the 21st century. Though black hands mined 

the coquina and cast the final product, segregation which was institutionalized by Jim Crow and 

would prevent them from entering into spaces once completed except for service positions. More 

research is needed to be performed on the role of black laborers in the construction of St. 

Augustine’s tabby built environment and the important role they played in the modernization of 

the city.  
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CHAPTER 8 

CASE STUDIES  

O’Brien House 

Stick Queen Ann 

Cast Concrete 

1885 

8 Kelly Lane 

 

The second Tabby Revival structure to be built in St. Augustine was the Eastlake Queen 

Anne style O’Brien house which was built by Henry Stanton O’Brien and completed in 1885. 

The house stands prominently along the Matanzas River at Moultrie Point some 10 miles from 

the main downtown area. O’Brien was born in Fayetteville, North Carolina in 1839 and was of 

Irish descent.1 In contrast to the vocal Abolitionist Franklin Smith who proudly served the Union 

cause, O’Brien volunteered to serve in the Confederate Army during the Civil War and served in 

the same group that launched the war by shelling Fort Sumter.2 After the war, O’Brien went 

northward and amassed a fortune through the real estate business.3 In fact, his real estate office in 

New York was 46 Broadway, just down the street from Henry Flagler’s office at 26 Broadway.4  

O’Brien decided to build a winter retreat about the same time as Franklin Smith and 

purchased the property at Moultrie Point in 1882 for 1,500 dollars.5 At the time, the property was 

known as Casa Pulla, named for the Indian tribe that lived in the region in the eighteenth 

century.6 It is likely that O’Brien saw Smith’s massive concrete experiment and interested in 
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building his own winter home out of concrete, approached Smith. Smith as a proponent of the 

material, would have enthusiastically shared with O'Brien the why and the how concerning 

concrete construction. The 16 room O’Brien house was constructed in a similar manner as the 

Villa Zorayda using succeeding concrete courses with a high concentration of coquina aggregate. 

Along with the exterior walls, the interior partitions walls were cast of concrete as well.7 The 

illusion of the Tabby Revival courses appearing like coquina limestone was due to the high 

concentration of coquina aggregate. Such high concentrations of coquina shell can be seen in 

both the Villa Zorayda and the O’Brien House. However, later Tabby Revival construction 

would use less coquina shell aggregate. An interesting feature of the construction of the O’Brien 

house is how the window casings and large window cornices were cast along with the main wall. 

Both the casings and the cornices possess complex molding profiles with the cornice having an 

ogee profile reflecting the detailed mold uses.   

The O’Brien House is architecturally significant for its Tabby Revival structural 

construction and because of its other architectural features such as jigsaw cut rails, faux half 

timbering, brackets, and arched bargeboards. A tower located at the corner signifies it as a Queen 

Anne in style, but the house has other significant features such as a series of four porches that 

run up from the first level, the final one being a belvedere with a pyramidal roof that looks out 

over the Matanzas River. The house also features a gabled third story with a board and batten 

exterior veneer fabric. It is the only Tabby Revival structure in St. Augustine incorporates a 

wooden section along with tabby besides the house located at 15 Ponce de Leon Avenue in the 

Lighthouse Park neighborhood.  
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In 1980, exterminators in the house discovered a message in a bottle in one of the first 

floor vents with a message almost a century old that was written by O’Brien’s son Lewis Ogden 

O’Brien which read: 

This house is being built by Henry Stanton O’Brien for a winter home for his 

family. I am his oldest son, Lewis Ogden O’Brien, and was 12 years old last 

Friday which was the 15th of May, 1885. There is six of us in our family viz, 

Mama, Papa, Grandmother, my two brothers, aged 9 and 5 yrs., and myself and 

there is about 43 (odd) acres in our place. I write this so that perhaps 100 years or 

more from now people will know who had built this house. 

Louis’ letter demonstrates the faith that he had that the concrete house was going to be 

around for a long time and his decision to provide a letter for future generations to understand 

the history of the house and the people who first called it home is a valuable piece of social 

history that adds to the legacy of the O’Brien house.  

Louis would grow up to attend Harvard Law School and practice law in New York City 

before becoming Assistant District Attorney for New York. Tragically, he died in 1908 from a 

heart ailment.8 Shortly afterwards, his father Henry O’Brien would put the winter retreat where 

the O’Brien family had spent many winters. O’Brien would pass away in 1912 before the house 

could sell as not just one of those responsible for one of the grandest tabby houses of the 

Southeast, but also as one of the last Confederate soldiers who were directly involved in the 

attack on Fort Sumter.9 

The house as of the late twentieth century still possessed many of its original features 

including gas light pipes, original plasterwork, hardware, doors, mantles, and even a natural 

ventilation system which brought cold air from under the house inside. The house today still 
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stands situated at the tip of Moultrie Point, hidden from view amongst the trees and only visible 

from the river. Due to its high degree of maintain integrity and the conservation of its immediate 

landscape, the O’Brien House can be experienced in the present day as when it was first built at 

the end of the nineteenth century.  

Warden Castle 

Moorish Revival  

Cast Concrete 

1887 

19 San Marco Avenue 

 

 
 

Figure 8-1. Castle Warden Hotel, St. Augustine. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

Warden Castle was constructed in 1887 by the St. Augustine Improvement Company as 

the winter residence of William G. Warden which he was President of (Harvey, pg. 96).10 

Warden had made his fortune in the oil business and ran Philadelphia's largest refinery until 1874 

when Henry Flagler and John D. Rockefeller invited him to join Standard Oil (Graham, pg. 
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98).11 Warden along with other investors including Andrew Anderson Jr. founded the St. 

Augustine Gas and Electric Company in 1886.12 The endeavor represented the great changes that 

were occurring in St. Augustine during the Tabby Revival Movement as modern technology 

began to enter into the Ancient  City, even as Flagler’s Ponce de Leon hotel was still under 

construction (Graham, pg. 98).13  

 

Figure 8-2. City Gate- St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

It should come as no surprise that Warden would build his winter residence out of 

concrete as he was in the personal sphere of both Franklin Smith and Henry Flagler and helped 

found the St. Augustine Improvement Company. The Moorish Revival Style Warden Castle was 

built along the edge of the Fort’s green and if one was walking northward on St. George Street 

would come into view framed by the coquina pillars of the City Gates. Perhaps Warden 

intentionally chose to display the quality of the SAIC company’s work for potential guests who 
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would be interested in contracting with them. As the largest Tabby Revival residence in St. 

Augustine, it would have been a hard to miss display of the company's abilities (Harvey, pg. 

96).14  

Following Smith’s central plan design, Warden Castle contains an interior courtyard 

which is surmounted by a stained glass skylight. Unlike Smith’s Villa Zorayda however, Warden 

Castle was built with a less flamboyant design in terms of polychromatic embellishments but 

equally as impressive in its grandeur and exceedingly larger. It was built with a symmetrical 

facade consisting of a central four story body topped with massive chimneys and a small tower 

with two arched windows and bordered with two rose windows. This fourth level was removed 

sometime in the first half of the twentieth century.15 The central body was constructed along with 

two shorter, three story wings that flanked it. Crenelated battlements were constructed along the 

roofline with rose windows along the frieze area. Other embellishments included a string of 

corbels built under the parapets and a string course between the second and third level with a 

dentil design attached below. Warden castle features a variety of different Moorish style arched 

windows demonstrating the quality and capability of the concrete along with the skill of 

Warden’s St. Augustine Improvement Company. The different styles of arches include flat, 

tented, arc in colada, and an arch with three radiating triangles in its design. A two story loggia 

was constructed projecting from the middle of the facade with several round arches along the 

entrance level with tented arches along the second. The crenelated parapet of the top loggia level 

features a key pattern in relief. Warden also had a cast concrete fence constructed around the 

property in the same style as the house. It is one of only two surviving such fences in the city that 
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have survived into the present day, the other being around the Horace Walker house on Old 

Mission Avenue (Harvey, pg. 138).16 

Around 1897, an arched loggia which wrapped around from the west elevation to the 

front south elevation was added (pg. 5).17 The addition was described as being “constructed of 

coquina similar to the house itself (pg. 5).18” Warden Castle was described in an article on 

“Cottage Life in St. Augustine” as “the stateliest cottage in the city” and as being “replete with 

art treasures and beautiful appointments” (pg. 5).19 In the same article the Castle was described 

as having been built of coquina with no mention of its concrete fabrication showing that for some 

coquina limestone and tabby or coquina concrete as it was described locally during the period 

were all the same material. In 1900, the largest single pane piece of glass to enter St. Augustine 

was placed in the interior court of Warden Castle (pg. 7).20 

After failing in health for some time, William Warden died in 1895 (pg. 5).21 The Warden 

residence continued to be occupied by his descendants until the 1930s when it was left vacant 

until being sold to Norton Baskin in 1941 who that same year married Pulitzer Prize winning 

author Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings (1896-1953)(pg. 8).22 Even Marjorie Rawlings in a letter to 

her friend and fellow author Ellen Glasgow in January of 1942 described the tabby structure as a 
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“charming old gray stone showplace,” under the impression that it was made of stone and not a 

conglomerate of shells and concrete (pg. 8).23 Baskin would construct a penthouse on top of 

Warden Castle for he and Rawlings, but she still would leave the mansion every other week or so 

to her home in Cross Creek (pgs. 8-9).24 In 1946, Baskin sold the hotel which it continued to 

operate as until 1950 when it became Ripley’s Believe it or Not Museum which has occupied the 

building ever since (pg. 12).25  

Horace Walker House 

Moorish Revival 

Tabby Veneer Block 

Circa 1888 

15 Old Mission Avenue 

 

 

Figure 8-3. Horace Walker House, St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The Moorish Revival Style Horace Walker House is the earliest Tabby Revival masonry 

structure in St. Augustine, though its structural system is actually wood frame. The house is also 

one of the earliest examples of concrete being utilized by a more middle class client rather than a 
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wealthy industrialist. The house was constructed out of the “improved veneer blocks” that the St. 

Augustine Improvement Company had begun to manufacture in the 1880s as a cast stone.26 

These units could be mounted onto a wooden structural frame to give the illusion of a masonry 

structural system. The Horace Walker contains the most diversity in its cast concrete block 

veneer configuration then any surviving structure of similar design in St. Augustine.  

The house was built for Horace Walker who had come to St. Augustine from 

Pennsylvania where he was involved in the oil drilling business.27 In the 1880s he made his 

living in St. Augustine by drilling wells before the construction of the city water works.28 As the 

city was attracting more people in the late nineteenth century, he opened up one the earliest 

tourist attractions, an alligator farm, and entered into the lucrative development business.29 

 The Horace Walker House is a two story structure that possesses both Moorish Revival 

and Classical Revival influences displayed through an impressive variety of cast concrete 

elements. Considering the diminutive nature of the structure in comparison with other concrete 

residences of the era, the house is just as diverse in its architectural features. A loggia was built 

on the first level and consists of three arches along the facade and a singular arch on each side. 

The outermost columns that support the arches along the loggia are rectangular and consist of 

larger rectangular masonry units as opposed to the main interior arch which has square columns. 

Past the impost block, a quoin pattern begins in the masonry. The cornice of the loggia features a 

classical styled cornice that contains both triglyph and egg and dart designs. In contrast to these 
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classical designs is a Moorish Revival parapet with geometric designs that graces the top of the 

structure above a prominent cornice. Below the cornice is a classical dentil design. Another 

interesting feature of the house are the stylized floriate designs located on the spandrels of the 

arches. Overall, the house, despite its diminutive size, possesses an impressive 35 different 

configurations of cast tabby veneer blocks.30  

Even considering that the masonry units of the Horace Walker House are more of a skin 

then a structural system, it still can be considered to be first concrete masonry structure built in 

Florida since the first half of nineteenth century since the tabby block barn of Kingsley 

Plantation and the first “masonry” structure of the Tabby Revival movement. 

Drysdale House 

Colonial Revival 

Cast Concrete 

1888 

46 Avenida Menendez 

 

 

Figure. 8-4. A Coquina House on Bay Street - St. Augustine, Florida (Tabby). Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 
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The Drysdale House is one of the few remaining nineteenth century structures along the 

bayfront area north of the Lion’s Bridge and appears at first glance to be at least from the 

Territorial Period with its overhanging balcony and flat finish along its exterior which first 

appears to be a stucco covered coquina structure. The Drysdale House however is a replica of an 

earlier coquina masonry building, the Carr House, that was destroyed in the 1887 fire that 

ravaged Cathedral Place resulting in the burning of multiple buildings including the Cathedral 

Basilica which was gutted (pg. 2).31 Rather than build something completely new, the owner 

Sophia Carr, chose instead to rebuild the former masonry structure to look as it had before the 

fire, swapping out the coquina however for cast concrete (Graham, pg. 107).32 One historic shell-

based construction traded for the other. It was the first example of a building being rebuilt or 

even preserved to maintain a historic look in St. Augustine at that time. One would not know that 

the house that was drawn by Artist John Horton in 1840 was not the house they saw before them 

unless they looked closely and saw the visible lines of each round of tabby.  

For several years at the turn of the century, Bartolo Genovar resided at the house (pg. 

3).33 Genovar was one of the most prominent citizens of St. Augustine in his day and had 

operated as a merchant for almost 70 years in the city (pg. 3).34 Genovar was a descendant of a 

Minorcan family who had originally come from New Smyrna in 1777 (pg. 3).35 He also operated 

the Genovar Opera House on St. George Street which was a popular local venue and where the 
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famed orator Frederic Douglas who was born into slavery spoke to residents of St. Augustine. 

Genovar would often rent out the house to seasonal guests whose visits were often covered in the 

newspaper where the house was described as “One of the most delightful homes in the city 

during the winter is Carr Cottage, on the bay….” (pg. 4)36 In 1914, the house was sold and went 

through a number of owners before being acquired by W. Irvine Drysdale purchased the property 

whose namesake is now associated with the structure (pg. 4).37  

Hotel Ponce de Leon  

Spanish Renaissance 

Cast Concrete 

1887 

74 King Street 

 

 

Figure 8-5. Ponce de Leon Hotel and Landscape Grounds - St. Augustine, Florida. Photo credit: 

Floridamemory.com. 

The Spanish Renaissance Style Ponce de Leon Hotel was constructed between 1885 and 

1887 by the New York architectural firm of John Carrére and Thomas Hastings to begin Henry 

 
36

 “Drysdale House.” Florida Master Site File (FMSF). St. Augustine Research Library. 

 
37

 “Drysdale House.” Florida Master Site File (FMSF). St. Augustine Research Library. 

 



 

171 

Flagler’s vision of molding St. Augustine into the “Winter Newport.”38 Flagler hired the building 

contractor firm of McGuire and McDonald to build the Ponce de Leon and they would go on to 

build many other structures for Flagler including the Alcazar, Memorial Presbyterian, and the 

Grace Methodist churches (Graham, pg. 88).39 Following the influence of Franklin Smith, Flagler 

chose to build his massive Gilded Age resort in concrete with coquina shell aggregate which 

resulted in the largest Tabby Revival structure in the entire southeast only second to Fort 

Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas. No singular structure in St. Augustine represents the great 

transformation of the city than the monumental and elaborate Ponce de Leon Hotel. Before even 

shaping the architectural landscape of St. Augustine, Flagler first had to shape the natural one in 

order to build the Ponce, and later the Alcazar Hotel. Maria Sanchez Creek had for centuries 

been a defining feature of St. Augustine was filled in with sand (Graham, pg. 99).40 In a sense, 

Flagler’s building projects were just a simple manipulation and reconfiguration of sand and shell. 

The hotel was built from one part cement to six parts shell creating what was referred to 

as “an indestructible composite” (pg. 24).41 Coquina shell was harvested from Flagler’s leased 

quarry on Anastasia Island which was transported across the Matanzas. It was the first time that 

coquina was transported in large quantities from the Island to the downtown area since the 

Spanish Period. It was the largest building to be constructed in St. Augustine since the Castillo 
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de San Marcos. The project was equally ambitious and just as the coquina Castillo had changed 

the future of the St. Augustine, so would the “coquina concrete” hotel.  

The cement used in the construction of the Ponce de Leon and later the Alcazar and 

Cordova Hotels was imported from Hanover, Germany by New York distributors Baetjer and 

Meyerstein (Keys, 174).42 The massive structure was built on top of what is referred to as a 

“floating foundation.” The building would “float” on top of the sandy earth much like a boat on 

water by displacing a volume equal in weight to the building itself (Graham, pg. 89).43  The 

mixture for the foundation was made up of one part Portland cement, one part sand, and three 

parts coquina (Graham, pg. 94).44 Flagler was uneased at how the foundation alone used up so 

much expensive cement, 12,000 barrels by mid-March of 1886 (Graham, pg. 94).45 Flagler wrote 

in a letter to McGuire and McDonald in which he expressed whether the amount of money which 

the foundation was costing him was worth it but admitted that “I comfort myself with the 

reflection that a hundred years hence it will be all the same to me, and the building the better 

because of my extravagance” (Graham, pg. 94).46 This solid mass of tabby is likely to be the 

largest tabby mass ever casted.  To mix the concrete, Flagler  constructed two steam powered 

cement mixers, each capable of holding a ton of material, which were possibly the largest in the 

world at that time (Graham, pg. 93-94).47 The upper portions of the walls required less cement; 
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one part cement to two parts sand and four or five parts coquina (Graham, pg. 94).48 The cement 

mixers were much more efficient than the hand mixing of ingredients which earlier tabby called 

for. The slurry would be poured from the mixers into wheel barrels which would then by means 

of a steam elevator that was erected in the interior courtyard be brought to the necessary level 

where the mixture was poured into the wooden molds (Graham, pg. 94).49  The sound of 

construction of the hotel would have been accompanied by the sound of black voices, singing as 

they tamped the concrete mixture in the forms to reduce the air bubbles (Keys, pgs. 173-174).50 

Besides working to pour and tamp the concrete, black labor was also involved in the laying of 

brick masonry which is one of the most significant features of the hotel. Needless to say, 

considering the era of Jim Crow and the fact that St. Augustine was in the Deep South there were 

surely incidents of racism on the construction site. One black mason from Jacksonville known as 

“W.S.” left an account of how the white and black laborers were separated on the site with the 

“negro gang” being located to the back (Graham, pg. 109).51 When members of the all-white 

crew were unable to complete a difficult assignment, W.S. was called upon to complete the job 

due to his recognized skill which he did (Graham, pg. 109).52 However, the white workers 

refused to work with the “negro” and W.P. was assigned a difficult task by the boss that would 

keep him separated, but still refused to pay him equally to the whites (Graham, pg. 109).53  
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Little reinforcement was used in the construction as the strength and thickness alone of 

the walls was enough to ensure the building’s stability (Graham, pg. 95).54 When reinforcement 

was used was typically over windows, doors, and arches in the form of three quarter inch iron 

rebar which would be inserted into the wet concrete mix (Graham, pg. 95).55 In some instances 

railroad track was used instead (Graham, pg. 95).56 The roof beams and the structural fabric of 

the floor were built from old growth forests of longleaf yellow pine which due its high resin 

content was resistant to rot, insects, and could cure to be as strong as the concrete itself (Graham, 

pg. 103).57 

The hotel was built with the latest technological developments such as electricity and 

plumbing that brought a new standard of resort living to St. Augustine.58 The ambitious project 

would serve as a demonstration of Henry Flagler’s commitment to the development of St. 

Augustine and would lure other men as equally ambitious and equally as rich to the state.  

The Ponce de Leon hotel was embellished with salmon colored terracotta and elaborate 

brickwork which contrasted with the grey tabby which made up the body of the structure. The 

terracotta reliefs were in such forms as cherubs, wreaths, and renaissance dolphins. Both 

terracotta and brick ornaments were constructed around windows, and doorways. Brick was also 

used to create joggling string courses along the exterior of the structure. This juxtaposition of 

colored terracotta and gray concrete would become a convention of Flagler’s buildings as seen in 
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later projects of the same decade such as the Alcazar Hotel, Memorial Presbyterian, Grace 

Methodist, and the Seavey Cottage. Brick had been used in tabby construction in the North in the 

eighteenth century by the British but was always meant as a veneer over the tabby itself, not as a 

material meant to compliment it. The hotel was built with a grand courtyard that possessed 

colonnades which wrapped around the interior supported by arched columns. Along the front 

facing colonnade were tabby benches that were cast into the structure like the tabby benches that 

were constructed in Spanish loggias of St. Augustine in the eighteenth century. Interestingly, 

these bench seats themselves are a colored tabby of lavender which has only been documented in 

one other location, in the tile veneer blocks of the Villa Zorayda right across the street. Flanking 

the courtyard to the east and west were constructed the wings of the hotel that held the hotel 540 

hotel rooms. The Ponce de Leon was constructed with two towers located at the corners of the 

courtyard capped with conical roofs. These towers make the Ponce de Leon the tallest tabby 

structure ever constructed which can be credited to the strength of the Portland cement.  

Flagler spared no expense in the artisans and craftsman hired to work on the interior 

elements of his hotel. The interior of the Ponce de Leon Hotel, just like the exterior, had no 

comparison in the city, especially in any of the contemporary wood frame hotels. The interiors 

and furniture were designed and executed by the famed Pottier and Stymus company out of 

Manhattan in New York (Graham, pg. 110, 113).59 The lobby was located in the rotunda off the 

courtyard and decorated with exquisitely carved oak caryatid columns and woodwork and had a 

dazzling presentation of exposed light bulbs which showcased the hotel’s status as being 

electrified.  
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The artist George Maynard was hired to paint murals throughout the public spaces of the 

hotel, including the dome that capped the rotunda which featured allegorical female figures 

representing the ancient Greek elements of Earth, Fire, Air and Water along with allegories of 

Discovery, Civilization, Adventure, and Conquest (Graham, pg. 115).60 Maynard also painted the 

names of conquistadors with the most prominently featured being that of Ponce De Leon, the 

namesake of the hotel and the “discoverer” of Florida (Graham, pg. 115).61 Ancillary decorations 

included symbolism that represents both Europeans and Native Americans, harps, swans, and 

cows for the Europeans and deer skulls representing the Natives (Graham, pg. 115). 

 

Figure 8-6. The Rotunda of the Ponce de Leon. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

One cannot help but think how fascinating it is that the tabby tradition was partially born 

out of the desire to have a defensive architecture to protect the colonist’s interests from Native 

Americans along with other threats. And now, one of the most prominent tabby structures ever 
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built was painted with decorations that honors their presence in the land. The construction of the 

hotel represented the change that was coming to St. Augustine, but a great change was also 

happening in the country as the wild frontiers of the country were closing and the Native 

American population was being forced onto reservations.62 The last western tribe, the Apaches, 

were imprisoned at the Castillo in1886 as the modern world was entering the old City Gates and 

the Ponce de Leon’s tabby towers casted grew over the city.63 

  

Figure 8-7. Dining Room at the Hotel Ponce de Leon Hotel - St. Augustine, Florida. Photo 

credit: Floridamemory.com. 

Stained glass windows of the rotunda and the dining room were designed by the newly 

founded Tiffany and Company and it is probable that the Ponce de Leon Hotel was their first 
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project (Graham, pg. 111).64 The barrel vaulted dining room decorated with more allegorical 

murals, fanciful imagery of Spanish galleons, Spanish crests, and foliate motifs (Graham, pg. 

116).65  

The dining room served as the abdomen which connected the front of the hotel which 

consisted of the hotel rooms and other public spaces with the power plant in the rear along with a 

part of the hotel that would serve as an artist’s studio where guests could purchase works from 

resident artists (Graham, pg. 128).66 The power plant supplied electricity to the hotel with Edison 

Dynamo generators manufactured by the Edison Electric Company (Graham, pg. 126).67 The 

hotel possessed around 50,000 feet of wire and as Edison claimed over 4,100 electric lamps 

(Graham, pg. 126).68 For water, Flagler dug a 1,490 foot well that was pumped up into four large 

iron tanks in the towers which also held a concrete cistern for catching rainwater (Graham, pg. 

128-129).69 Needless to say, the Ponce de Leon Hotel was one of the most advanced structures 

built in America at that time, constructed out of however, one of the oldest building traditions in 

the country, intertwining the past and the future of St. Augustine. 
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Figure 8-8. Memorial Presbyterian Church in St. Augustine. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 

The Memorial Presbyterian Church was built in memory of Henry Flagler’s daughter, 

Jennie Louise. Jennie Louise, Henry Flagler’s only daughter to survive to adulthood, had given 

birth to a baby girl at her home at 8 East 54th Street which she and her husband Fred Benedict 

named Margery. Unfortunately, Margery tragically died and Jennie Louise’s condition started to 

deteriorate drastically soon afterwards (Graham, pg. 207).70 The decision was made to 

immediately set sail for Florida where it was hoped her condition would improve (Graham, pg. 

207).71 Her father-in-law E.C. Benedict, her husband, her brother Harry, three nurses, and a 
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homeopathic doctor accompanied her on the elder Benedict’s yacht Oneida as it raced to the 

warmer climate (Graham, pg. 207).72 Her condition worsened in route and the yacht stopped in 

Norfolk quickly to send Flagler a message to meet the party in Charleston and that time was of 

the essence (Graham, pg. 207).73 Tragically, Jennie Louise died just as the Charleston lighthouse 

appeared on the horizon on March 25th 1889. The ship turned around and the Flagler’s 

accompanied Jennie Louise’s body back to New York (Graham, pg. 207).74 A funeral was held at 

Flagler’s New York mansion and Jennie was interred with her mother at the family memorial at 

Woodlawn cemetery (Graham, 207).75 

Flagler already had plans in motion to build a Presbyterian church in St. Augustine by the 

time of Jennie Louise’s death (Graham, pg. 209).76 After her passing however the project seemed 

to take on more importance for him as he made the decision to build the church in her memory. 

After a change of plans on where to construct it, Flagler chose the site of the Ball Mansion on 

Valencia Street in the shadow of his Ponce de Leon Hotel (Graham, pg. 209).77  

Flagler had hired the same architectural firm of Carrére and Hastings to design the 

Venetian Renaissance Revival style in a latin cross plan. Flagler’s lease on the coquina quarry in 

Lighthouse Park on Anastasia Island and the Moultrie Creek sand pit had expired so he decided 

to follow Franklin Smith’s lead again and chose to use channel sand from the Matanzas Bay 
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which Smith had used for his Casa Monica Hotel (Graham, pgs. 209-210).78 The almost pure 

sand mixture had proven itself stronger as well (Graham, pg. 210).79 However, coquina shells 

from the bottom of the bay had found their way into the mixture which apparently was deemed 

ok as they were not sifted out of the aggregate choice. This was likely due to the coquina 

aesthetic and how the shells would enhance the artificial stone and consequently tabby walls. 

The construction of the church proceeded quickly, with the walls reaching about ten feet 

in height  after less than a month after the foundation had been poured (Graham, pg. 210).80 A 

force of 100 to 300 men worked on the church which rapidly reached closer and closer to the 

heavens with each new pour of concrete round (Graham, pg. 210).81 The concrete structure was 

reinforced with I beams in the floor and railroad track iron was placed vertically into the walls to 

support the massive dome (Graham, pg. 210).82 Bricks were used to construct the massive arches 

along the wings of the church (Graham, pg. 210).83 By December of 1889, the church was 

nearing completion with plasterers completing the final touches of the interior, masons were 

installing ivory colored terracotta along the exterior, and roofers were finishing laying the red tile 

roof over the church and the manse (Graham, pg. 210).84 The Memorial Presbyterian Church was 

dedicated on March 16, 1890, 356 days after Jennie Louise’s death to a packed house with some 
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even sitting on camp stools in the aisle (Graham, pg. 232).85 Reverend Edwin Knox Mitchell of 

the St. Augustine Church gave the invocation: “Bless him who had it in his heart to build this 

house in tender memory of one whom he hath loved long and since lost, and wilt thou sanctify 

his sorrow and give comfort and consolation unto his heart” (pg. 232).86 Reverend John R. 

Paxton followed with a sermon in which he opened with an invocation where he decried that the 

church was so beautiful that it could “move a savage’s wonder or make the atheist pray” 

(Graham, pg. 233).87 Besides thanking Flagler for the generosity of his purse for the church, he 

also exclaimed to the crowd that the church served as a monument to the architects, builders, and 

“humble workman” who had made it all possible (Graham, pg. 233).88 

The Memorial Presbyterian Church is the largest tabby church ever constructed and in its 

latin cross plan in the Venetian Renaissance style though also drawing from neoclassical, 

Spanish Renaissance, and Baroque influences. The reinforced concrete structure is embellished 

with gold, blonde, and ivory terracotta elements in the form of elaborate moldings, corbels, 

pediments, tower pinnacles, rose windows, and columns. The terracotta features were meant to 

stand out against the concrete, creating pockets of ornamentation around main focal points such 

as the hotel’s entrance. The facade features a loggia supported by gold terracotta Ionic columns 

with the shafts in a fasces design that in turn support Venetian style arches. Above the main 

portal and carved in marble is the phrase “In Memoriam” and the year in which the church was 

erected, reminding guests of the church in whose memory the church was consecrated in. The 
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tympanum of the facade is outlined with elaborate terracotta ornament and a large rose window 

in terracotta tracery serves as one of the main features which stands out against the tabby 

concrete space it is set in. Two towers flank the facade and are decorated with recessed blind 

arches graced with terracotta pinnacles and other Baroque influenced ornamentation. The most 

prominent feature of the church is the copper dome which rises above the transept and is 

supported by vertical railroad track prior mentioned. Along with other buildings of Flagler’s 

creation, it has become an important feature of the city’s skyline over the past 130 years since its 

completion. Flagler later commissioned Carrére and Hasting in 1906 to design a mausoleum 

connecting to the church in a neoclassical style along the west elevation to hold the remains of 

Jennie Louise, her infant child Margery, his first wife Mary, and himself (Nolan, pg. 142).89 

When Flagler died in 1913, he was entombed with them.      

 

Figure 8-9. Close-up view of the Flagler Memorial Presbyterian Church in St. Augustine, 

Florida. Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 
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CHAPTER 9 

TABBY REVIVAL MASONRY BLOCKS, THE GROWTH OF ST. AUGUSTINE, AND THE 

MIDDLE CLASS   

As the turn of the century approached, Henry Flagler began to face competition in both 

the resort and railroad business as other wealthy men such as Henry B. Plant and William D. 

Chipley began to develop the state. Chipley built railroad lines that connected north Florida with 

the panhandle and Plant pushed his lines past St. Augustine which opened up opportunities 

further down the peninsula where the climate was warmer (Gannon, pgs. 53-55 ).1 Plant even 

opened up his own resort hotel, the Tampa Bay Hotel in 1891 (Gannon, pg. 55 ).2 These series of 

events made Flagler’s St. Augustine a waypoint rather than the final destination for Northerners 

(Graham, pg. 321).3 In 1894, he extended the line to West Palm Beach and built two more grand 

resort hotels in neighboring Palm Beach next door, the Royal Poinciana and the Breakers 

(Gannon, pg. 58).4 Next, Flagler pushed his railroad to Miami where he built his final hotel, the 

Royal Palm in 1897 (Gannon, pg. 59).5 The friendly chess game between the industrialists to see 

who could navigate land deals, acquisitions, and massive construction projects would culminate 

with Flagler extending his railroad across 128 miles of water to Key West to secure the win 

(Gannon, pg. 59).6 Flagler had started at the top of the state in 1884 and arrived at its 

southernmost point in 1912 (Nolan, pg. 144).7 On January 22 1912, Flagler traveled aboard the 
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first official train to cross the expansive bridge (Nolan, pg. 144).8 He would die only a year later 

at the age of 83 and would be interred in the family mausoleum he constructed in St. Augustine.  

St. Augustine Becomes A Waypoint  

By the 1890s, St. Augustine was being passed over by the wealthy as the favored location 

for winter homes and leisurely escapes for the warmer and more tropical climate of the southern 

half of the state. To some, north Florida was essentially just an extension of southern Georgia 

and that real Florida doesn't begin until you enter the southern half of the state. Flagler himself 

built a mansion for himself and his third wife Mary Lily Kenan in 1902 in Palm Beach (Nolan, 

pg. 136).9 A popular guide book from 1917 soberly reported that “St. Augustine has fallen into a 

gentle and wholly delightful shabbiness since the passing of its climax of prosperity” (Graham, 

pg. 219).10 To the contrary, the city was not in decline, but was in a period of transformation.  

St. Augustine’s Population and Building Boom 

Flagler had turned the north’s attention to Florida, and now with the transformations he 

had brought to the peninsula they were ready to move into the state. In 1900, the city’s 

population was recorded as 4,272 and by 1930 it would triple to over 12,000, primarily because 

of the Florida Land Boom of the 1920s.11 As a result of the booming population, St. Augustine 

was growing and in 1921 double the building permits were filed as the previous year (Graham, 
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pg. 221).12 In 1914, the city embarked on a program that would be referred to as the “Decade of 

Progress” where the city’s infrastructure and utilities were improved.13 Municipal water and 

sewer services were extended (Graham, pg. 221).14 Electricity was expanded throughout the city 

and no longer was restricted to the affluent.15 In 1915, local leaders put forth the initiative of 

paving 64 miles of roadways throughout the county in response to the growing number of 

automobiles and began to engage in self-promotion to attract vehicle owning families to the 

Ancient City.16 St. Augustine even became a popular destination for early silent films for which 

the Castillo and the Ponce de Leon served as dramatic backdrops (Graham, pg. 220).17 The great 

modernization of the city during the “Decade of Progress,” like other periods of modernization in 

the city’s history, would be represented by tabby.  

St. Augustine still had the allure from a combination of its historic charm and temperate 

climate that had brought visitors and settlers into the city since it became a U.S. territory in 1821, 

even as the southern portion of the state was increasingly developed. The growing population 

and the demand for houses and commercial growth of the city would lead to the next phase of the 
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Tabby Revival Movement. The mass production of masonry blocks and other elements allowed 

those with middle class means to build in the durable vernacular tradition which represented 

once more a changing city.  

Tabby, Mass Production, and the Middle Class 

Tabby Revival during the period from around 1900 to 1930 would continue to play an 

important role in the development of St. Augustine’s built environment and began to be seen in 

more forms than ever before, even compared to the Flagler Era. From 1883 to the turn of the 

century, concrete and therefore tabby was only used by the wealthy for their novelty construction 

experiments that showcased their wealth through mansions and commercial projects using site 

tabby rounds and veneer block units. By the beginning of the new century however, Tabby 

Revival was entering its second phase with mass production of masonry in response to a growing 

middle class and demand for durable building materials. Concrete usage had become mainstream 

and block machines had started to become available to the public. Interchangeable molds with 

different face designs allowing individuals who had the time and desire to manufacture their own 

blocks to build in concrete. Structural tabby masonry units had not been manufactured in Florida 

since the Antebellum Period when they were manufactured using slave labor.18  

With the increased availability of concrete technology, companies began popping up in 

the city and began to build up the Ancient City’s tabby built environment, especially in the 1910s 

and 1920s, which hadn’t seen such a quantity of tabby construction projects since the First 

Spanish Period in the eighteenth century. This mass production of concrete products would allow 

those with more middle class means to construct in the more durable “artificial stone” materials 

with fanciful veneers replicating coquina limestone. The Tabby Revival of the 1880s and 1890s 
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of High Design had finally come available to those with more middle class means. Gradually, 

tabby construction had become more feasible throughout the centuries and hence more 

affordable. The invention of pre-packaged modern cement had replaced the difficult quicklime 

manufacturing process of traditional tabby and allowed for an easier casting process. The next 

phase was the mass production of pre-manufactured units which made tabby more accessible and 

more widely used.  

Tabby would once again be in the hands of the average citizen like it had been in the 

eighteenth century. However, thanks to improved concrete technology, tabby elements could be 

purchased in a myriad of different forms and designs that were surely different from the rough 

and unsophisticated Spanish tabby of the 1700s. Through coquina veneers or “facing” as it was 

otherwise called, common St. Augustinians could have the appearance and attractiveness of 

coquina limestone that had strong associations with the city’s historic past. The concrete block 

would replace the longstanding tradition of cast in place concrete rounds and concrete block 

veneer.  

Manufacturing of Tabby Products 

The earliest producers of Tabby Revival concrete blocks in St. Augustine were likely 

individuals who took advantage of the concrete block machines that started to appear on the 

market around 1900 which allowed an individual to build their own home block by block.19 As 

demand increased for housing and the city began to improve its infrastructure, a concrete 

industry began to emerge in the city. By 1930, multiple companies had been involved in the 

concrete industry in St. Augustine which included the North City Stone Works (Reyes), the 

Florida Coquina Stone Company, C.S. Manucy & Son, the St. Augustine Lumber Company, and 
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other affiliates who went by their names such as Newton W. Cooley, Bartola E. Pacetti, L.E. 

Lace, Hiram T. Sink, and F.C. Brown.20  

It is hard to connect specific companies with their work whether it be structures, curbs, 

sidewalks or other features. This is because they were often using identical molds and most left 

no signatures on their work. What we know of specific companies or persons working on certain 

projects is thanks to stamped signatures and announcements in the St. Augustine Evening Record. 

In 1919, it was announced that J.A Reyes had just completed an artificial stone wall at the S.M. 

Moore residence on Rohde Avenue. The short article goes on to describe that the blocks are in 

fact artificial coquina “faced on both sides” with a “panel finish.”21 The mason Newton Cooley 

lived at 157 Oneida in Lincolnville and had his business located next door at 155 (pg. 4).22 He 

was known for his sidewalks and low block walls which could be found throughout the city. The 

tabby sidewalk in front of his house that he constructed is one of the few sidewalks at this time 

that can be tied to a specific individual. There were other sidewalks that he had stamped with his 

marking, but even recently these have been destroyed. Cooley was also known for building 

concrete cemetery vaults and constructed a tank in the back of his house to test their efficacy as 

being watertight. In February of 1905, it was announced in the newspaper that the concrete 

mason Bartola E. Pacetti who also at one point was a city alderman had been contracted to 

construct a sidewalk along Granada Street alongside the Granada Hotel.23   
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The most prominent manufacturer of Tabby Revival products was the Deming Concrete 

Company which was founded prior to 1913 by F.E. Deming and, the same year, was renamed the 

Anastasia Concrete Company after the Revered L.L. Pickett purchased a half-interest in the 

plant.24 It was located on Anastasia Island near the coquina quarries which would have supplied 

the aggregate for the tabby, but also was used to create “coquina faced” products.25 In an 

advertisement in the St. Augustine Evening Record under the headline “Going to Build 

Anything?” the Anastasia Concrete Company proclaims that they “furnish the best and most 

beautiful concrete products on the market” and that they manufacture a plethora of products 

including “columns, cornices, urns, vases, veneering block, etc.”26 They exclaimed that their 

products should be viewed for anyone who wanted to build a “house, church, foundation, 

factory, or anything else.”27  With Pickett’s partnership, the plant was greatly expanded and new 

machinery ordered to increase production up to 1,800 blocks weekly.28 F.E. Deming advertised 

that he had a secret process that made his blocks “moisture proof” and “attractive.”29 Deming’s 

secret process to render the concrete blocks attractive was likely the application of a tan colored 

coquina veneer facing that would cover up the grey tabby concrete core of the block. He also 

stated that his blocks required no painting or repairs and even became harder with age.30 Pickett 
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was also head of a similar operation in Crescent Beach and planned on using his concrete plant 

to build a summer and winter resort there.31 The company listed their address as 14 Joiner Street, 

one of the most prominent mansions in the city.32 The Anastasia Concrete Company possessed a 

capital stock of 40,000 dollars which considering inflation would be over one million today. The 

Anastasia Concrete Company was the first concrete company and perhaps the only to mass 

produce concrete blocks in St. Augustine. In an effort to advertise their product, the company set 

up an exhibit in the downtown plaza to attract customers.33 Even with the massive output of 

coquina blocks, smaller operations continued to prosper in the city, the North City Stone works 

which was founded by the concrete mason Reyes seems to have even outlasted the Anastasia 

Concrete Company, appearing in the St. Augustine Directory until 1966.  

Tabby Revival Forms  

Blocks and Wall Elements 

 

Figure 9-1. Standard Flat Patterned Tabby Block. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 
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Concrete blocks were the most widely manufactured tabby unit at the beginning of the 

twentieth century and came in a variety of face designs including flat, beveled, paneled, 

rusticated, scroll designed, egg and dart and even blocks that had a projecting course along the 

face. Blocks used specifically for ventilation purposes were cast with openings. Square blocks 

were also manufactured for use around windows and doors to end the overlapping of blocks in 

the running bond pattern. Larger cornice units consisting of a combination of egg and dart and 

dentil moldings were also produced. Some of the designs featured a veneer or “facing,” typically 

of coquina shell along the surface to create the illusion that the block was made out of coquina 

limestone. The veneer would typically only be applied to the exterior facing side of the block, 

but sometimes more than one side would be veneered in the cases of walls where two sides 

would be exposed or when the header was exposed at the corner of a building.  

 

Figure 9-2. Coquina Veneered Tabby Block. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 
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A veneer could be applied by using the dry tamp process similar to the previously 

veneered concrete block veneers.34 The blocks were typically cast with the front of the block 

facing down. A veneer would be poured in first and typically would measure ¾ of an inch which 

would be followed by the concrete and shell mix that would make up the body of the block.35 In 

St. Augustine, the veneers used had varying compositions. The high concentration of coquina 

shell produced the coquina appearance but, in some cases, golden or tan colored beach sand was 

used along with the coquina shell to give blocks a more sandstone appearance. Blocks 

manufactured without veneers exposed the homogenous tabby mixture of coquina shell and grey 

concrete. Occasionally, golden colored beach sand was used instead of the traditionally used 

sand that produced the dominant grey appearance. This difference in sand aggregate resulted in a 

more aesthetically pleasing tan to golden colored block.  

 

Figure 9-3. Two Tabby Blocks with Different Colored Sands Contrast in Color. Photo credit: 

Trey Asner. 

 
34

 “Preservation Brief 42: The Maintenance, Repair and Replacement of Historic Cast Stone.” National Parks 

Service. U.S. Department of the Interior. Accessed July 24, 2019. https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-

preserve/briefs/42-cast-stone.htm. 
35

 “Preservation Brief 42: The Maintenance, Repair and Replacement of Historic Cast Stone.” National Parks 

Service. U.S. Department of the Interior. Accessed July 24, 2019. https://www.nps.gov/tps/how-to-

preserve/briefs/42-cast-stone.htm. 



 

194 

Sometimes, different shells can be seen in the finished tabby blocks such as tulip shells 

and larger clams. Also, broken glass and parts of tools can be seen to have been thrown into the 

mix as well which has been documented in continuous tabby foundations and blocks.  

 

Figure 9-4. A Broken Piece of Glass in a Tabby Block. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

Prior to the introduction of concrete blocks, brick or coquina limestone was used in 

construction of foundation piers in the city. Nearly every house that was built in the early 1900s 

in St. Augustine possessed Tabby Revival block piers. One house that represents the transition is 

the Troemel House at 6 South Street. The original part of the house which was constructed in the 

late nineteenth century was built upon coquina limestone piers. New additions that were added 

on later in the early 1900s stand on coquina faced blocks.  

In the case of concrete block buildings, the headers over doorways and windows were 

cast in place and reinforced using the form board method. The same method was often applied 

for the capping of block walls as well. However, there were units specifically cast as cappings 

and sometimes possessed an ogee arch. Capping elements for block gate posts were also 
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produced and were cast often in pyramidal shapes, sometimes with a circular finial attached on 

top.  

 

Figure 9-5. Cast Capping of a Tabby Revival Block Wall. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

 

Figure 9-6. Tabby Revival Coquina Faced Block Wall with Ogee Capping Blocks and Pyramidal 

Post Capping Block with Finial. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

 An interesting occurrence is the use of a tabby based mortar that used coquina shell to 

bind brick units together in the construction of a chimney at 32 Magnolia Drive in Lighthouse 

Park. Considering the proximity of the quarries to the site, this is not a surprise.  
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Columns 

Tabby Revival columns came in two classically inspired styles; Composite and Tuscan, 

which also had sub variations. The Columns gave a classical appearance to Tabby Revival 

houses and were a defining feature of Classical Revival Style homes in the city. The two 

Composite style columns had a combination of Ionic and Corinthian order features. The Ionic 

order was represented in the form of volutes while the Corinthian order was represented by a 

variation of stylized acanthus leaves, palmettes, and fleurons.  

The Tuscan style column came in an austere form featuring a simple capital consisting of 

a round abacus and a square echinus, but was also available with embellishments such as rosettes 

along the necking. The Tuscan column has a connection to the city’s historic Spanish 

architectural heritage, for when a Swiss engineer by the name of DeBrahm visited St. Augustine 

during the Spanish Period, he noted the presence of “Tuskan Pillars” (Manucy, pg. 92).36 

 

Figure 9-7. Composite Column Capital A. Photo Credit: Trey Asner. 
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 Manucy, Albert C. The Houses of St. Augustine 1565 to 1821. University of Florida, 1992. 

 



 

197 

 

Figure 9-8. Composite Column Capital B. Photo Credit: Trey Asner. 

 

Figure 9-9. Tuscan Column Capital with Rosette Ornament. Photo Credit: Trey Asner. 

 Columns, like blocks, were often veneered in coquina. The shaft of the columns were 

manufactured in two different ways, either in horizontal 2-4 drum sections or bi laterally using 

split molds. The capital and the base were cast separately. Columns were also constructed out of 

the blocks resulting in either square or rectangular columns depending on how they were 

organized.   
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Roads, Curbs, Sidewalks, Steps and Posts      

 As St. Augustine began to enter the twentieth century and started to incur vehicular 

traffic, roads needed to be constructed in order to create a stable surface for the cars to drive on. 

Evidence has shown beneath layers of more contemporary road surfaces with rock aggregates, 

tabby based surfaces with coquina shell. An area where there is an exposed tabby road is the 

western portion of South Street near the intersection of Martin Luther King Boulevard. 

 

Figure 9-10. Tabby Asphalt Road Paving. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

Granite curbs had been used in the late nineteenth century alongside the city’s roads. By 

the early twentieth century however, tabby curbs started to appear. Tabby curbs either were cast 

in place or manufactured in segments off site and then were installed. Tabby Revival sidewalks 

which had first appeared in the 1880s in front of the Hotel Ponce de Leon continued to be created 

into the twentieth century and into the present. When structural tabby ceased with the onset of 

the Great Depression and the bursting of the Florida Land Boom bubble, the tabby tradition 

would continue throughout the twentieth century predominantly in sidewalks and driveways. In 

fact, during the restoration efforts of the mid-twentieth century in the city, the St. Augustine 
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Historical Restoration and Preservation Committee decreed in 1960 that sidewalks and floors 

“should be poured tabby composed of three part run of the pit coquina and two parts white 

medusa cement…”37 The committee also prescribed that “Crushed oyster shell and some 

charcoal should be added to the aggregate to reproduce a faithful appearance.”38 

 

Figure 9-11. Tabby Walkway on St. George Street as it Appears Today. Photo credit: Trey 

Asner. 

Tabby Revival steps like those of the late nineteenth century were cast in place. Because 

the blocks that were used in construction caused structures to look very rectilinear in appearance, 

it would sometimes be the case where the steps were cast in a manner that featured curves or 

masonry stair walls that were arranged in a splayed manner. These stair elements would contrast 

against the overall rectilinear structure. Considering that the steps would be cast as monolith and 
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that there are no joints to handle the stress of settling over time, tabby steps are known to feature 

settling cracks. As a result, they have been prone to being replaced. 

With the introduction of concrete, tabby posts began to appear in the newly developed 

neighborhoods marking property boundaries. Often, they were erected to mark the corners of a 

property, but in some instances a series of them were erected with a given set number of feet. 

Some were cast in simple square posts designs which varied in height and size. More fanciful 

ones however, were cast in the shape of obelisks.  

 

Figure 9-12. Tabby Post Along South Street. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

Foundations 

 Foundations during this period mainly included piers constructed of tabby blocks and 

continuous foundations cast on site. The few houses in St. Augustine that possess basements 

have their walls constructed of tabby blocks or cast concrete using the cradle method. Another 

documented feature is the construction of a continuous foundation of tabby block along the 

facade and overall front facing elevation, but the use of piers in less visible elevations. 
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Pseudo Tabby 

 It was during this period of Tabby Revival in the 1910s when a new form of tabby 

emerged which has been referred to as “Pseudo Tabby” (pg. 5).39 Pseudo Tabby was a veneer of 

mortar and sea shells which was applied to the exterior of a building as a stucco, whether it was 

clapboard or block. It was meant to give the structure the appearance of being made out of tabby 

construction. Contemporary classification put Pseudo Tabby as a trend during the Post-WWII 

era. However, examples exist in St. Augustine which date back to the 1910s. One of the earliest 

structures to employ this technique and likely the first was the U.J. White Mansion in Lighthouse 

Park. The mansion was constructed in 1912 out of tabby block which was finished with a 

textured golden colored Pseudo Tabby with an intermixed coquina shell aggregate.40 Commonly, 

the term shell dash is also used to describe the same application of shells and mortar.  

 

Figure 9-13. White’s Mansion. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 
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Figure 9-14. Detail of Pseudo Tabby Veneering on White’s Mansion. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The Quarries at the Turn of the Century 

By the 1930s, the quarries over on Anastasia Island were still in operation as they had 

been for centuries, supplying the coquina for St. Augustine’s built environment.  

The veins of coquina that had existed in Lighthouse Park had to have been mostly 

depleted by this point in time considering the amount of shell that had been mined for projects 

during the Flagler Era and the amount demanded as a result of the rapid growth of the city. 

Period photographs taken by J. Carver Harris give a view into the unchanged process. Even as 

the city was modernizing, in the quarries the scene remained practically the same as it had for 

centuries except for the addition of trucks to haul away the harvested materials; laborers 

sweating under the Florida sun mining at the shell stone with pick axes, carving out masonry 

units and collecting coquina gravel. The gravel was loaded onto the beds of the awaiting trucks 

before brought to the multiple concrete companies where it was mixed with cement to make 
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tabby. Most of the coquina gravel likely would have gone to the Anastasia Concrete Company 

which had their factory on the Island.  

Black labor still contributed to the continuation of the tabby tradition as it had for 

centuries in the Southeast into the twentieth century. Considering that the era of Jim Crow lasted 

from 1877 into the 1950s, it was ongoing throughout the Tabby Revival Movement in St. 

Augustine. Black residents of St. Augustine lived under segregation and were limited 

economically and educationally in St. Augustine and only permitted to work in service, 

operative, or manual labor jobs like working in the quarries (Colburn, pg. 22).41  

 

Figure 9-15. Quarrying Coquina on Anastasia Island (1939). Photo credit: Floridamemory.com. 
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The situation of the black workers of the early twentieth century and likely black concrete 

workers was similar to that of slaves of the Antebellum Period in that they were contributing and 

helping to shape a built environment that they were excluded from by law and by custom. The 

black community in West Augustine did however build a Tabby Revival church, Zion Baptist, on 

Evergreen Street which was later affiliated with the Civil Rights Movement in St. Augustine.42  

Tabby Revival in Residential Architecture 

Between 1900 and 1930 Tabby Revival architecture began to flourish in St. Augustine’s 

middle class due to the city’s population growth, the affordability of tabby products due to mass 

production, and the architecturally enhanced qualities that tabby elements could provide a 

structure. Mainly, tabby blocks were either used to build entire structures or simply used in the 

construction of porches or facade foundations on wood frame structures to enhance the 

appearance of residential houses.  

Tabby Revival residential architecture of the period between 1900 and 1930 consisted of 

a myriad of different architectural styles including Classical Revival, Tidewater, Queen Anne, 

Craftsman, Folk Victorian, Prairie and Vernacular. In comparison to the large Tabby Revival 

houses of the 1880s and 1890s, the majority of the examples from the early 1900s were relatively 

small and modest single family bungalows and reflected more middle class means. However, 

there were larger tabby houses constructed in the St. Augustine area. A common feature 

throughout the majority of Tabby Revival residences is the presence of columned porches which 

gave the residences a classical appearance and reflected the need for exterior covered spaced to 

help cool the air before it entered into the house in the era before air conditioning. Some of St. 

Augustine’s builders embraced the columned porches by adding a gable roof to create the 
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205 

Classical Revival’s temple front look. Other builders however chose to construct hipped roofs on 

their houses which extended over the porch in the Tidewater Tradition. The Classical Revival 

and Tidewater styles appear to have been the most popular form of Tabby Revival architecture of 

the period. Houses under these styles were either constructed entirely out of tabby concrete 

blocks or simply featured a tabby porch with columns. A number of these residences were 

constructed as builder homes which resulted in identical homes being built across the city, 

sometimes even side by side. Such is the case with 82, 84, and 94, 96 South Street.  

In contrast to the smaller bungalow homes, there were houses that were significant in size 

which reflected moderate wealth or simply the initiative of those who were patient enough to 

cast their own blocks and build their own residence. Such was the case of Fred Capo who after 

work would cast blocks for his home at 24 Cincinnati (Nolan, pg. 63).43 In an effort to 

differentiate his house from the other Tabby Revival houses, he used different styles of block and 

arranged his porch columns in pairs and in the corners in groups of three. Another one of the 

larger Tabby Revival residences of the downtown area is the Queen Anne style home at 18 

Cordova which was built around 1916 (Bowen, pg. 61).44 The prominent Queen Anne was built 

with a double gallery and an impressive turret, the only still existing turret constructed of tabby 

block in the city. The largest Tabby Revival residence in the city is the prior mentioned 

monumental Prairie style U.J. White Mansion which was constructed with both tabby block and 

Pseudo Tabby veneer.  

Considering that all the tabby units were precast, there were limited design options for 

masonry houses since there were only so many different ways that mold cast units could be 
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arranged. Primarily, the appearance of the house rested upon what block design was selected, 

whether they were veneered which would affect the color of the house, and the arrangement of 

different patterns such as alternating courses. Arranging the columns in a unique manner was 

also a way to add individuality to a house. Another way to add differentiation was the roof type 

(hipped or gabled) and location of the porch (central or off center). 

A popular trend that began to develop in St. Augustine during this period was the 

incorporation of precast tabby elements into wood frame residential architecture. Primarily, 

porches would be constructed out of tabby blocks and columns to make the facades appear 

grander. Typically, such porches were always constructed out of the more aesthetically pleasing 

coquina veneered block.  

 

Figure 9-16. Wood frame house with a Tabby Revival Block Porch (29 Rohde Ave). Photo 

credit: Trey Asner. 

In other instances, tabby blocks would be used to create a high skirt continuous 

foundation along the front elevation of a house to make it look like that the house rested on a 

significantly sized masonry foundation. If one were to look at the other elevations however, it is 

revealed that the house typically would rest on piers. This is likely for the aesthetic reasons 
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previously mentioned, but also because people were also drawn to the concrete’s infallibility to 

rot, especially after losing a porch. 

There are several documented cases of tabby additions to residential structures. In the 

downtown area, a wood frame Sears and Roebuck cottage located at 17 Bridge Street near the 

bayfront had a tabby block addition made to expand its living space. The two other known 

examples are also wood frame houses that had tabby concrete modifications and are located 

down the street from one another in Lighthouse Park. 46 White Street (Castle Betsworth) and 15 

Ponce de Leon Avenue both were originally two story dwellings  built around 1890 that were 

made three stories by the construction of a concrete ground level.45 In the case of Castle 

Betsworth, standard blocks were used to build the structural walls and the columns of the new 

addition.  

 

Figure 9-17. Tabby Revival Block Addition on Castle Betsworth. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

15 Ponce de Leon Avenue’s structural walls however were cast on site in rounds using 

cradles like many of the tabby buildings of the Flagler Era. The columns along its veranda 
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however are tabby block. The house is the only known Tabby Revival structure to incorporate 

both forms of tabby construction and is the last Tabby Revival structure to use the cradle formed 

rounds in St. Augustine for structural construction.  

As families would grow and there would be a need for more livable space or simply 

seeking extra income, it would sometimes be the case that tabby built garages or “carriage 

houses” would be converted into apartments. Porches would also be enclosed to add interior 

space. It seems that such modification sufficed for the desire for more living space as there 

appears to have been no additions made on existing tabby residences.  

A new feature which began to appear within the city’s built environment as a result of the 

introduction of the personal automobile was the garage. The second phase of the Tabby Revival 

coincided with the beginning of the era of the automobile and many were built behind wood 

frame houses.  

 

Figure 9-18. Tabby Revival Coquina Faced Block Garage with Balcony. Photo credit: Trey 

Asner. 
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It appears that purchasers wanted to ensure that their new shiny investments were safely 

protected behind the durable concrete block walls. In garage construction, either the standard flat 

non veneered block was used or the coquina veneered panel face. Some garages featured an 

overhanging balcony if they were two stories and featured apartments. Considering this 

compositional arrangement, they almost appear as if there were miniature replicas of British 

modified Spanish residences where often a wood frame second story was added on top of a 

masonry first level.  

Tabby Revival in Non-Residential Architecture 

The adaptation of non-residential Tabby Revival architecture into the built environment 

corresponded with the growth of the city, especially in the 1920s during the Florida Land Boom 

and can be seen through the commercial spaces such as storefronts, warehouses, and a filling 

station and hotel that were built out of tabby block, nearly all of which were located in the 

downtown area. The only exception being the filling station which was located in Lighthouse 

Park on the Island across the street from the modestly sized hotel, the “Coquina Inn,” the only 

tabby block hotel ever built and the only concrete hotel constructed after the Alcazar Hotel in 

1889. The former Anastasia Filling Station is also one of the few Tabby Revival structures to 

feature brick embellishments along its parapet which was meant to contrast with tan colored 

veneered block. For most commercial buildings, the preferred choice of block was the coquina 

veneered panel design with a two inch reveal. The majority of non-residential buildings were 

vernacular block construction which featured only concrete block masonry and square columns. 

The only exception being the Romanesque Revival Zion Baptist Church at 94 Evergreen 

Avenue.  
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CHAPTER 10  

CASE STUDIES 

Coquina Inn 

Vernacular 

Veneered Panel Designed Tabby Block 

37 Magnolia Drive 

 

The Coquina Inn, located in Lighthouse Park on Anastasia Island was constructed in 

1915 in the vernacular block manner to cater to visitors of the Ancient City that preferred the 

quiet area around the Lighthouse and the proximity to South Beach instead of the busier 

downtown area. The Inn was described as a “Delightful home-like place on the beach” in 

newspaper advertisements that catered to Northerners.1 The Inn’s owner who also served as 

Anastasia Island’s postmaster was Mary Heston.2 One noteworthy guest was Arthur Brisbane 

(1864-1936), who was an editorial writer of William Randolph Hearst’s New York American 

and was said to be the highest salary newspaperman in the world.3   

The hotel’s namesake derives from the coquina quarries in its vicinity which had supplied 

the coquina shell that was used to build its very walls. The veneered tabby blocks used in its 

construction were of an unusual variety in that the veneer is mostly made up of tan beach sand 

giving off the appearance of sandstone rather than coquina. Coquina shell is used in the veneer 

but not enough to be immediately noticeable. Above windows and doorways, cast concrete was 

used for headers and is likely reinforced. An unusual feature of the structure is that it possesses 

one of the few basements in the city thanks to it being situated on a sand dune. 

 
1
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In contrast to the Tabby Revival residences that are symmetrical in their facades from 

having classical inspirations, the Coquina Inn is asymmetrical in appearance with an offset 

entrance, a common design choice in medieval inspired styles like Craftsman. Because of the 

basement which elevated the old Inn’s main floor, a set of stairs was constructed with a landing 

which formed a significant feature of the building’s facade. The steps were decorated with 

glazed ceramic tiles which purportedly came from the Ponce de Leon Hotel after the building 

was remodeled in the 1960s. The entrance porch is located on the left side of the facade. Above 

the lower porch was a higher porch that was enclosed to increase the interior living space. The 

front door features decorative moldings and a large single pane of beveled glass which is an 

unusual embellishment for Tabby Revival structures which are usually quite limited in their 

decorative features.  

Guests of the Coquina Inn would stay in the main part of the house while the operators of 

the hotel lived in an apartment which was built onto the side of the structure. The house also was 

built with a large cistern in the basement that collected water from the gutters which were fed to 

it. Sometime in the late 1930s during the Great Depression it is believed to have turned into a 

private residence.  

Sometime between 1924 and 1930 the Anastasia Filling Station, also a Tabby Revival 

structure in the Vernacular style was constructed across the street from the Coquina Inn.4 The 

Anastasia Filling Station served as both a gas station and a grocery store to the community of 

Lighthouse Park and the two structures opposite of each other formed an important diminutive 

commercial hub on Anastasia Island. The Anastasia Filling Station was owned by the local 
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Busam family whose descendants still live in the neighborhood and who Busam Street is named 

for.  

15 Ponce de Leon Avenue 

Folk Victorian 

Originally Built Circa 1890, Tabby Addition Circa 1913 

Cast Concrete and Tabby Block 

 

 
 

Figure 10-1. 15 Ponce de Leon Avenue. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The house at 15 Ponce de Leon Avenue was originally a two story beach house. It was 

one of the earliest houses in what was then considered the city of Anastasia.5 Early developers 

Moses Bean and Milo Carter sold the property on which the house stands to Orange Howes who 

was the postmaster of Anastasia at the time.6 In 1890, Howe mortgaged the property to B.H. 

Wilde, presumably to acquire the funds to have the house constructed.7 In the 1880s, Lighthouse 
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Park was still very much undeveloped and was only accessible by fairy, followed by a tram, and 

later a wooden bridge in the 1890s.8 

The original two story wood frame house featured Victorian millwork in its exterior 

fabrics and architectural detailing. A wrap around veranda which featured a Chippendale style 

balustrade with quatrefoil designs was constructed along the first level and featured columns 

with jigsaw cut brackets. The exterior fabric of the then first level was clapboard and the second, 

board and batten.  One interesting architectural detail is the sunburst motif which is carved into 

the pediment.  

By 1913, the house had gone through a number of hands before being purchased by Sarah 

White (wife of U. White) who resided at White’s Mansion and was a major property owner in 

Lighthouse Park who had assembled a collection of properties to form a family compound.9 It 

was around this time period that the house was raised and a new ground floor constructed out of 

cast tabby using the cradle form method which was popular during the Tabby Revival Movement 

of the 1880s and 1890s. 

 

Figure 10-2. Detail of Tabby Revival Ground Floor. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 
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At the same time, White made a similar modification at another house under her 

ownership, Castle Betsworth located at 46 White Street. However, at that residence she 

employed tabby block masonry. Along with constructing the cast concrete ground floor, a new 

veranda was created as well out of flat tabby block masonry. It is the only known structure to 

employ both forms of tabby construction for structural use. The house’s architectural 

significance also lies in the fact that it is the latest example of cast concrete tabby construction in 

St. Augustine and perhaps the state. It serves as the terminus of cast concrete construction in the 

city tucked away quietly near the quarries where the tabby tradition began in the present day 

United States.  

94 South Street 

Tidewater 

Circa 1917-1924 

Coquina Veneered Flat Tabby Block 

 

Figure 10-3. 94 South Street. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The Tidewater style house at 94 South Street is noteworthy for both its architecture and 

its social history. The house represents the typical appearance of most Tabby Revival residences 

in St. Augustine. It is modest in size, features a front porch graced by columns, and symmetrical 
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in its appearance. In the manner of Tidewater architecture of the southeast, the roofline extends 

uninterrupted over the porch. Instead of cast cylindrical columns in either the Tuscan or Ionic 

order, square columns were constructed. The blocks used in the construction of the house are flat 

in design and feature coquina veneered on the faces of the block. In the case of the blocks used in 

the columns, the one stretcher and both header faces would have had to be veneered in order to 

not reveal the tabby core. The exposed tabby sides would have been placed back to back in the 

column. A unique feature of the house is a belt course which is made up of segments which are 

veneered to match the main structural block. The house has a continuous foundation with some 

blocks possessing ovoid openings for ventilation.  

The house is also an example of builder homes that were constructed in St. Augustine by 

those eager to make a profit on St. Augustine’s growing population during the Florida Land 

Boom. The sister house is situated right next door at 96 South Street.  

The house was once home to the White family who were active in the Civil Rights 

Movement in St. Augustine (1863-1864).10 James White, who was a decorated Buffalo Soldier 

who served during WWII, and his wife Hattie were active in protests and served time in jail for 

their fight for equality.11 Their children, Samuel, Janice, Jeanette, Christopher, and Walter were 

all active in the Civil Rights Movement.12 Samuel was one of the “St. Augustine Four” who 

protested segregation in St. Augustine by engaging in a sit-in in July of 1963 at a Woolworth's 
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lunch counter in downtown St. Augustine.13 As a result young Samuel and his fellow activists 

were sentenced to six months in jail and reform school.14 National protests and support from 

Jackie Robinson forced the governor and the cabinet to release them in January of 1964.15 The 

White’s twin daughters, Janice and Jeanette, were also active and took steps to integrate a local 

white church.16 Sons Christopher and Walter Eugene helped to end racial segregation in the 

city’s school system and participated in wade ins at a whites only beach in the summer of 1964.17 

 

Figure 10-4. Slave Cabin at 94 South Street. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The White family home certainly already had strong connections to St. Augustine’s black 

history. It was built in part to the effort of black laborers who mined the coquina that make up its 
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walls and its associations with the city’s Civil Rights Movement were already noteworthy. 

However, in the mid-1990s it was discovered that the coquina garage on the property was in fact 

a slave cabin that was part of the Buena Esperanaza plantation from the Antebellum Period 

(Nolan, pg. 25).18 It had somehow miraculously survived the changes of two centuries.  

24 Cincinnati Avenue 

Tabby Block 

Classical Revival 

1914  

 

 
 

Figure 10-5. 24 Cincinnati Avenue. Photo credit: Trey Asner. 

The house at 24 Cincinnati is among the finest examples of Tabby Revival block 

construction in St. Augustine in its variety of block patterns and is a testament of how concrete 

technology had become accessible to the middle class who could build elaborate concrete 

structures if they took the initiative. The structure almost appears temple  

Frederick A. Capo, a blacksmith for the Florida East Coast Railway built the house in 

1914, casting the blocks himself that went into the construction of the house (Nolan, pg. 63).19 A 
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The press reported at the time that “ Mr. Capo works hours after hours making stone blocks and 

has made every piece in the residence” (Nolan, pg. 63). A 1910 Sanborn map shows an artificial 

stone factory toward the rear of the property (pg. 2).20  Capo used a variety of mold designs for 

his home including rusticated and panel block molds, two different corbel segment molds 

features egg and dart plus dental patterns, a separate egg and date mold for the capping of his 

porch walls, and an Ionic column mold set (capital, base, shafts) for his porch. In addition to the 

house, he also constructed a unique block wall with a stepped design that corresponds with the 

location of the porch. 

The main floor of the house is raised off the ground due to the rare basement feature of 

the house. The lower basement level is constructed out of rusticated blocks and features an egg 

and dart string course that separates the basement level from where the main floor begins using 

the finer “dressed” panel designed block. Such a differentiation of blocks from rustic to dressed 

was a popular convention of the Renaissance that contributed to the classical nature of the 

structure. The manner in which Capo built the house, with classical columns and a main floor 

being placed on a basement level almost seems reminiscent of an ancient Roman Temple which 

is all the more emphasized by the classically derived ornament. Capo certainly took measures to 

make his house like no other on the block. He placed cast ornament in places that were left 

austere in design in other Tabby Revival structures such as along the headers of his windows, 

doorways, the capping of his porch walls and the cornice area below the eaves. He also placed 

the columns in pairs along the “portico” and in threes in the corners to make his house look more 

monumental even though single columns would have worked fine to support the load of the roof. 

The Capo house is certainly a reflection of the possibility of concrete construction in St. 
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Augustine at the turn of the century and one of the most architecturally impressive tabby houses 

ever built.  
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CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSION 

The almost fifty year period between the construction of Franklin Smith’s Villa Zorayda 

and the onset of the Great Depression was an era of prosperity and growth for St. Augustine that 

was made possible in part by the revival of tabby construction. Tabby helped to define the 

architectural and regional identity of St. Augustine by forming connections with the Ancient 

City’s historic coquina Spanish architecture and its coastal location. The onset of the Great 

Depression coupled with effects from the bursting of the Florida Land Boom bubble and a series 

of devastating hurricanes would put an end to the development of the state for the following 

decade (Nolan, pg. 228).1 As developments including St. Augustine’s own Davis Shores which 

was platted with much fanfare in the 1920s began to flop and the state seemed to be going into a 

downward spiral, St. Augustine overall continued to survive but the era of structural tabby had 

come to a close again like it had in the 1760s in St. Augustine. However, it wasn’t due to lack of 

quality construction as it had been in the eighteenth century. The structures of the Tabby Revival 

Movement range from around 90 years old to 137 and have proved to be as durable as both 

Franklin Smith prophesied.  

The tabby tradition of St. Augustine has always ebbed and flowed throughout its long and 

storied history in terms of how much of the built environment was constructed of shell-based 

material. In Spanish St. Augustine, it began predominantly as a material for foundations and 

floors in the sixteenth and seventeenth century before being embraced structurally after the 1703 

Siege only to lose its popularity with the arrival of the British in 1763. The tradition would ebb 

for the next 120 years for floors before Franklin Smith would make it flow again as a structural 

 
1
 Nolan, David. Fifty Feet in Paradise. Boston, Mass: Harcourt, 1984. 
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material in the city. The Great Depression would serve as the plug to end structural tabby once 

more. However, the tradition still has survived into the present in the form of sidewalks, 

driveways, pylons, monuments, and decorative stone features on newer homes.   

Coquina structural construction in St. Augustine has never been as prevalent as it once 

was during 18th and early 19th century. After Florida came under American control in 1821, the 

usage of coquina as a structural material declined. However, during the Great Depression, St. 

Augustine officials commenced construction of the coquina St. Augustine Civic Center through 

the Civil Works Administration which was part of the New Deal to welcome visitors.2 The 

structure was completed in 1935 and was the first new building to be constructed of coquina in 

St. Augustine since the 19th century.3 During the same period, other coquina structures were built 

in North Florida through the New Deal’s Works Project Administration (W.P.A.) such as 

Bunnell City Hall and the bandstand and clocktower in Daytona Beach.  

During the 1960s and 1970s, structural coquina construction was revived in St. Augustine 

as part of the St. Augustine Historical Restoration and Preservation Commission’s efforts to 

return the city to its eighteenth century Spanish appearance. They achieved this by restoring and 

reconstructing coquina structures from the First and Second Spanish Period. Noticeably absent 

though from their vision however was structural tabby architecture which had played such a vital 

role in the city’s early modernization. 

 
2
 “St. Augustine Civic Center - St. Augustine FL.” Living New Deal. Accessed April 1, 2020. 

https://livingnewdeal.org/projects/civic-center-st-augustine-fl/. 
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 “St. Augustine Civic Center - St. Augustine FL.” Living New Deal. Accessed April 1, 2020. 

https://livingnewdeal.org/projects/civic-center-st-augustine-fl/. 
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Continuation of Tabby Revival into the Present 

Even though structural tabby construction had ceased by around 1930, as a non-structural 

material it continued in part due to the city of St. Augustine following the specifications set by 

the St. Augustine Historical Restoration and Preservation Commission on the inclusion of tabby 

in the city’s built environment in 1960. They seemed to have recognized the impact that shell-

based construction had in the city’s historic built environment and its association with the 

identity of the city and have carried on the tradition in public spaces. The most prominent 

example of non-structural tabby being St. George Street, which is a major tourist venue. Tabby 

can also be found throughout the city in the form of benches, pylons, and in one instance, a 

utility box shaped like a short obelisk that appears to have been influenced in shape by the 

Constitution Monument that was erected by the Spanish in 1812. Even the stands of the cannons 

that decorate the Plaza are made of tabby.  

 

Figure 11-1. Pseudo Tabby War Memorial  



 

223 

One of the most important examples of post-war tabby is a Pseudo Tabby monument 

located in the north east section of the Plaza. It was dedicated to the men of St. Johns County 

who lost their lives in WWI, WWII, Korean War and the Vietnam War.4 It was originally erected 

by the St. Augustine Pilot’s Club but had additional plaques added honoring St. Augustine’s war 

from later conflicts.5   

During the reconstruction and restoration of the city in the 1960s and 1970s, tabby walls 

that used oyster shell aggregate started to appear again in an effort to embrace the city’s historic 

Spanish Colonial past. Because modern cements were used, the walls could be left unplastered, 

leaving the coarse oyster shell exposed. The wall that borders the Fountain of Youth along 

Magnolia Avenue is the most prominent example of a 20th century tabby wall that incorporated 

the traditional tabby aggregate of oyster shell instead of coquina aggregate. 

Independent concrete contractors also have continued the tradition in the city and the 

surrounding area at private residences by constructing tabby paths, driveways, and cast stone 

ornament. When a new mansion was constructed on St. George Street, the owner was expecting 

a simple concrete driveway and path, but the contractor recommended to the owner that coquina 

be added to the mix. When asked why, the contractor responded that it was just something that 

they do here. Tabby will continue to remain as a feature of St. Augustine for as long as the city is 

around. Over the centuries, the coquina shells have become synonymous with St. Augustine and 

serve as a symbol of its architecture and its coastal existence.  

 
4
 St John's County War Memorial, St Augustine, FL, USA - Non-Specific Veteran Memorials on Waymarking.com. 

Accessed March 2, 2020. 

https://www.waymarking.com/waymarks/WM58DH_St_Johns_County_War_Memorial_St_Augustine_FL_USA. 
5
 St John's County War Memorial, St Augustine, FL, USA - Non-Specific Veteran Memorials on Waymarking.com. 

Accessed March 2, 2020. 

https://www.waymarking.com/waymarks/WM58DH_St_Johns_County_War_Memorial_St_Augustine_FL_USA. 
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Threats 

 Tabby Revival is a very durable material because of its strong cement composition. 

However, it is still susceptible to deterioration from both natural and man-made threats in almost 

the same manner as coquina limestone because they are made up of predominantly coquina 

shells (calcium carbonate (CaCO3)). There is much research that needs to be done regarding the 

preservation and restoration of Tabby Revival. 

Chemical Attack 

 Because tabby is composed of coquina shells which are calcium carbonate (CaCO3) it is 

very susceptible to industrially produced acid rain, naturally acidic rain, or acidic cleaners (pg. 

25).6 As a reaction between the calcium carbonate of coquina and acid, the calcium carbonate 

can be turned into carbon dioxide and evaporate from the surface, leading to erosion. Acids such 

as sulfuric acid that are inappropriately used to clean tabby revival surfaces can do irreparable 

damage, especially on veneers which are very fragile, especially to chemical attack. This is 

because veneers are mostly coquina shell and are fairly delicate in nature.  

Mechanical Disruption 

 Mechanical disruption can occur from a multitude of different ways. Dissolved salts can 

form as a result of the interaction of calcium carbonate between acids and when water evaporates 

through the surface, non volatile salts can crystallize inside the artificial stone resulting in 

subflorecense (pg. 27).7 These crystals can expand and put pressure on the material causing 

 
6
 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal Southeast. 

PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 

http://halsema.org/people/theleonardifamily/history/coquina2000.pdf. 
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 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal Southeast. 

PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 
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fissure to occur and result in spalling (pg. 27).8 Freezing temperatures may also result in loss of 

material as a result of rain or rising damp (pg. 27).9 When the water freezes after penetrating the 

concrete it can expand causing fissures and spalling (pg. 27).10 This threat however is not a major 

one due to St. Augustine’s temperate climate. Another kind of mechanical that can threaten St. 

Augustine’s Tabby Revival built environment is the corrosion of metal structural (pg. 27).11 

Examples include the iron anchors that secure the arches of the Villa Zorayda, the railroad track 

embedded in the Ponce de Leon Hotel, and the metal reinforced headers above windows and 

doors in masonry structures.  

Disfigurement from Leaching or Migration 

 Tabby Revival structures which feature metal supports or architectural features are at risk 

from leaching or migration of soluble corrosion products onto the tabby (pg. 27).12 For metal that 

is either brass, bronze, or copper, the oxidation of the copper in the alloy can result in green or 

blue streaks of copper salts. Examples of possible sources of leaching or migration include the 

copper dome of the Memorial Presbyterian Church and the bronze baldacchino on top of the 

 
8
 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal Southeast. 

PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 
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PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 
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 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal 

Southeast. PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 
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 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal 

Southeast. PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 

http://halsema.org/people/theleonardifamily/history/coquina2000.pdf. 
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rotunda of the former Ponce de Leon Hotel. Another type of deposit that can form on the surface 

of the shell concrete mixture is efflorescence where salts inside of the concrete are brought to the 

surface as a result of vapor evaporation (pg. 27).13 These salts can be scrubbed off with a natural 

brush.  

Stress Cracking 

 Considering the weight of concrete, Tabby Revival buildings will eventually settle and 

form cracks. The seriousness of which is dependent on whether the structure is cast concrete in 

courses or is masonry. Structures that are cast concrete and monolithic in design will experience 

more damage then masonry block structures because they have no sacrificial joints to absorb the 

shifting of the structure. As a result, significant cracks can form which can lead to the intrusion 

of plant life and water into the building. This could also lead to spalling if not mitigated.  

Biological Attack 

 The Tropical climate of Florida hosts a vast array of different biological organisms and 

microorganisms from slime molds, bacteria, to vegetation (pg. 30).14 Some of them are benign in 

that they simply rest on the surface but do not harm it (pg. 30).15 On the other hand, organisms 

such as algae, bacteria, fungi, lichens, and mosses have the ability to cause both discoloration 
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 The Conservation and Preservation of Coquina: A Symposium on Historic Building Material in Coastal 

Southeast. PDF. Division of Historic Resources. Florida Department of State, 2000. 

http://halsema.org/people/theleonardifamily/history/coquina2000.pdf. 
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and deterioration (pg. 30).16 They can trap dirt and moisture leading to soiling of the tabby which 

can in turn lead larger plants to begin to grow on the surface (pg. 30).17 Also, lichens can secrete 

acidic properties which can react to the alkaline properties of the coquina in the tabby, especially 

in veneers, causing discoloration or darkening (pg. 30).18 

Poor Consolidation 

 In many of the hand cast tabby blocks there are visible voids (bugs, honeycombing) on 

the surface and likely the interior as well as a result of not being tamped thoroughly in the forms 

or molds.19 These air pockets can affect the block’s strength as well as allow water or vegetation 

to collect on the block.  

Erosion 

 Erosion in Tabby Revival construction can be caused by continuous exposure to water to 

which tabby porch blocks seem quite susceptible to. It is important to keep gutters in place to 

prevent runoff from the roof from being allowed to cascade down onto tabby elements which 

over time may be in need of restoration or replacement.    
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Damage from Attempted Restoration 

 Damage can be caused from improper restoration efforts such as by using a harder 

cement than the existing fabric which can lead to further cracks and spalling.20 It has been 

observed in instances where metal frameworks such as chicken wire were placed over areas of 

significant tabby loss and stuccoed over with remnants of the wire still exposed. Such improper 

restoration attempts can lead to not just the loss of the visual aesthetics of the surface but also 

lead to stress cracking and rust leaching.  

Considerations When Restoring Tabby Fabric 

When dealing with Tabby Revival, it is preferred to always do “composite” restorations 

rather than replace so there is no loss of the original tabby fabric. Considering that, there are a 

number of important factors to consider when creating a fresh tabby slurry to replace the lost or 

damaged fabric to ensure it matches. If it can be done, a sample of the existing tabby should be 

analyzed so its composition can be studied. This would help figure out the ratio between the 

ingredients of shell, sand, cement, and water. It would also allow a better understanding of the 

size and color of the shell as well as the sand so that the closest resource can be acquired to best 

replicate the original aggregate. Choosing the right kind of cement is also critical since it will 

impact the overall color of the sand. Another factor in the coloration besides sand and the cement 

could also be an added pigment though this is very rare in St. Augustine. Trial mixtures should 

be performed and left to cure before comparison with the original fabric.21 Color and the proper 

disbursement of the coquina shells is critical. In improper restoration the coquina shells have 
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simply been applied over a wet stucco where they lie flat instead of being homogeneously mixed 

with the concrete itself. In Pseudo Tabby flat lying shells are appropriate if that is how the shells 

are arranged on the original surface. When the appropriate mix is selected that contains the 

proper ratios of ingredients with correctly sized and colored aggregates with the correct color of 

the existing fabric, a form should be used to hold the tabby in place to insure a flat even 

surface.22 A trowel should not be used since it could lead to an uneven surface that would cause 

the repair to contrast instead of blend with the original fabric.23 

For Tabby Revival veneer blocks or regular masonry units, if the individual units are too 

compromised to warrant a composite repair in situ, then a new unit should be cast. A period 

mold or replica mold with the correct pattern should be used in order to make the new unit match 

the existing ones. In the case of veneered units, the dry tamp method should be used in order to 

faithfully execute the recreation of the veneered masonry unit. A low slump concrete mix should 

be pressed into the mold with the selected veneer aggregate applied to the exterior facing.24 

Because of the dryer mix, the mold can be used several times a day.25 However, in order to 

ensure proper hydration, try tamp cast units are often placed in a steam room to ensure proper 
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hydration.26  The wet cast method can be used for non-veneered units where a more plastic mix 

is created with the addition of more water.27 Because of its higher water content, the units require 

a longer curing time of at least one day.28  

Threat of Climate Change 

Considering the long term preservation of St. Augustine’s Tabby Revival built 

environment, climate change is the most serious threat. By 2050, sea levels in Florida are 

expected to rise as much as thirteen inches and in other parts of the state that number moves 

closer to three feet by 2060.29 With king tides, tropical storms, and hurricanes which are 

becoming more frequent, already high sea levels can be increased dramatically and become even 

more disastrous for St. Augustine’s built environment and other historically important sites along 

the coasts. Both tabby and Tabby Revival structures are never too far away from water 

considering that they are the product of coastal resources. The Southeast’s tabby resources, from 

the Sea Islands of South Carolina, to Georgia, down to St. Augustine where the vernacular 

tradition began in the New World are some of the most threatened areas by climate change. The 

next century is going to be a critical point for Southeast’s historical and cultural tabby resources. 

Mitigating the threats of rising waters through the placement of levees, raising of structures, and 
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various waterproofing methods can only do so much for so long. It is inevitable that the coastal 

tabby structures that derived their existence from the sea will eventually go back from whence 

they came. The moving of tabby and Tabby Revival structures, those in St. Augustine, and 

elsewhere would be an arduous task and physically and financially unfeasible. Especially for 

Tabby Revival structures as large as the Hotel Ponce de Leon whose removal to elsewhere would 

be more arduous than Abu Simbel. In light of this situation, documentation of tabby structures is 

key to preserving their legacy for future generations, not just in St. Augustine but throughout the 

southeast.   

Legacy of Shell-based Construction in St. Augustine 

The evolution of St. Augustine’s shell-based built environment is the story of St. 

Augustine itself. Both coquina and concrete played an integral role in the survival and prosperity 

of the coastal city since its beginning in the sixteenth century. Though coquina limestone was 

important to the city’s survival in the eighteenth century, tabby’s contribution was more 

consistent and spanned multiple centuries. Tabby has in St. Augustine’s history served to help 

modernize and transform the city on two separate occasions and usher in new eras of progress. 

After the Siege of 1702, structural tabby along with coquina masonry became part of the Spanish 

Crown’s efforts to make their colony in the New World permanent. In this effort to modernize, 

the city’s built environment consisted of more tabby structures that were built by the city’s less 

affluent than coquina structures that were built by those with more means before falling out of 

use. The modernization of St. Augustine’s built environment made St. Augustine the first 

concrete city in North America. Almost two hundred years later after its usage had decreased, 

structural tabby would be reintroduced in the 1880s again thanks to new cement technology 

which ushered in a new period of modernization as Henry Flagler shaped his vision of St. 

Augustine as a resort which he cast in tabby. This second period of modernization would be 



 

232 

represented by the fusing of the two vernacular shell-based traditions as the coquina shell 

supplanted the oyster shell as the traditional shell in tabby. The coquina shell mixture, especially 

when veneered in coquina shell, represented the Ancient City’s historic Spanish architectural 

past and its coastal identity. Both of which had served as a lure to bring guests to the city since 

the American flag was hoisted above the city in 1821. The early Tabby Revival Movement was a 

movement propelled by the wealthy who could afford it. After the turn of the century, St. 

Augustine began to grow in population as the city began to be caught in the wake of the 

unprecedented development of the state that traced its origins to the construction of Henry 

Flagler’s Tabby Revival hotels that signaled that Florida was a place where money was to be 

made. The influx of people with middle class means and the improvement in concrete 

technology resulted in a small industry that mass produced tabby blocks, columns, curbs, and 

other forms to satisfy the demands of a growing city, especially during the “Decade of Progress” 

of the mid 1910s to the mid 1920s. The Great Depression would put an end to tabby structural 

construction and by the time the city would be ready to resume, the local industry of vernacular 

tabby was gone and would be replaced with standard concrete blocks from elsewhere. Tabby 

though can still be found in the walkways and other elements of the built environment to this 

day. The experience of seeing shell-based construction in the city, whether coquina or tabby, has 

become an expected part of the city’s coastal and historical identity for the people who have 

come to visit since 1821 and the people who call the Ancient City home.  

The legacy of tabby goes far beyond St. Augustine which served as the epicenter in 

which the tradition was spread throughout the Southeast. It is important to remember that the 

structural tabby tradition survived for years after being adapted by the British and subsequent 

Americans in South Carolina and Georgia only due to the institution of slavery. Whether it was 
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in the coastal Sea Islands of South Carolina or along the sand shores of Anastasia Island, the 

tradition has been widely supported by subjugated peoples.  Without slavery, traditional tabby 

construction was practically impossible. The tabby plantations, slave cottages, mansions, and 

forts of the southeast derive their architectural heritage from St. Augustine. That is part of 

tabby’s legacy. Just twenty years after legal slavery had ended which served as the end of 

traditional tabby, Flagler had black men working on the construction of his grand Tabby Revival 

Ponce de Leon hotel. Many likely had been former slaves or the sons of slaves and by the early 

twentieth century, they were still in the quarries mining coquina. The finished product should not 

be disconnected from the hands that made it possible.  
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APPENDIX 

LIST OF ADDRESSES OF KNOWN STRUCTURES WITH SIGNIFICANT TABBY 

REVIVAL FEATURES 

Anderson Circle: 2 

Atlantic Avenue: 17, 17 ½ 

Avenida Menendez: 12, 24, 46, 162, 172 

Bridge Street: 17  

Carrera Street: 8  

Cathedral Place: (12, 18, 20,) 38 

Charlotte Street: 124 

Cincinnati Avenue: 12, 13, 17, 24, 25, 28, 38 

Cordova Street: 18, 36, 51?, 173, 175, 177, 

181 

Davis Street: 6 

De Haven Street: 113 

Desoto Place: 29 

East Lane: 15 

Evergreen Avenue: 90, 94 

Grove Street: 22, 36, 52 

Kelley Lane: 99  

King Street: 74, 75, 83, 132, 137,  

Lemon Street: 58, 65 

Lighthouse Avenue: 60, 69, 74 

 

Lincoln Street: 87 

Lovett Street: 39 

Magnolia Drive: 37 

Malaga Street: 1  

Marine Street: 44 

MLK Avenue: 107, 123, 165, 179 

Master’s Drive: 42, 86, 1551 

Mulvey Street: 12, 38 

Nelmar Avenue: 18 

Old Mission Avenue: 5?, 15?, 17, 25, 33 

Oneida Street: 175 

Orange Street: 83 

Oviedo Street: 137 

Palmetto Avenue: 8, 16, 21 

Ponce de Leon Avenue: 15 

Rohde Avenue: 10, 11, 23, 27, 29, 31, 35 

Riberia Street: 14, 16, 112, 143 

San Marco Avenue: 19, 62, 63, 136 

Sanford Street: 39, 57 
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APPENDIX (continued) 

Saragossa Street: 42 

 

School Street: 169 

 

Sebastian Harbor Drive: Warehouse 

 

Sevilla Street: 32 

 

South Leonardi Street: 17 

 

South Street: 82, 84, 85, 94, 96 

 

St. Andrews Court: 2, 7, 10 

 

St. Francis Street: 28, 32?, 34 

 

St. George Street: 262, 272, 297, 303 

 

Twine Street: 123, 129 

 

Valencia Street: 20 

 

Washington Street: 124 

 

Water Street: 82 

 

West King:  233, 284, 608  

 

White Street: 37, 43, 46 
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