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In the year 1668, an unexpected event befell upon the Spanish settlement of St. Augustine, 

Florida. Disguised as Spaniards bringing money to the colonists, pirates attacked and pillaged the town. 

Due to their unpreparedness and the poor conditions of their fort, the Castillo de San Marcos, the people 

of St. Augustine were unable to defend themselves against the pirates. As a result, the Spanish knew that 

they needed to construct a stronger fort. Therefore, on October 2, 1672 Governor Manuel Cendoya broke 

ground to build the new Castillo. It would go on to become the important fortress and historical site of St. 

Augustine, the Castillo de San Marcos, “The Castle of Saint Mark”.     

 Many workers took part in constructing the Castillo. The largest group of laborers was local 

Native American tribes. Although they were paid and fed, many of them were forced into toil. Often the 

Native Americans had to dig trenches for the foundation and collect shells. Freed and enslaved Africans, 

along with a mixture of men from different ethnic backgrounds, were part of the work force too. It was 

common for families to be separated or made to work longer than their designated time. Storms, pirate 

attacks, starvation, and diseases delayed the construction. Despite the many workers, it took 23 years for 

the $2,845,000 Castillo to be completed.         

 The Castillo de San Marcos has a unique architectural design. The Spanish were uncertain about 

constructing the fort out of coquina, fragments of clam shells compacted together. Being the only 

available stone material along the coast of northeastern Florida, the coquina turned out to be an 

outstanding choice. The coquina’s microscopic air pockets allowed the fort’s walls to absorb or deflect 

fired cannon balls, unlike brick or more solidified materials. In addition to the use of coquina, the Castillo 

was designed using the “bastion system”. This was named for the jagged formations jutting out of the 

walls of the fort, giving the Castillo the resemblance of a turtle. The design helped the fort withstand the 

impact of cannon balls, and cannons could be easily mounted to defend the Castillo. Although the Castillo 



de San Marcos had a moat, it was usually kept dry. Domestic animals could be stored in the moat when 

the fort was under siege. When attacked, the flood gates on the seawall could be opened, filling the moat 

with seawater.            

 The Castillo de San Marcos had multiple rooms, each serving a different purpose. The rooms of 

the central courtyard, or the Plaza de Arma, were used for storing food, tools, and weapons. These 

concealed supplies were beneficial when the town of St. Augustine was under siege. Although the 

Castillo’s soldiers lived with their families in town, the guardrooms of the Castillo were used by the 

soldiers when they were on duty. It was here that they cooked and slept, for the rooms contained 

fireplaces and cots. The glacis was the man-made slope outside of the fort, which protected the lower 

walls from enemy fire. Soldiers could exit the Castillo and still be shielded by the covered way that was 

between the moat and the glacis.         

 The Castillo contained a chapel, the Chapel of Saint Mark, dedicated by the Spanish in 1756. The 

entrance to the chapel was elaborately decorated. On either side of the entrance were holy water fonts, 

and hanging overhead was a large crucifix. Above the altar stood a statue of St. Augustine. There was 

also a platform for the choir and a confessional. In the chapel, a priest held Mass for the soldiers, along 

with marriages and baptisms.          

 The Castillo de San Marcos is historically important. Built to protect St. Augustine, the Castillo 

helped it become the first permanently established European settlement in North America. The Castillo is 

the oldest stone fort and the only remaining fortress in North America from the seventeenth-century. For a 

while, the Castillo was the northernmost Spanish fort in the New World and later became one of East 

Florida’s key defenses against pirates and the British. Although never taken over by force, the Castillo de 

San Marcos has also been owned by England and the United States, with its name being changed to Fort 

Saint Marks and Fort Marion respectively. During the Civil War, the South used the fort to store supplies. 

The Castillo was also used as a transportation point for essential equipment being shipped to the South. 

During World War II, Coast Guard recruits learned drills and training exercises, and completed their boot 

camp at the fort. The courtyard was used for Coast Guard graduation ceremonies and four of the fort’s 



casemates became classrooms. The Castillo de San Marcos was declared a National Monument in 1924. 

In 1933, the National Parks Service took over its current position of caring for the fort.   

 Today the Castillo de San Marcos is a popular historical attraction with an average of 650,000 

guests per year. My family and I had the opportunity to explore the Castillo in 2019. We visited the 

Castillo because of our love of history and interest in National Monuments. I listened to presentations, 

explored the grounds, and earned my Junior Ranger badge. I was especially excited to see the chapel and 

visualize Mass being held there. It was wonderful to think of the soldiers sharing in my Catholic faith, 

and taking part in the same celebrations of the sacraments as I do today.      

 The highlight of my visit to the Castillo was climbing to the top of the castle and overlooking its 

coquina walls. I enjoyed imagining what it must have been like for soldiers to gaze across the vast 

expanse of ocean as they watched for pillaging pirates and enemy ships. Ready to withstand an attack, the 

soldiers must have been immensely grateful for their strong fortress, the Castillo de San Marcos, “The 

Castle of Saint Mark”.   
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