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The beauty of Flagler College drew me in. Ponce 
Hall’s stained glass, surrounding gardens, dramatic 
murals, and palm tree shaded pool. I also liked the 
small class sizes and the novelty that few people 
back home in Pennsylvania knew about it. I’d un-
covered a hidden gem. But beauty and novelty fade. 
Now I love Flagler for another reason: those salty 
Florida sea breezes.

I was born and raised in Pennsylvania, and I spent 
my winter days dreaming of a coastal place bathed 
in sunshine. There was a beach over in Delaware — 
but have you been to Delaware in January?

So I went to Flagler. And despite my mother’s pre-
dictions of me becoming homesick and returning 
north, I never once felt I made the wrong decision.

For generations, Flagler students have eschewed 
the indoors and chosen not to waste their time in 
frat houses. They spend their days by the pool, 
getting sun-drunk, passing out in hammocks lis-
tening to the bell tower or the wind through the 
palms. They consume healthy doses of fresh air. 
Our sports teams sidelines are the sands of Vila-
no Beach. Instead of football players, we have surf-

ers. This is the school of bare feet, sand in the hair  
and smiles.

Sometimes, we get rain. We have times where as-
signments require a quiet library instead of the 
pool deck. But it’s hard to completely adopt the 
stressed-out student complex when you spend 
your mornings being soothed by the sound of the 
ocean’s swell. It’s a far cry from gray PA.

Then there’s the people. Nothing wrong with peo-
ple in PA; they are perfectly charming in their own 
keep-to-themselves way. But this campus and town 
make me feel like I am exactly where I should be. I 
stroll from my turquoise blue beach adobe over the 
Bridge of Lions, passing friendly faces of St. Augus-
tine locals — people who remember my name and 
take the time to ask me how am I doing. People care 
for each other here, and are happy to be here. 

People have long witnessed the same love af-
fair with St. Augustine, including Rick Zappone, a 
Flagler Alumni. He came to Flagler in the 80s and, 
as he tells it, he came mostly to compete in local 
surf competitions. He loved where he was, and fi-
nally felt like he fit in. He surfed, studied a bit, and 
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The pool on West Lawn 
— the best place to cram  
for exams. 

B
This sight continues to be a 
familiar one in Flagler Col-
lege parking lots.

C
In 1985, Blue Sky Surf Shop 
— still located on Anasta-
sia Boulevard — sponsored 
Flagler’s surf team as they 
prepared for the National 
Surfing Championship in 
Huntington Beach, Califor-
nia. From left to right stand-
ing: James Barton, Blair 
Norris, Mike Bigney, David 
Macri. Left to right kneel-
ing: Pat Barton, Rob Schell, 
and Rick Zappone. “All 12 
surf team members were 
supposed to meet in front 
of Blue Sky that day, but you 
know how getting a bunch 
of surfers together is,” Zap-
pone said.

All photos courtesy of the 
Flagler College archives.

Ponce Hall — formerly the Ponce De León Hotel — 
was built 130 years ago by Henry Flagler, a Stan-
dard Oil magnate and Florida East Coast Railway ty-
coon, and designed by Bernard Maybeck, one of the 
preeminent architects of his time. It contains the 
largest collection of Tiffany stained-glass windows 
in the world (in their original location). Its walls are 
covered in 24 karat gold leaves and it is decorated 
with murals painted by George Willoughby May-
nard. Ten different United States Presidents have 
visited Ponce Hall, along with countless senators 
and political figures. According to Dr. Leslee Keys, 
the Director of Historic Preservation and Special 
Initiatives at Flagler College, the building was orig-
inally powered by a large steam power plant — the 
handiwork of Thomas Edison.

It’s also a college dorm.

“Before moving into Ponce I was looking forward to 
the historical aspect of the building and I was ex-
cited to live in something that looked like a palace,” 
said Nicki Piccione, a freshman at Flagler College. 
“Other colleges and universities like FSU and UF 
have these regular dorms, but we get to live in a 
historical Disneyland.”

Life In Ponce 
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Being a first-year student and living in Ponce can 
be intimidating. When I moved in, I felt like I didn’t 
belong. With the beauty and grandeur of the build-
ing, I got the sense I needed to make an effort to 
dress better and present myself as someone worthy 
to walk under the gold-painted murals. 

After the first month, that novelty wore off. The 
crowds of tourists, waiting to snap photos of Ponce’s 
solarium and the intricate woodwork along the mar-
ble staircases, started to be a slight inconvenience. 
One quickly forgets you’re living in an architectur-
al wonder. I’d lounge in the rotunda common area 
— which overlooks the lobby of Ponce and has a 
breathtaking view through Tiffany glass windows of 
Ponce’s main courtyard — and never think about 
the countless high-profile guests that Henry Flagler 
accommodated here. I’d sit and eat my morning ce-
real where His Majesty King Felipe VI of Spain and 
Her Majesty Queen Letizia in 2015 attended a din-
ner to celebrate St. Augustine’s 450th anniversary. 
I’d forget that the lobby I walk through every day 
is where hundreds of couples choose to celebrate 
their day of holy matrimony; I’d just be in the back-
ground of the wedding photos, walking to class in 
my old sweatpants.

“It’s weird having tourists walk around your dorm 
building,” said Sofia Estavillo, a freshman at Flagler 
College. “But I do love hearing them talk about how 
beautiful the building is, especially if it’s their first 
time visiting St. Augustine. I take pride in knowing 
that I go to school here.”

Although students often don’t stop and marvel at 
the beauty of their dorm, it doesn’t go unnoticed. 
Sitting in the courtyard and looking up at Ponce’s 
towers, feeling the old shells within the coquina 
walls and watching person after person pose in 
front of the college’s iron gate to capture their mem-
ory of visiting this place is rewarding in a way that 
only a Flagler College student knows. Even after be-
ing at Flagler College for three years, I still feel an 
overwhelming sense of gratitude when I walk into 
Ponce’s front gates. Weaving my way through the 
crowds of tourists, I can’t help but feel lucky I get 
to experience this building’s beauty for years, while 
most only get a snapshot.

graduated in 1986. After school he stuck around 
town, and he able to turn his love for St. Augustine, 
surfing and business into a job as a sales represen-
tative for Quicksilver. His son, Alec Zappone, re-
cently graduated from Flagler — a proud alumni of 
the Flagler College surf team.

Today, the board shorts are longer and the boards 
are shorter. But Flagler students still spend class 
time daydreaming out the window, contemplating 
the tropical greenery of the west lawn. They head 
out of class to a hammock in the palm garden, or sit 
by the pool, or head to the beach. When they return 
to class later that day, they still smell of coconut oil.

Voices of Youth


