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        Painting of Juan Ponce de Leon on a Spanish postage stamp (Courtesy of the State Archives of Florida)
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      Foreword


      The first permanent colony by Europeans on Florida soil was at St. Augustine in 1565, but much led up to that settlement. More than fifty years before, another explorer from Spain set foot on a beautiful Florida beach and gave it the name “La Florida,” Land of the Flowers.


       That explorer was Juan Ponce de Leon, a name well known in the Caribbean islands of the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico, as well as in Florida.


       While writing this biography, I took a plane trip south from Virginia to Florida, and from the air, the eastern coastline of our Sunshine State is very clear. You can see all the rivers and inlets. Christopher Columbus and Juan Ponce de Leon did not have the ability to see the world from that point of view. Columbus and Ponce didn’t even know this land was here!


       In the 1400s, most people just knew about their own little section of the world. For years people even thought the world was flat. If you sailed too far, they said, you would fall off the edge. By the end of the 1400s, however, most educated people knew that the earth was round. They just did not know the exact shape of the ball, or how large or small it was.


       The European countries just 500 years ago did not look the same as they do today, either. In this biography, we call Ponce’s country “Spain,” but it was, at that time, two small kingdoms that had united, with a king of Aragon and a queen of Castile. Later, more kingdoms would come together to create the Spain we know now. There was trade with other countries, but trade routes, by land or sea, were very dangerous.

    


    
       There were no books as we know them today until the printing press was invented sometime around 1450. Then many people in Spain read about Marco Polo’s fantastic trip to China in 1271 with his father and uncle. Many people started dreaming of traveling to far-off, exotic lands.


       Dreaming changed to reality after 1492. Soon after the first look at land in what we now call the Americas, explorers would travel around the entire globe.


       Let us look at Juan Ponce de Leon’s world.



      

    

  


  


  
    


    
      Chapter 1



      Young Juan Ponce de Leon



      Juan Ponce de Leon lived over 500 years ago, in what we now call the fifteenth century. He was probably born in 1474. We have to guess at some things about his life, because few records are available from that time.


       We do know that he was born in what we now call Spain, in the province of Valladolid. His parents were probably influential people in Spanish society, and Juan was educated by a relative, Don Pedro Nunez de Guzman. Guzman was known for his skill at teaching young men the art of warfare. When he was older, Juan joined the many other young men who were defending their country.


       Spain in those days was struggling with people who had invaded their land many years before. The Moors ruled the country and spread their own Muslim religion. The Spaniards wanted to rule themselves and to practice their own Catholic religion. For many years, young Spanish men became soldiers, fighting to defeat the Moors and send them out of their land.

    


    
       Juan Ponce de Leon had been trained well and became a good soldier. The Moors were determined fighters, but finally, when Ponce was almost twenty years old, the war was over. In 1492 in the province of Granada, the Moors finally stopped fighting, and hundreds of years of warfare came to an end. Spain was once again free to have its own religion and its own government. 



       With no wars to fight, many young, brave Spanish soldiers were out of work. The Spanish government needed gold to fill up its treasury. It was time to look for new places to sell items made by Spaniards. Trade would bring in money and create jobs for the people.


       Since ancient times there had been trade with countries in the Far East, sometimes called the East Indies. The Europeans knew that if they traveled east by land, they would reach China, Japan, and India. There they could trade their goods for silks and spices and other exotic items. However, between Europe and the East Indies were dangerously high mountains and miles of deserts. There were also raiders, lying in wait for traders taking that route.


       Mapmakers told them the earth was round. Could there possibly be another route to this wonderful land of the East Indies—by sea?


       A sailor from Portugal, Bartholemew Diaz, sailed south along the west coast of Africa until in 1488 he reached the continent’s southern tip, the Cape of Good Hope. From there, he would have to sail east to the East Indies. Winds and tides were treacherous, but at least one sea route was possible.
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        Spanish flag (Courtesy of the State Archives of Florida)

      


      

       A sailor from Italy, Christopher Columbus, wanted to try a different way. Columbus had been studying maps created by another Italian, Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli. They showed the East Indies on the other side of the ocean that started on Europe’s west coast. The maps helped convince Columbus that
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