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INTRODUCTION





  The story of the Magic City is indeed a magical one. Making Miami: The Historic Rise of the Magic City is a history of the development of Greater Miami, Florida, over the past century. (I define Greater Miami as encompassing the municipalities of Miami and Miami Beach. For the sake of simplicity, I often refer to Greater Miami as Miami, although I also often draw distinctions between the two cities. As some relationships are described on Facebook, it’s complicated.) While there is no shortage of chronicles of different dimensions of Miami’s past—an entirely understandable thing given the uniqueness of the place—this book aims to fill a gap in not just the history of the city but also that of the state and the country. In addition to contributing to the abundant literature dedicated to the city, Making Miami strives to be recognized as a valuable guide to the evolution of one of the most interesting and beautiful places on the planet, which is currently experiencing another golden moment in its fascinating history.1




  Told chronologically, Making Miami sheds light on the development of the Magic City, as I argue that it has been real estate—the buying and selling of property—that has consistently propelled its rapid growth. Many Americans went southeast through much of the twentieth century in pursuit of what was often believed to be an idyllic paradise and, quite frequently, found it in Miami. Through the latter part of that century and into the twenty-first, those from other parts of the world, most of them from Latin and South America, also headed to Miami and decided to call the place home. (I did in 2006.) My narrative begins in the Roaring Twenties, when big money poured into Florida to create a land boom that attracted many investors and new residents. The story continues through the shaky Great Depression years, when a handful of bold developers built the art deco district of South Beach, and into the active World War II years, when many servicemen and -women were stationed in Miami. A good number of those soldiers, sailors, and flyboys pledged to return to Miami after the war, not just to visit, but to live, and they were true to their word.




  Although another surge in the development of Miami (Seminole for sweet water) took place in the 1950s, the next two decades were rough, as the postwar economic engine ran out of steam and as urban strife changed the fabric of the city. In the 1980s, however, Miami experienced a construction renaissance, much of it driven by money made from questionable sources. Although there have been a few bumps in the road over the last few decades, Miami real estate is once again booming, and the city is today a magnet for people from far and wide to visit or live.




  Making Miami takes a deep dive into the growth and development of the city, not just in terms of real estate, but also a number of other topics, including the expansion of a transportation and infrastructural network; tourism; the natural ecosystem and threats from residential, recreational, and industrial development; and issues of race, class, ethnicity, immigration, and nationality.




  Sources for the book are primarily period articles published in a wide array of national newspapers, to take a national (versus local) perspective on the Miami real estate scene. In addition to these mainstream newspapers, African American newspapers (the Atlanta Daily World, the Baltimore Afro-American, the Chicago Defender, the Cleveland Call and Post, the Los Angeles Sentinel, the Michigan Chronicle, the New York Amsterdam News, the Norfolk Journal and Guide, the Philadelphia Tribune, and thePittsburgh Courier) are also heavily drawn upon.
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  It becomes clear in these pages that a lot of history has been packed into Miami’s relatively short lifetime. Much had taken place in the area before it was called Miami, however. “Miami’s past is fascinating, spanning back as far as 10,000 years to paleolithic Indians and wooly mammoths, and
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  A group of Seminole Indians canoeing on the Miami River in 1904. Courtesy of Library of Congress, John N. Chamberlain, photographer.
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  A Seminole Indian family in Miami in 1926. Courtesy of Library of Congress.




  including Tequesta Indians, Spanish conquistadors, Seminole Indians and runaway slaves, British loyalists, Bahamian fishermen, Southern planters, Yankees, Chinese and Jewish merchants, African-American laborers, and Cuban exiles,” Maud Dillingham wrote for the Christian Science Monitor in 1996, thinking this cultural stew was the basis for the “polyglot of today.”2




  While Native Americans have lived in the Greater Miami area for centuries (and continue to do to this day), it has been the story of the pioneering Euro-Americans that has more often been told. The standard, much-repeated narrative begins with wealthy widow Julia D. Tuttle, who moved to what was then called Fort Dallas in 1891 and purchased 644 acres of land on the north side of the Miami River. Although Miami did not yet exist, there were settlements in both Lemon City and Coconut Grove, with the only hotel in the area being Peacock’s Inn
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    A 1900 hand-tinted postcard of the Miami River. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Detroit Photographic, Co.
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    An early-twentieth-century image of a remaining piece of Fort Dallas. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Detroit Publishing, Co., Publisher.
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    A gathering in Victorian-era finery at the first afternoon tea at the Fort Dallas Club House in 1893. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.




  on the bluff of the latter town.3 Peacocks would eventually become the avian symbol of Coconut Grove, and today, flocks of the colorful birds wander freely through the neighborhood. I live in the Grove and, while I fully appreciate their beauty, am less than delighted when one of them makes his or her presence loudly known from my front yard or the roof of our house at dawn.




  Along in the story arrives oil tycoon Henry M. Flagler, who was reportedly persuaded by Tuttle and her neighbor Mary Brickell to extend his East Coast Railroad from Palm Beach to Miami in exchange for some land. (The truth was that Flagler had already been buying cheap land north of Miami.) Legend also has it that during the Great Freeze of 1894, Tuttle (a citrus producer) and Brickell sent Flagler a perfect orange (or perhaps a bouquet of orange blossoms) as evidence that Miami was warmer than more northern parts of Florida. South Florida historian deluxe Cesar Becerra and Beatrice Brickell (great-granddaughter of Mary and William Brickell) have made a convincing case that the story is apocryphal, however, and that Mary has been historically marginalized
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    Julia Tuttle on her first visit to Miami in 1873. She would move there in 1891 and make history before dying seven years later at the age of forty-nine. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.
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    Mary Brickell and Gertrude Thompson unveiling the site of Fort Dallas tablet at the Robert Clay Hotel. The inscription on the bronze tablet read, “1835–38 Site of Fort Dallas: erected for the fortification and the protection of Southern Florida during the Seminole Wars.” Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.
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    A 1912 portrait of Henry M. Flagler. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.




  in favor of Tuttle (the so-called Mother of Miami).4 Whatever actually took place, Flagler committed to help create Miami by not just extending his railroad but also building a large hotel (on an ancient Tequesta burial ground, it should be noted), laying out streets, and bringing water and electricity to the area.5
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    A 1901 photochromatic print of Henry Flagler’s Hotel Royal Palm. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Detroit Photographic, Co.




  Indeed, on April 15, 1896, the first locomotive chugged into town and, seven days later, the first passenger train. Miami was officially born on July 28 of that same year, when 343 residents voted to incorporate their settlement as a city. As the terminus of the railroad extension, Miami benefitted from the train being the primary form of transportation at the time, and the groundwork was laid for the place to become a destination for Northerners seeking a warm climate in the winter. Flagler was true to his word, opening his Hotel Royal Palm, complete with swimming pool, at the mouth of the river in less than a year. (Guests could step off the train and, via a railroad spur, go directly to the hotel.) As others would much later, Flagler recognized how Miami was an ideal spot for travelers headed to points further south and established a steamship line to the Bahamas and Cuba.6




  Two disasters in 1899—a yellow fever epidemic and a couple of major fires—were setbacks for Miami, but it was virtually inevitable that the city would grow quickly. Telephones and a golf course arrived in Miami that same year, and speculators began buying land in the area. A fifty-foot lot on Flagler Street in downtown Miami could be had for $1,000 in 1899, a price that today seems absurdly low but was at the time considered quite high.7 The development of Miami, driven by its fortuitous geography, was already off and running, lending credence that the place really was a “Magic City.”




  Miami’s nickname is often said to have originated with Flagler’s asking journalist E. V. Blackman to portray the new city in a “magical” light to counter its much-deserved image as a mosquito-infested place set within an inhospitable swampland dominated by mangroves and populated by alligators and crocodiles. Blackman proceeded to lift “The Magic City of the South,” the nickname of Birmingham, Alabama, and the rest was, as they say, history. The sobriquet was essentially canonized in 1939 by Everett G. Sewell, mayor of Miami, in a speech before Congress. Miami possessed an ability to spark an “almost magical transformation which seems to change people from ragged and weary into happy and contented citizens,” he stated, the extraordinary thing being that the shameless promotion was more or less legitimate.8 Another reference to the ascribed magic of Miami is its apparent instant formation, as if the city had been created overnight.9 Although obviously not technically true, the trajectory of the city was genuinely fast and furious compared to other metropolitan areas—an ascent that continues to this day.




  The early decades of the twentieth century would prove to be fruitful for Miami. Government Cut, the city’s primary shipping channel, was dredged in 1905, creating an excellent harbor for cruisers and port for cargo. In 1912, a barrier island was linked to Miami via the wooden
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    Miami’s very busy cargo port in 2020. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Carol M. Highsmith, photographer.
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    Royal Caribbean’s Song of Norway making its way through Government Cut on its maiden voyage in 1970. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Miami-Dade County Seaport Department.
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    A bird’s-eye view of the fabulous Vizcaya Museum and Gardens in 2020. This onetime villa in the city’s fashionable Coconut Grove neighborhood was built for James Deering, of the Deering McCormick-International Harvester Enterprise. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Carol M. Highsmith, photographer.




  Collins Bridge, allowing people to easily go to and from what would soon be known as Miami Beach. Four years later, the Jay Gatsby–like James Deering completed his grand Italian villa Vizcaya, which can and should be visited today.10




  With that race through time and space as introduction, our main story can begin.











  CHAPTER ONE




  THE GREATEST LITTLE CITY IN THE WORLD (1920–1939)






   These real estate men are a high-class lot, on the whole, and when some day the history of Miami is written in full, they will have an important chapter devoted to them and their work for the upbuilding of this city.




  —MIAMI HERALD, OCTOBER 1921







  In January 1937, some of those returning home from a night on the town in Miami Beach spotted a number of men standing in a line. Were they waiting to get into a popular restaurant or perhaps a crowded club? By morning, however, the line had become much longer, and it was clear that the queue was for something other than dinner or dancing. At 9:00 a.m., the men were admitted to an office, one by one, with all of them possessing thousands of dollars in cash in their pockets.1




  Such was the demand for desirable real estate in Miami Beach in the late 1930s. The men were real estate brokers hoping to buy lots for their clients, with one of them handing over $15,250 in large and small bills for a corner property. A total of $350,000 passed hands for thirty-two pieces of property that morning, although much more could have been sold if it was available.2




  The story symbolized the wild ride of real estate in Miami through the 1920s and 1930s, when the city was transformed from a sleepy southern town into America’s favorite resort town. From the land rush of the early twenties to the frenzied construction of art deco buildings in South Beach as the country pulled out of the Great Depression, it was real estate that remade Miami between the world wars. Toss in a devastating hurricane, and we have the makings of nothing less than one of the most interesting times and places in American history.




  THE GARDEN SPOT OF THE WORLD




  Judging by the number of real estate transactions in the early days of the new decade, it certainly appeared that the twenties in Miami would be roaring. “Big Realty Sales Open New Year,” a page 1 headline in the Miami Herald announced the very first week of 1920, as not just local buyers but also investors from out of town thronged brokers’ offices. The activity was consistent with the uptick in selling and buying that began immediately after the end of the Great War in late 1918, when Americans were ready to get back to business. Properties were being sold the same day that buyers saw them, with papers then rushed for closings. Not just existing houses but also empty lots were moving fast, and leasing for the season by Northerners was also busy.3




  Both residential properties and sites for businesses were selling quickly, indicating a boom was in the works. Some lots were sold to visitors who had previously rented a place for a few months during the winter and decided it would be nice to have a home of their own in Miami. Lots in newly platted subdivisions were designated by number on blocks, numerically assigned by the city. Downtown Miami (specifically Twelfth Street, which was located between the railway tracks and the river) was the epicenter of the activity, but sales were also taking place in what was then considered to be the western and northern suburbs.4 Although some of the reported news was no doubt hype to create a land rush and elevate the value of real estate, it’s safe to say that a good deal of what was being said was true. “Real estate men are amazed at the demand,” a reporter wrote, adding the probably legitimate claim that “never before in the history of Miami has so much property changed hands as at the present time.”5




  Much of the changing of hands was due to speculation. Some properties were being exchanged two or even three times in the same month, with each transaction netting the seller a tidy profit as prices rose fast. The goal was to, in the vernacular of the day, “make a killing,” as experienced investors got in and then got out quickly to move on to the next promising deal. Miami was being called by some “The Garden Spot of the World,” however, making the city an ideal place to be in what was a risky business. Whether as speculation or for occupation, real estate was a frenzied slice of life in Miami in 1920. Building inspectors were “on the run from early morning to late at night,” a journalist noted, with many wondering how high prices could possibly go. After a closing, title deeds were signed and then filed in the city’s circuit court, keeping County Clerk Ben J. Shepard as busy as building inspectors.6 One hundred twenty-five deeds were filed in a single day in March of that year, with records continually broken as demand creeped ever upward.7 Property was changing hands so fast that it was sometimes difficult to say who the actual owner was at any given time.




  Not just Miami property was turning over rapidly but also that in Miami Beach. Lots across the causeway had also been platted into subdivisions, and they were being grabbed up by both homeowners and investors. In March 1920, for example, the Alton Beach Realty Company sold a tract of land that fronted three hundred feet on the south side of Lincoln Road between Euclid and Pennsylvania Avenues. The piece of land, which ran south 150 feet to a 20-foot alley, was purchased for $52,500 ($838,000 today), while a fifty-foot stretch on Lincoln Road between Euclid and Meridian Avenues went for $12,000 ($192,000 today).8 Miami Beach was a newer community than Miami, but those with foresight could see that the former was going to become a prime tourist destination and highly desirable place to live.9




  As in other parts of the country after World War I, great estates in Miami were being broken up into subdivisions and sold to developers, who then split the property into lots. The Lawrence Estate was the most well-known and likely biggest chunk of land; investors were attracted to the site not just for its size but also because sections of it had no intersecting streets—a perfect place to create an entire neighborhood or just a
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    The southeast corner of the Colony Theatre at 1040 Lincoln Road around 1940. Courtesy of Historic American Buildings Survey, Creator, Walter Smalling Jr., photographer.
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    Lincoln Road looking east from Alton Road in 1938. The road was closed off to traffic to become a pedestrian mall in 1960. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.
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    The Sultan of Swat with former New York Governor Alfred E. Smith at the Biltmore Hotel Golf Course in Coral Gables in 1930. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.




  plot for a millionaire to build a huge mansion. Within the massive estate lay Tatum Park (block A on the city map, an area that consisted of four regulation blocks), which was sold in 1920. For the previous few years, the park had served as the spring training camp for the Boston Red Sox and Cincinnati Reds baseball teams, but it was far more likely that it would soon be home to a cluster of Spanish-style houses than a field for Red Soxer and soon-to-be New York Yankee Babe Ruth to strike out batters and hit home runs.10




  The demand for real estate in Miami was so great in the spring of 1920 that many brokers had a long list of potential buyers but nothing to sell to them. This was a first for Miami, and perhaps the entire country, as during previous booms there had been properties to exchange ownership (hence the boom). Seeing values continue to rise, homeowners took their listings off the market, deciding to wait a year or so when they would likely reap a higher (perhaps much higher) price.11 A year later, however, there was indeed some inventory to move, in both Miami and Miami Beach. The latter had become an especially hot market, as indicated by the number of real estate offices on the island across Biscayne Bay. There were no less than seventeen such offices in Miami Beach in 1921, a number that one would find in a much more populated city. Money had tightened up somewhat up North, but there was no sign of that in Miami Beach, and construction could be seen all over the island. “Many of the visitors to the resort this winter have become so charmed with the progressiveness of the location that they have invested heavily in property at the beach,” a reporter for the Miami Herald observed.12




  Much less charming, however, was buying a deed to a property that didn’t exist, was owned by someone else, or was located in a much less desirable place than advertised. “Wildcat” real estate operators had set up shop in Florida and were engaged in a variety of unscrupulous methods in which money would change hands but little or nothing else. With easy money to be seemingly made with a modest investment, some buyers were purchasing so-called properties sight unseen, a decision buyers would soon regret when that beautiful corner lot featured in a brochure turned out to be scrubland or underwater in the Everglades. One didn’t need a license to sell real estate in Florida at the time, and scams in the business were attracting the attention of state senators (some of whom also had been swindled). The Miami Real Estate Board and the city’s Chamber of Commerce were in favor of a bill to regulate the business in the state, as legitimate brokers were gaining a bad reputation because of their less trustworthy colleagues.13




  THE MIAMI HABIT




  Despite conmen selling deeds to properties populated by more alligators and crocodiles than humans, the evolution of real estate in Miami was cause for considerable celebration. Business records were less than complete at the time, making it difficult to know the precise size of any particular industry. One way to estimate such a thing was to count the number of telephones being used, an odd but revealing methodology employed by one adroit reporter. After looking at the numbers provided by the South Atlantic Telephone and Telegraph Company, the newshound learned that real estate offices accounted for the largest increase in telephone usage in Miami between 1911 and 1921. Many more (fifteen times, in fact) telephones were generally in use in 1921 than in 1911, of course, with houses of worship, lawyers, physicians, and dentists also making sharp jumps over the decade. Such records indicate Miami’s “rapid climb up the nation’s ladder of progress,” the reporter wrote, thinking most Americans could now easily find the city on a map of the United States if asked to do so.14




  As Miami evolved into a nationally prominent city in the early 1920s, observers of the scene recognized that real estate was driving its exponential growth. The hotel business during the season was certainly important to the city’s economy, but it was the selling and buying of property that was bringing Miami onto the national stage. Strangely, no one could say with any accuracy how many people were involved in the business, in part because a good number of them worked just part-time. Hundreds? Thousands? Even those in the business had no idea, as the range of men hawking property and their approaches varied widely. There were the bona fide brokers, many of them affiliated with the city’s Real Estate Board, and then there were the “curbstone vendors”—men who physically stood in front of lots, eager to make a match between buyer and seller to receive a commission. Even less reputable were the shady characters pitching listings in hotel lobbies and other places where strangers gathered, and they made a surprising number of sales.15




  Until the fall of 1922, in fact, anyone walking downtown or riding a trolley was likely to be passed a handbill or see a posted leaflet advertising real estate, the work of sketchier operators in the business. Urged by the Miami Real Estate Board, however, the city moved to ban such advertising, something Los Angeles had already done. The board had protested these marketing techniques, calling them “cheap and harmful methods of real estate advertising,” but the truth was that significant business was being taken away by these shifty characters.16
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    A group of well-dressed children taking an unusual form of transportation on the lawn of a Miami hotel in 1923. Courtesy of Library of Congress.




  Whether bona fide or shady, real estate people in Miami were selling the city as much as a piece of property. Boosterism was a common trait among those in the business anywhere, of course, but it was especially true in Miami, as it was the future of the city that many found so compelling. Sellers of real estate were known to call Miami “the greatest little city in the world,” and they confidently predicted that it would eventually be one of the biggest cities in the country. Miami was understandably being labeled the Atlantic City of the South or, alternatively, the Los Angeles of the East, but boosters preferred to say it was a unique place with its own identity. Miami was already nicknamed the “Magic City,” a far more enchanted descriptor than its other sobriquet, the “City of Concrete,” because of the building material preferred by developers.17




  Much of the population growth of the city was due to out-of-towners who were said to have gotten the “Miami habit” (i.e., they decided to relocate from places like Cleveland or Milwaukee after a particularly pleasant February visit). The population of Miami was about 5,000 in 1910 and 30,000 in 1920, but some were saying that 100,000 people would call the place home by 1925. Water was a big draw, of course, with the ocean, bay, river, and canal offering fishing, boating, bathing, and simply lying on a beach. The Government Cut had already been built (costing $2 million), providing a wide and deep harbor for larger boats. The old wooden bridge that had linked Miami to Miami Beach had been replaced by a concrete causeway that carried automobiles and a trolley over Biscayne Bay, although one could also walk the three and a half miles if one wanted.18
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    A traffic jam on the wooden causeway between Miami and Miami Beach in 1924. The number of cars was an early indication of how popular Miami Beach would become. Courtesy of Library of Congress.




  By 1924, the development of Miami and parallel rise in the value of its real estate were getting considerable national attention. Both the New York Times and the New York Herald Tribune regularly covered the Miami real estate beat, telling their urban readers stories of what must have seemed like a tropical paradise where fortunes could be made overnight. It couldn’t be quantified, but it was generally agreed that the growth of Miami had exceeded that of any other city in North America over the past two decades. Just two White families (the Tuttles and Brickells) were said to have resided in Miami when the city was incorporated in 1896, but now more than 50,000 people lived there, with another 50,000 coming down for part or all of the season to escape the cold up north.19




  Indeed, if one really had to define the magic of the Magic City, at least from a national perspective, it was its climate. A reporter for the New York Herald Tribune described well the phenomenon that was Miami in 1924:






   This whole achievement is based on one seemingly intangible feature, climate, and the discovery here of an incomparably healthful, balmy and bewitchingly enjoyable winter temperature tinctured with continuous sunshine, supplemented by a fascinating tropical environment and zephyr-swept seashore, which are perennial, and surpass the climate of any other section of America.20







  Many traced the beginnings of the Miami real estate boom to Julia Tuttle’s and Mary Brickell’s alleged offer to Henry Flagler to extend his Florida East Coast Railroad from West Palm Beach. They reportedly each gave the man between three hundred and four hundred acres, to which a few hundred additional acres were subsequently added and put on the market for sale. Whatever the actual facts, it was true that an entire lot in what would become downtown Miami could then be had for $875 (inside) or $1,000 (corner), the latter of which was selling for $250,000 in 1924. What accounted for such a meteoric rise in value? “There is an appeal about a home in the tropics,” the same journalist explained, and the “new environment offers a delightful change and the constant life out of doors make for health and happiness.” A plus for Miami homeowners was that one didn’t need to have a green thumb to have a beautiful front lawn or backyard; everything grew there like weeds, whether one wanted them to or not.21




  THE NATIONAL LIMELIGHT




  Not just aspiring gardeners but big-time players in New York City real estate had their eyes on Miami (as well as Palm Beach) in the mid-1920s. Some brokers had actually relocated from New York to Miami, thinking there was more business (and lots more sunshine) to be had in the latter. New York City developers, too, recognized the opportunity residing well below the Mason-Dixon Line. John McEntee Bowman announced that his company was going to put up a grand hotel in the burgeoning neighborhood of Coral Gables, and well-established apartment-house builder Fred F. French had already begun development on his project. French was constructing the Hotel Everglades, a sixteen-story “apartment hotel” on Bay Shore Drive, knowing that its view of Biscayne Bay would appeal to the moneyed class.22
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    A 1924 map of Coral Gables, described as “America’s Finest Suburb.” Courtesy of Library of Congress, Historic American Buildings Survey, Creator.




  While French’s focus remained on creating the mammoth Tudor City, the enclave of high-rise apartment buildings in east midtown Manhattan, establishing a footprint in Miami made much sense. During his tour of Florida in February 1925, Major William Kennelly, another New York City real estate magnate, was amazed at how many visitors to Miami returned home owning a piece of real estate there. “I have never in all my real estate experience witnessed a greater assemblage of people in a given area with a greater desire to spend money,” he told reporters upon his return, happy that he had gotten into the action with a sale of 110 lots in Silver Bluff. Kennelly had auctioned off the lots to local speculators, as well as those hailing from Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Ohio, and Illinois.23 Hundred-thousand-dollar lots could be had for just $1,000 down these days, explaining why so many from all points were eager to head to Miami.24 Some were buying properties sight unseen and were no doubt surprised and disappointed to learn that their piece of land resided about ten feet underwater.25
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    Boats on Biscayne Bay in 1925, with the Miami skyline in the background. Courtesy of Library of Congress, Verne O. Williams, copyright claimant.




  Local real estate people were not shy about boasting of Miami’s wonderfulness, but they were careful not to describe it as a boom town. For every boom, they knew, there was a bust, and promoters wanted to ensure that the future of the city would be as great as they truly believed it would be. The population of Miami in 1925 was 111,000—exceeding the number that had been predicted a few years prior—as development after development sprang up. The most prominent of these was Coral Gables, built by George E. Merrick on what had been his father’s 160-acre orange grove. Over time Merrick expanded the farm to about 2,500 acres and named the development based on his family’s residence, which was made of coral rock. The Spanish- and Moorish-style city within a city cost $10 million but was proving to be well worth the investment. Bowman’s Biltmore Hotel and Country Club, which was costing the same amount to erect, would ideally complement what some were calling a “modernized Mediterranean city.” Merrick thought that the way in which some New York journalists were describing Miami was both untrue and unfair; Miami was not another Klondike gold rush or Texas oil-field town, he told the New York Times, saying that the city “merits a more mature consideration and exposition of its remarkable growth which is steadily forcing it more and more into the national limelight.”26




  [image: chpt_fig_008]


    The cover of the menu for a January 1926 dinner honoring John McEntee Bowman and George E. Merrick to celebrate the opening of the Miami Biltmore Hotel. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.
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    A group of horseback riders in front of the Biltmore Hotel in 1931. The lovely scene did not suggest it was the darkest days of the Great Depression. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.




  Merrick made it clear that he was not the only developer to turn the natural landscape of South Florida into a more suburban one. Miami Beach had been mostly a mangrove swamp just a dozen years previously, he pointed out, when Carl Fisher came along and recognized its potential as the “winter playground of the nation.” And while tourists were certainly welcome, he added, the area was going to become an important part of the country with or without them, as Miamians possessed an entrepreneurial spirit that was unrivaled. “Once a Miamian, always a Miamian,” Merrick stated, thinking that one day a local population of one million was not unreasonable.27 Alongside his own boosterism, Merrick hired well-known politician and orator William Jennings Bryan to give lectures on the “glories of Coral Gables,” paying him $100,000 (half in cash, half in property) to help attract potential buyers.28




  Still, a fair number of non-Miamians couldn’t help but compare what was taking place in the Magic City to the trajectory of legitimate boom and bust towns. More skeptical circles asked, “When will the bubble burst?” with boosters responding that it never would as long as the Florida sun kept shining. “Miami just radiates prosperity, confidence and optimism,” James Leonard Lee told a New York reporter, pooh-poohing those who advised to get out now before the market collapsed like a house of cards. In fact, most developers were reinvesting their profits rather than taking the money and running, an indicator of locals’ self-confidence, according to Lee. And while quite a bit of land had been grabbed by 1925 (waterfront property was getting hard to find), there was still much that remained untouched, so much so that it was said that the entire population of New York City could be transplanted to Miami. Even if all of Miami’s real estate somehow ran out, Lee added, there was nothing to stop developers from filling in the mostly uninhabited seventy or so miles to Palm Beach.29




  As anywhere, it was larger tracts of land in Miami that were most desirable for developers, simply because more houses could be built in one fell swoop. In 1925, the 212-acre Charles Deering estate was sold for a whopping $6.5 million, setting a new state record for price per acre.30 That was small potatoes compared to what was taking place in Merrick’s Coral Gables, however; he and his partners were spending $75 million to put up no less than a thousand houses in the 10,000-acre suburb, an ambitious plan by any measure.31 Seeing what was taking place in Miami, the federal government decided to get in on the action by putting up for sale Chapman Field, a wartime aviation tract situated on Biscayne Bay. With those 795 acres of prime real estate (the tract was contiguous to Coral Gables and not far from the equally posh Coco Plum subdivision), the War Department could no doubt reap millions of dollars for the nation’s coffers.32




  Given all the construction that was taking place in Miami in 1925, it was perhaps no surprise that building materials were getting hard to source—so hard, in fact, that extra, not quite ethical measures occasionally were taken to meet project deadlines. “Florida Raiding Building Materials,” a New York Times headline ran that year, in reporting that wood lath, terra cotta tiles, and lumber on ships were being diverted to Miami from New York. Steel, cement, bricks, and plaster block were also being rerouted to Miami from other destinations, with money of course determining who would get the materials. It was well known that some ship owners were open to taking their load to the desired location of the highest bidder despite whatever previous agreements may or may not have been made.33




  Developers hoping to scoop New Yorkers on their construction projects, however, soon might have wondered if their financial incentives were well spent. A month after the rerouting of ships was reported, thirty-one vessels carrying both building materials and food remained stuck in Miami’s harbor, unable to unload their cargo. There were simply too many ships in the port, a sign of how fast Miami was growing. It would be ten to twenty-one days before the anchored ships could dock, as sixty other vessels had taken up all the available space at the wharf. A ship from San Francisco with building materials was somehow able to squeeze in, however, no doubt to the delight of the developer who had purchased its cargo. The Miami Beach Chamber of Commerce attempted to expand docking facilities in the harbor specifically for the use of real estate projects in Miami Beach and on Virginia Key, but the plan had not been put into effect.34




  NOW IN RUINS




  The great demand for building materials was confirmation that real estate was king in Miami, a phrase that could be heard at the time. While this was true, newspaper and magazine writers sent from all parts of the country to cover that story often came back with something different than what their editors expected. Real estate figures were indeed impressive, to say the least, but the journalists were typically taken aback by the sheer beauty of the place. Whether it was the blue of Biscayne Bay or the riot of color produced by hibiscus, bougainvillea, and other tropical flora, many simply hadn’t seen anything like it in their lives. Told to collect data on the going rate of corner lots and how the more foolish were happy to pay it, correspondents instead filed stories that might be better suited for a nature magazine. Statistics, no matter how jaw dropping, just didn’t capture the sensory experience of Miami and how alluring it was for a first-time visitor.35




  The year 1926 in Miami began where 1925 left off, with real estate remaining king despite out-of-town reporters’ accounts of the city as a twentieth-century Eden as well as what appeared to be the bursting of the speculation bubble. In January, the Miami Biltmore in Coral Gables opened its doors, with guests thinking the hotel was worth every one of the $10 million that Bowman had spent building it. The ten-story, Spanish-Italian-style structure had five hundred rooms, and the adjoining country club was a perfect playground for the rich. George Merrick served as cohost of the gala held on opening night, his dream realized since he began development of Coral Gables a dozen years previously. There were now 2,132 structures in the 10,000-acre Coral Gables (population 7,500), worth a total of $150 million, but many more were still being built, the creation of a city all its own. Tens of millions of dollars were being spent on streets, lighting, schools, sewage and water systems, and parks, with seemingly nothing to stand in the way of an even bigger, better Coral Gables.36 Merrick had also contributed 160 acres of land and $4 million to help found the University of Miami; construction of the administration building had already begun, with plans to open the university in the fall.37
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    A pleasant-looking outdoor class at the arched entrance of the University of Miami in Coral Gables in the 1930s. Courtesy of Miami-Dade Public Library System, Gleason Waite Romer Photographs.




  With the value of real estate in Miami having exponentially multiplied, many locals were priced out of the market, triggering a serious housing crisis in the city. Wealthier people might be able to afford to buy an average home, even if they were just going to use it for a few months out of the year, but ordinary folks—the working class—were having trouble finding a place to live. (Rents were also high.) Well-known New York architect D. E. McAvoy believed he had found a solution to the problem by forming a company to provide inexpensive homes in large quantities. A four-room house (fourteen by thirty-two feet) would cost about $1,500, McAvoy announced, while a five-room version (nineteen by thirty-two feet) would be priced around $2,000. McAvoy’s plan was to construct the homes much like how Henry Ford was making his Model-Ts in Detroit, with five hundred houses a week to be churned out on a kind of assembly line. The primary building material was Celotex, which was made from sugar-cane fiber. Despite their low cost, McAvoy claimed that the houses were sturdily built (he had patented the process) and were not only “cyclone proof ” but also “vermin proof.” Best of all, the houses were both modular and portable, meaning they could be expanded or moved anywhere as the owner’s needs changed.38




  Until McAvoy’s bold plan became a reality, however, Miami’s real estate market continued to be dominated by the American upper-middle and upper classes. Some of those who could afford to spend considerable time in a warmer climate during the winter had been travelling to the Cote d’Azur, or French Riviera. Since the end of World War I, when that area was first really discovered by Americans (soldiers, in fact), hoteliers and nightclub owners had catered to the lucrative Yank market, even if they had rather peculiar tastes (like wanting their own bath in their hotel room rather than shared). Beginning in the winter of 1924–1925, however, A-list Americans began to express their dissatisfaction with the Azure Coast, with one thing or another—the rich food; the exchange rate; the bumpy roads; the overcommercialization; the noise; and, most of all, the unpredictable weather—a problem. As well, Americans had never taken to gambling like the European visitors did, preferring to play tennis rather than rolling dice.39




  The solution resided in one word: Florida. Affluent Americans began to change their winter plans, deciding to instead spend a few months in either Miami or Palm Beach. There was no doubt that by the 1925–1926 season, Americans had largely deserted Cannes, Monte Carlo, and other resort towns for Florida, even if one’s Miami hotel bill or house rental was likely to have quite a few zeroes at the end and there was no alcohol to be had, legally anyway. (Miami was the main distribution point for bootleggers during Prohibition.) Although those in the hospitality business on the Riviera were sad to see Americans (or at least their plentiful dollars) go, the English, Germans, and Russians were still coming in droves, with no plans to switch allegiances for Miami, no matter how “magical” it was said to be.40




  Americans made no such plans for the 1926–1927 season, however. On Friday, September 16, a hurricane of immense force struck South Florida, destroying a good part of Miami (and all of nearby Hollywood). Along with the heavy downpour of rain, winds estimated up to 130 miles an hour were reported (the low end of what is now considered a Category 4). With telephone wires down, the city was largely cut off from the outside world, making nonresidents largely unaware of the damage that had been done. There was no drinking water, and food was scarce. Water was sent from Jacksonville, although much of the train tracks between that city and Miami had been ripped up by the storm. Dozens of boats (including a few from the Coast Guard) had been blown out of Miami’s harbor into the sea, with many sailors reported missing. Hundreds of Miamians were injured or killed, although for some time no one knew how many.41 There were no lights in the city, the electrical network having been wrecked, and martial law was declared.




  Needless to say, the hurricane was a disaster for anyone and everyone associated with Miami real estate. News reports had understandably made those with holdings in Miami very nervous, the fear being that their investments had been totally lost. “Developments radiating from Miami, on which millions were spent, are now in ruins,” declared the New York Times a few days after the storm, the only saving grace being that it had not hit during the winter, when the city’s population doubled.42 The first
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    Flattened buildings and telephone poles soon after the devasting 1926 hurricane. Courtesy of Library of Congress.
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    The 1926 hurricane easily tossed large boats onto land. Courtesy of Library of Congress, R. S. Clements, copyright claimant.




  [image: chpt_fig_013]


    An overturned automobile on Miami Beach following the 1926 hurricane. Courtesy of Library of Congress.




  eight months of 1926 had been extremely prosperous for Miami real estate brokers, a reflection of the city’s dramatic growth through the Roaring Twenties. There were now eighty-two churches and forty-five schools (thirty-nine for Whites and six for Blacks) in very segregated Miami, and a vast improvement and expansion of the city’s infrastructure had been in the works. Building permits for Greater Miami (which included Miami Beach and Coral Gables) were in the tens of millions of dollars, and almost 80,000 real estate transactions had taken place over the course of those eight months, more than in any previous year except 1925.43




  HOOK, LINE, AND SINKER




  Although aid for those whose homes had been destroyed was priority 1, rebuilding Miami had already entered the conversation. Carl Fisher, the “man who built Miami Beach,” immediately jumped on a special train in New York (along with the mayor of Miami, Edward Romfh), ready to pitch in any way he could. “As soon as we have cared for the homeless, we can tackle the job of rebuilding Miami Beach,” Fisher (who had been pursuing a development in Montauk Point on Long Island) told a reporter, adding “what was done once can be done again.” The Beach had indeed been hit hard (the damage was estimated at $30 million), but Coral Gables, including the brand-new Biltmore, was less affected by the storm.44 In fact, buildings in Coral Gables were being used to house some of the homeless, a sign of the strength of the hollow-tile construction that had been employed.45 Bill Klem, an umpire in the National League, was not so lucky. “A year ago, I was a wealthy man and today I’m not worth a nickel if reports of the Miami disaster are true,” he explained, having put all his money in real estate in the city. “I was one of the first to see its possibilities and went into it hook, line, and sinker,” Klem said, “but just now it looks like I’m sunk.” Like Fisher, however, the baseball umpire felt what had been destroyed could be remade. “I still have faith in Miami and believe that after the devastation has been cleaned up it still will be the playground of the United States during the winter,” he stated.46




  Klem’s holdings were likely in buildings that used questionable construction methods and materials. Weighing in on the disaster, New York engineers and architects pointed out that properly designed buildings constructed with steel or reinforced concrete had suffered very little damage, something that should be strongly considered in the rebuilding effort. Too many buildings were made flimsily to rush them to market and/or save money, a lesson that should be learned given the climatic history of southern Florida. There had been eighty-six hurricanes in the region since 1900, making it almost certain that another major storm would eventually hit Miami. Perhaps reminded of that, insurance companies were speedily putting together wind-damage-protection policies, knowing that there would now be a big demand for them.47




  Before rebuilding anything, however, there was recovery. The American Red Cross was helping the thousands of injured and homeless (many roadside camps could be seen), and medical supplies were being brought in from distant places. Many survivors were leaving or had already left Miami, at least until the city got back on its feet. This was good in one respect; disease (specifically typhoid fever and tetanus) had less chance of spreading with fewer people. Bodies were being found every day, and many lost at sea would likely never be accounted for. The National Guard was brought into the city to control looting, with a rumor going around that several people had been shot for attempting to ransack what was left of a destroyed home. (Furniture and furnishings could be plainly seen, as the walls of the house were no longer there.) Some armed looters had engaged in a brief battle with a group of sailors at Harvey Firestone’s mansion in Miami Beach. Breadlines were set up, and drinkable water was doled out, and Miamians began to tell their stories of where they had been when the nine-hour storm hit and how they survived.48




  Clearing away the wreckage was such a mammoth effort that all unemployed people were conscripted (i.e., essentially forced to do the job). Miami officials sent a call out for 25,000 such laborers, believing it would take that many to do the job. Hundreds of members of the America Legion, all war veterans, were specially deputized and instructed to patrol the streets and put anyone who couldn’t prove they were already employed into service. African Americans were overtly targeted for this effort, so much so that the New York office of the NAACP issued a formal complaint to the US attorney general and President Coolidge. With such a workforce, all evidence of the hurricane damage would be gone within sixty days, Mayor Romfh predicted, the beginnings of Miami’s return to prosperity. Meanwhile, knowing how many people had died in the storm was proving to be an impossible task; there were bodies in hospitals, temporary morgues, and funeral homes, but some had already been buried and others shipped north to relatives. (Death records were simply not kept like they are today.) Nearly 10,000 Miamians had been vaccinated with antityphoid serum and/or antitetanus serum, but health officials felt a few thousand more units were needed to keep the death count from rising more. An epidemic was officials’ worst fear; residents were told to boil water for drinking, as bacilli had been found in the city’s supply.49
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INDIANS CANOEING ON MIAMI RIVER.
J. N. Chamberlain, Photographer, Mismi, Fla.
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