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Life seems to have
come full circle
for Tifini Austin.

She is celebrating 10
years as a dancer with
the African Caribbean
Dance Theater and will
give her 10th perfor-
mance at this year’s
Florida African Dance
Festival. However,
Austin says this year
will be special for a
different reason alto-
gether. Her daughter,
age 6, will take the
stage at the festival for
the first time.

“My daughter start-
ed [at dance theater] in
the womb,” says Aus-
tin. “As soon as she
could walk, she started
walking down the
line.”

Austin refers to the
lines in an African
dance class where stu-
dents travel in rows
across the floor and
learn new steps.

“A lot of people
think African dance is
just a lot of jumping
and making weird
noises but there is a lot
of structure and dis-
cipline in our classes,”
says Austin. “It’s more
character-building,
very gently molding
you as a dancer and as
an individual.”

Austin can’t imagine
her life without dance.
A Tallahassee native,
she recognizes ACDT
as her anchor and
home — a community
who shares in the spe-
cial language of the
drum. 

Always a mover,
Austin dabbled in bal-
let from a young age,
but discovered her
niche at Rickards High
School where she was
captain of the flag core
in marching band. Af-
ter graduation, she
joined FAMU’s March-
ing 100 for the 2001-
2002 seasons. She
didn’t find African
dance until after the
birth of her son. Eager
to get back on her feet,
a friend invited her to
dance class.

Austin admits the
class intimidated her,
and she didn’t return to
ACDT for almost a
year. She reflects back
on this encounter a
decade later, believing
it was the music,
atmosphere and dis-
cipline reminiscent of

her band days that
brought her back.

While ACDT fea-
tures live drums for
every class, the studio
has no mirrors.
Though atypical of a
dance space, Austin
enjoys this detail as it
forces participants to
focus.

“It helps with the
stage presence and
just being confident,”
says Austin. “It really
is a feeling that you’re
looking for inside the
music.”

In addition to per-
forming for the compa-
ny, Austin is a teacher

for the weekly classes.
She describes the class
structure, which starts
with stretching then
coming down the line.
Arranged by skill lev-
el, these lines encom-
pass a wide range of

students from three to
50 years old. The in-
structor gives a move-
ment and students
travel across the floor
with it until the
“break.” 

Austin explains how

this non-verbal cue
comes as a change in
the music, telling danc-
ers when to start a
different choreograph-
ic section. Learning
the break is a mile-
stone to be celebrated
by beginners, and still
poses a challenge for
advanced students.

“Even now if we’re
in a dance we haven’t
learned before, the
experienced ones are
like, ‘Was that the
break?’” Austin laughs.
“It’s definitely a learn-
ing experience.”

Austin describes her
teaching style as fun,
but firm. She loves
getting a withdrawn
group excited, and is
respected by begin-
ners for her ability to
parse movement into
accessible pieces.

Each class ends with
a huddle for announce-
ments, birthday jin-
gles, and shared news.
This speaks to ACDT’s
philosophy of promot-
ing strong, healthy
communities and tai-
loring classes to par-
ticipant’s needs.

Mindful living is a
large part of Austin’s
own philosophies. At
the Florida Depart-
ment of Health, she
works as a Sexual Vio-
lence Prevention Pro-
gram Director and
teaches in elementary
school classes. Austin
integrates African
dance into her pro-
grams as a way to ad-
dress self-esteem. Ad-
ditionally, she is on
track to receive a dou-
la certification for
midwifery and hopes
to work in clinics
abroad.

“I really try to edu-
cate women on their
bodies and advocating
for themselves,” says
Austin.

Her passion for
women and children
intersect as she names
her favorite African
dances. At the top of

the list is Guinea’s
Sorsornet, which pro-
vides a platform for
women’s issues
through movement.
Other favorites include
the arm and neck
heavy Lamban, per-
formed for the ancient
wisdom keepers of
West Africa, as well as
Congo’s grounded and
earthy Zebola that
utilizes the hips and
waist.

ACDT’s repertoire
comes from many
countries. In Austin’s
time with the company,
they have performed
dances from the Ivory
Coast, Guinea, West
Africa, Senegal, Congo,
Central Africa, and
Mali. While the compa-
ny benefits from vis-
iting artists, they often
travel outside Tallahas-
see. Austin notes that
Facebook has played a
key role in ACDT stay-
ing connected with the
African dance commu-
nity.

“We’ve met a lot of
international artists
and even if they can’t
stick around for a
while they always give
us something really
good we can hold on-
to,” says Austin. “Our
artistic director al-
ways tells us to ‘take it
home and put it on
your pillow.’ ”

Austin appreciates
ACDT’s Artistic Direc-
tor, Marcus Robinson
who has been rehears-
ing the group’s skills
for the festival, and
preparing them for
anything to happen
onstage — from a rene-
gade drumstick to a
skirt falling off.

“He does everything
out of love,” admires
Austin.

Aside from Rob-
inson, she names
Mouminatou Camara
and Youssouf Koum-
bassa among her dance
mentors; both are on
the bill for the upcom-
ing festival. After 10
years, Austin serves as
a figure of inspiration
herself. She remains
humble and open, en-
couraging young peo-
ple to go after what
drives them forward.
For her, it’s dance,
making her a strong
mover, mother, and
individual.

“It’s built some
tough skin for me.
Some tough feet too.”

Tifini Austin finds strength in African Dance 
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

AMANDA SIERADZKI

Tifini Austin is celebrating 10 years as a dancer with the African Caribbean Dance Theater.
Austin says this year will be special because her daughter, age 6, will take the stage at the
African Dance Festival for the first time.

IF YOU GO
What: Florida African Dance
Festival
When: June 11-13, 2015
Where: Performances in Lee
Hall Auditorium (and classes
in various locations)
Details: For more informa-
tion, please visit: www.fad-
f.org
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Jim & Milt’s 
BAR-B-QUE

Better BBQ,
Better Price.

 Across from Westwood Shopping Ctr

A Tallahassee Bar-B-Que
Tradition Since 1969

1923 W. Pensacola St

576-3998
www.JimandMilts.com

119233 WWWW PPPPPePensnsacac lola St

Priced for the
Whole Family to Eat 

Dinner Together!
Daily Dinner 

Specials
CALL AHEAD FOR TAKE-OUT

ARNOLD’S 
ORIENTAL RUGS

& ANTIQUES
9 Miles West of Capital 

Circle on US 90

(850) 539-8893
During the week
By Appointment

Open
Sat 10-6
Sun 12-6

It was spring,
1559. Pedro
Menéndez had

returned from
Flanders over-
land through
France with his
son Juan Menén-
dez following the
signing of peace
with France in
early April. His
task was to as-
semble a fleet
worthy of returning the
king, Phillip II, to Spain
from Flanders, where
he had been living and
directing the war
against France since his
marriage in 1554 to the
recently deceased Ma-
ry Tudor. 

Menéndez went
about his task, scouring
the north Atlantic coast
of Spain, gathering and
enlisting soldiers, mari-
ners, and ships worthy
of a fleet fit for a king.
His greatest find was a
galleass under con-
struction in Bilbao. This
he ordered to be fin-
ished quickly and be
ready to sail for Flan-
ders as soon as pos-
sible. 

By July 10, he had
returned to the port of
Ramua in Flanders with
a fleet of 50 ships car-
rying a large cargo of
wool for the textile
industry there. The
fleet made ready to
receive the King, and
Menéndez dispatched
12 captains to the King
in Ghent with a letter
announcing his arrival
with the fleet. King
Phillip was amazed that

Menéndez had
assembled a
fleet in such
short order.
The King had
actually begun
to have a fleet
of hookers, a
type of craft
native to Flan-
ders, assem-
bled for the
journey home
when Menén-

dez had departed for
Spain. The very best of
these was being pre-
pared as the King’s
personal transport. 

The captains Menén-
dez had dispatched to
the King discussed the
nature of Menéndez’
galleass describing it as
the most fit and finest
of warships and the
most suited for convey-
ing his majesty back to
Spain. Phillip ordered
the vessel inspected
and being satisfied
called Pedro Menéndez
to court in Ghent.
There Menéndez was
well received by the
King and congratulated
on his speed and effi-
ciency in assembling
the fleet and bring it to
Flanders. Phillip com-
manded Menéndez to
have the fleet ready to
sail on Aug. 15, and
supplied him with a
sketch of the apart-
ments he was to pre-
pare for the King on the
Galleass.

The King and his
retainers boarded the
fleet at Ramua at mid-
night on Aug. 26, 1559.
There was disagree-

ment among the ship
captains regarding
when to put to sea as
the weather was vari-
able and some thought
it imprudent to depart
but Menéndez was con-
vinced the weather
would prove workable.
The King followed Me-
néndez’ advice and got
underway with fair
weather and tide. 

Once at sea, some
captains counseled the
King that since the
hookers in the fleet
were slow sailors and
the galleass and six
other warships and six
zabras were fast they
should separate from
the main fleet and
make for Spain directly.
Menéndez advised
against this saying that
until they cleared the
channel between Ush-
ant and the Scilly Iles
they would be in danger
of being driven into
either a French or Eng-
lish port if there were a
bad sea storm and
though a state of war
did not exist with either
nation they would be
subject to the wardens
of the castles at any of
those ports, none of
whom bore any great
love for Spain. With a
reduced force of ships
they would be unable to
force their way out
under such circum-
stances. The King
agreed with Menéndez’
assessment and the
fleet remained together. 

Upon clearing the
channel between Ush-
ant and the Scilly Iles

the weather took on a
more menacing aspect.
Menéndez then advised
they separate from the
fleet and make for
Spain as quickly as
possible since they had
cleared the French and
English coasts. The
King consented and the
swift galleass, war-
ships, and zabras de-
parted the main fleet.
Menéndez and the King
held a council with the
other captains to dis-
cuss which port in
Spain the fleet should
be directed towards.
The consensus, after
working through the
fact that every captain
wished to go to his own
home port so that the
King would bestow
favors there, was that
the fleet should proceed
to the “Rocks of Gijón”
in Asturias near Avilés.

These rocks are a
geographic feature that
project from the north
coast of Spain into the
Bay of Biscay and
which are equidistant
between the important
Spanish ports of La

Coruña to the west and
Laredo to the east.
Their agreed plan was
to sail for Rocks of
Gijón and then head
toward whichever port
the wind favored with
the intention of safely
landing the King as
soon as possible. Three
days later, they arrived
with wind that favored
the port of Laredo in
the east. 

This last voyage
from Flanders and ar-
rival on the north coast
of Spain marked a turn-
ing point in Menéndez’
life. Having played a
key role in the Spanish
and English alliance
and having had no
small part in success-
fully supplying the
Spanish war effort in
Flanders with men and
material, Menéndez’
time in the Spanish
European theater was

almost over. Arriving
on the north coast of
Spain, his task now was
to safely land the King
before the breaking of
yet another storm
which threatened not
only his fleet, but his
King. 

Dr. Sam Turner is the director of
archaeology for the St. Augustine
Lighthouse & Museum. Turner
earned a Ph.D. in Spanish and
Spanish-American Studies from
Kings College of the University of
London.

History

Menéndez safely brings King Phillip back to Spain

Sam Turner
St. Augustine
Lighthouse &

Museum

PEDRO MENÉNDEZ DE AVILÉS TIMELINE
A monthly chronicle about Pedro Menendez de Aviles, founder
of St. Augustine, America’s oldest city, which will celebrate its
450th anniversary in September.


