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  To all in Miami who keep history alive
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  Introduction




  Ilike to play the game of Remember When . . . Older folks may remember the good ole days of Miami, when it was still a swamp town and the roads ended on 137th Avenue. Jai-alai was still popular, and Royal Castles were on every corner. When Jungle Island was Parrot Jungle and located in Pinecrest. What about the Serpentarium? Do you remember when Dadeland Mall first opened and when Mall of the Americas was actually Midway Mall? I can name countless restaurants that have met their demise due to time: Red Diamond Italian, Pizza Palace, Wolfie’s, and Rascal House. The historic Mary Elizabeth Hotel in Brownsville hung on until the early eighties. Krome Avenue was once no-man’s-land and Bayfront Park housed a library. Holsum Bakery became the Bakery Center and finally Sunset Place. Don Carter’s Bowling was once the hot spot.
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  Those are just some of Miami’s long gone, but not forgotten, memories. And while I am a bit young to have lived most of Miami’s best memories, I greatly enjoy the stories. I guess you could say that I am the last of a dying breed. It is fun to recount the old stories, the ones that remind us where we have been and where we are going.




  In Miami, vintage is not only a state of time, but also a place. Vintage refers to the days of yesteryear in the old country. In the pages ahead you will find examples of such a concept. Some establishments may not have been around for more than twenty years, but their ambience takes you back to another country, another atmosphere, another soul.




  Miami is a growing city in constant flux. In the short time I compiled establishments to include in this nostalgic book, four closed down. Let us observe a moment of silence for Van Dyke Cafe, Jimbo’s, and Libreria Universal. And most fresh in the hearts of Miamians is the closing of Jumbo’s Restaurant [1955–2014], best known for being the first restaurant in the city to integrate in the sixties and serving a mean fried shrimp. While the fates of Tobacco Road and Churchill’s Pub hang in the balance, they are included in the book. Miami, a city known for killing its past, has closed down a variety of places with rich history and importance. Some of the few but not forgotten that went to the grave and are still talked about today like the Cubans at las ventanitas talk of the Cuba of yore include Wolfie’s, Seven Seas, and The Embers. Whether you are a native or a tourist, it is not hard to see the history around you, with the Art Deco hotels along Ocean Drive and the old town of Coconut Grove, or even wonder how we got here.




  In contrast to what many believe, the city of Miami and the greater South Florida region is not a historical wasteland. Our roots go back approximately 12,000 years with the first sightings of the Tequesta Indians near Deering Estate. A more populated and urbanized modern society would not develop in the area until the early 1800s.




  While there are famous establishments with history that everyone knows, like Joe’s Stone Crab and Tobacco Road, which are highlighted in the pages ahead, I also wanted to feature the underdogs, the less widely known or celebrated in the media, but cherished by the local communities that support them. And while they may not be as historic as Tobacco Road, they are important as a symbol of history in our community. My hope is the same as many’s: to support the local community, the people who run Miami and make it thrive, the good ole people working day in and day out for their passion and to transmit that passion to others. For those who are not so much into history, my hope is that they will visit the establishments noted in the book and also seek out their own adventures and historic spots, as well as continue the efforts to protect our historic places and spaces before they are taken over by big establishments trying to bland out our vibrant city. Visit these places because they may not be around for much longer and they are simply great establishments.
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  About 90 percent of the owners that I interviewed sang the same tune: You have to be passionate about what you do, and that is the only way you will survive. On the other side of the coin, the establishments’ regular customers offer a different perspective reflecting the busy lifestyle of our consumerist society. You will not hear much on the news about the growth of a dry cleaner’s down the street or a boutique hiring associates to sell children’s clothing, but these are great success stories, too.




  It is funny, when I first set out to do this project, I received a bit of pushback, especially from the owners or managers of the establishments. I think other writers reading this will understand. The big companies, the newer companies, have marketing plans in place or public relations pros to handle inquiries. Historically, people are naturally wary of writers. Or they do not feel that their place is of value to be written about. It is an interesting problem, as I see it. The new places vie for attention, for their time in the limelight, and the older places, well, they continue running their businesses the way they have done for decades. In their eyes, they do not need the press.




  Like I always say, it is an odd place to call home and an odd place to have grown up, but I would not change it for any other experience. As you will note in the pages ahead, the exotic and foreign is commonplace, but I also portray establishments and peoples that are a bit off the beaten path. Miami is unlike any other part of the country, a place where different cultures, people, and mind-sets collide to make it one of a kind.
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  A&M COMICS




  6650 BIRD RD. • MIAMI, FL 33155


  (305) 661-3406
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  Preserving an American Art Form




  Comic books emerged in 1933 as an outgrowth of comic strips. Like the Stephen Colberts and Jon Stewarts of our time, comic books served as comedic respite from the political churnings of the country. Initially a counterculture trend, anti-comic campaigns sprang up immediately, stating that they were unconstitutional and violent.




  In 1949, decades before A&M Comics opened, an ordinance banning crime comic books passed in Miami. At large events throughout the city, children were forced to let go of their horror- and violence-packed comics; it was a scene straight out of the pages of the cult classic Nineteen Eighty-Four. An article in the October 5, 1949, Miami News included details of the now-absurd regulation: “The ordinance provides a $500 fine and/or 60 days in jail for any person who prints or sells any book, pamphlet, magazine, paper, etc., devoted to publication and principally made up of criminal news, police reports or accounts of criminal deed or pieces of stories of bloodshed, lust or crime.” The ordinance was finally revoked in the late seventies, but it was not all roses thereafter.




  The introduction of television in the fifties further impacted the popularity of comic books. In the eighties, big business became the largest providers of comic book products, making it difficult for the small stores to compete with the likes of Walmart and Toys “R” Us. A big factor that separates the small stores from the big retailers is that they carry rare items. While more mainstream than in prior decades, the comic book world remains in a state of flux, heavily influenced by outside factors like the economy and the government—a trend that A&M Comics’ owner, Jorge Perez, says will continue.
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  With over 200,000 comic books, 2,000 toys, and hundreds of graphic novels, A&M Comics is Miami’s longest-running comic book store as well as one of the oldest in the country. Established in 1974 by a groovy couple from New York, Arnold and Maxine used their initials for the naming of the store, hence the moniker A&M. It occupied two other spaces in Miami before settling into its current location on the infamous Bird Road in 1974. Unlike the modern stores of today, A&M Comics stands as a nostalgic reminder of stores in the New York basement style—tiny, crammed, odd, and incense scented—amidst the uniform suburbia where it resides.




  The store’s exterior offers vintage signage and a poster-and-comic-book-plastered front window; once inside, every nook and cranny is strategically used, and while there is little organization to the items, the owner makes up for it in expertise and assistance. Prices are reasonable, ranging from $3 to $30 and upwards of hundreds of dollars for the more rare items. Among the coolest items in stock are early editions of Marvel Comics, previously known as Timely Comics. The store is so iconic that Joe Quesada, CCO of Marvel Comics, a comic book writer himself, came to the store for his first book signing.




  Like A&M’s original owners, Jorge Perez is also from New York. “My family came to Miami for the weather because of my asthma,” he says. “In those days, Miami’s climate was highly touted for its medicinal powers. We lived on Flagler Street, and we were the second Cuban family to live in our neighborhood. Those were different times; now the opposite is true. From a young age, I read Archie Comics, and a funny accident in junior high school sealed my fate. I lent a friend a dollar for his school lunch. Later that week, he did not have money to pay me back and instead paid me in five X-Men comic books. I have been a collector since that day, and before I became the owner of A&M Comics, I was a loyal customer of the store.”




  “As a key player in Miami’s history,” Jorge continues, “we try to be involved in the community as much as we can.” Free Comic Book Day is equivalent to Record Store Day, a day for comic book stores and the community to come together. The spirited day is especially great for newbies interested in learning more about the world of comic books. Customers are allowed at least one free copy of a comic book from a selection of at least sixty different titles. Past titles have included Hello Kitty, Guardians of the Galaxy, and DC’s The New 52: Futures End. “In 2012 we also participated in a unique countywide poetry event called O, Miami, merging the world of comic books and poetry. It was a very interesting event that garnered tons of attention and costumed attendees.”




  Aside from great customer service, the store offers a unique subscription service that guarantees a copy of new releases to each member. Additionally, if the store does not carry an item a customer is seeking, Jorge will find a way to procure it. They are not limited to just comics, but also carry collectibles and vintage toys, offering visitors a blast from the past.




  Keeping the store open has not been an easy feat, especially with the advent of technology. “It would not be the same if we placed items for sale online,” Jorge says. “Nothing beats the experience of coming into the store and seeing what we have or uncovering something new and cool or simply the fact that you are coming into a store and touching the item in your hands and interacting with people. And believe it or not, people still like to read the physical copy. Something just does not feel right when you are reading it from a PDF file. You just have to come into the store to see it for yourself.”
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  A.C.’S ICEES




  DAVID T. KENNEDY PARK


  2600 S. BAYSHORE DR. • COCONUT GROVE, FL 33146
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  Miami’s Food Truck Godfather




  For a city that is hot year-round, one would expect it to be littered with frozen lemonade spots, but the opposite is true. Only a handful of brands offer the icy treat, like Toby’s and Del’s, and A.C.’s Icees remains the most sought after and iconic. Located in David T. Kennedy Park’s parking lot, parking can be tough, but that does not keep patrons of the thirty-plus-year frozen lemonade institution away. Locals also love the park, as it overlooks Biscayne Bay and includes a dog park and an outdoor gym.




  A.C. is short for Allan Cohen, the owner. Disappointed by the corporate world, he moved to Miami to live a life that most only dream of. Coconut Grove was his favorite vacation spot growing up. Originally from the cold tundra of Michigan, he opened shop in 1978 after he noticed that fellow park-goers had to walk blocks for refreshment after exercising or simply being in the hot Miami weather. The closest establishment is the Starbucks at the Monty’s Raw Bar complex, 0.3 mile away.




  For Cohen, life is a park. In between serving customers, he chills in his park chair, oftentimes playing Frisbee, his favorite sport, with local passersby. On May 26, 1982, the Miami News featured a great image of the iconic owner playing Frisbee. He is usually in a T-shirt and shorts, with his wild blond mane in full splendor.




  Cohen keeps it old-school. He operates out of a converted white General Motors step van that dons yellow awnings and a bright hot dog umbrella over its backside. The food truck has no phone and Cohen does not own a computer, much less an e-mail address, but the operation has survived decades without it, making it a great example of grassroots business that survives on the loyalty of its patrons and word of mouth. The location at Kennedy Park is near Ransom Everglades School, and the icees are extremely popular with its students, so much so that a group created a Facebook page for A.C.’s Icees with general information. At sixty years old, Allan’s nephew Richard now runs the operation full-time, but you can still find him milling about a couple of times a week.




  The history books show evidence of food trucks as early as 1691 in New York in the form of street vendors selling food from push-carts. Ice cream trucks made their appearance in the fifties, and the roach coach appeared on construction sites in the sixties. Miami is no stranger to the phenomena. A.C.’s Icees is considered to be the grandfather of Miami food trucks, being the first to receive a mobile concession permit from the city. Throughout Miami it is equally easy to find street vendors peddling items from fruits and vegetables to water, sunglasses, and even shrimp. If A.C.’s Icees was the first of its kind, Gastropod and Latin Burger heralded the second generation. These days, food trucks are all the rage, and there are at least fifty on the Miami food truck list.




  In 2008 a party was thrown in Cohen’s honor. To commemorate his thirty years in business, the city placed and named a stone seating area close to the truck’s usual spot in Kennedy Park. “A.C.’s Icees is historic,” says Sef Gonzalez, aka Burger Beast, Miami’s foremost burger expert and writer. “I do not think many people [outside the Coconut Grove area, that is] realize that. As a food truck connoisseur, I am embarrassed to say that it took me a long time to finally try it, but once I did, I was hooked. Cohen and his truck offer a glimpse into the area’s past—when hippies ruled Peacock Park and a laid-back lifestyle was the norm.”




  Open daily from 11 a.m. to 6 p.m., Cohen has the diligence and work ethic that most people do not possess. The truck is always there at 11 a.m., without fail, no matter rain or shine, cold or heat. The only time A.C.’s Icees is not open is during a hurricane. A cartoon version of his face is plastered on both the truck and the cups. Cohen sells frosted icees in lemonade, cherry, and piña colada flavors and fresh-squeezed grapefruit and orange juices as well as water, iced tea, and sodas. The piña colada even has whole chunks of pineapple. For mega brain freeze, opt for the 24-ounce at six bucks. If you are hungry, he also sells Sabrett’s hot dogs on fresh steamed buns with cooked onions and spicy brown mustard. The business still operates as cash-only.
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  So, what makes an excellent frozen lemonade? It must be generous in portion; its flavor, the right amount of sweet and tart, and its consistency, both sippable and spoonable. In Miami, it is blasphemy to decree 7-Eleven the top dog in the frozen drink game. A.C.’s Icees is a way of life in this town.
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  ALLEN’S DRUG STORE




  4000 S. RED RD. • MIAMI, FL 33155


  (305) 666-8581 • MYPHARMACY.COM
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  A Spoonful of Chili Helps the Medicine Go Down




  Allen’s Drug Store is a survivor. Cue that old Destiny’s Child song now. Like many other stories that intertwine in this book, Allen’s is located at the edge of the same shopping center that once housed Beehive Natural Foods. Despite its close proximity, Allen’s is not located in the confines of the CVS Pharmacy space, even though it is only a few feet away. Hallelujah, a landmark in Miami was saved! CVS will move in as the third pharmacy in the intersection, but neither CVS nor Walgreens offer the kitsch, nostalgia, or service and, in some cases, the products that Allen’s does. While many fear for the future of Allen’s, its owners and the history books predict that this one is here to stay for a long while. Well, that is, unless Duane Reade decides to expand into Florida territory. Then all bets are off.




  Like many other stores and industries in Miami, independent drugstores and pharmacies have gone the way of the dinosaur. The definition of an independent drugstore is one that is independent from the large retailers and usually pharmacist owned. This is true for Allen’s, which is now owned and operated by Al Collazo, a pharmacist himself.




  In a Miami News article from March 1981, Herb Rau called the store “the kind of place that hides its prescription counter amongst a maze of sundry goods.” It is true; they stock just about everything, but have found a niche for themselves in the medical supplies business. Allen’s has not changed much since the beginning. It is an old-fashioned drugstore, with a Formica-countertop lunch counter and a watch repair counter. Regulars are a must and frequent it on a sometimes-daily basis. For the old-timers, it is a nostalgic spot to get together with friends and reminisce about chocolate-dipped sodas and nickel ice cream cones. It is also a neighborhood place, the type where everyone knows your name and your favorite food item. For the younger crowd, it offers a tangible glimpse into the past that is not in the form of a museum.
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  Located on the famous Bird Road, Woolworths and B-Thrifty also existed nearby and posed stiff competition to Allen’s a few decades ago. The corner store originally opened as the new branch of Breeding Drugstore in the late forties to early fifties. Originally from South Carolina, John Allen Sr. became the pharmacy manager for Breeding Drugstore in 1951. In 1954 he purchased the store and converted it into Allen’s Drug Store, along with some light remodeling and expansion. Allen had moved to West Palm Beach in the twenties and studied pharmacy by working up the ladder in various pharmacies. In the eighties, Al Collazo acquired the company.




  For decades the soda fountain inside of Allen’s was Picnics. In 2011, due to a possible location move for another historical legend, S&S Diner opened a second location in place of Picnics. Eventually, the official move for S&S Diner from downtown never happened, and the Allen’s location was sold to different owners. The S&S Diner at Allen’s is more commonly referred to as The Diner, even though S&S’s red lights shine on the pharmacy’s exterior. They serve breakfast, lunch, and dinner. A little-known secret, their banana pudding is one of the best in town. And despite all the changes, they are still famous for their chili, which will only set you back $3.95. Other comfort foods include Salisbury steak, meat loaf, and country-fried steak. Perusing through newspapers of yore, you will find ads and articles touting the chili.




  There are interesting articles out there about the phenomenon of independent drugstores that are still open and profitable. In 2011 Todd Marks, senior editor of Consumer Reports, said, “We found that the independents made fewer errors, offered swifter service at the pharmacy counter, and were more likely to have medications ready for pick up when promised.” In March 2012 Businessweek followed up with an article titled “End of Days for Independent Pharmacies?” in which Karen E. Klein found that about half of independent pharmacies are located in cities with populations of 20,000 or fewer. Allen’s is dodging that last statistic, successfully operating in a city of 40,000.




  And while there are many benefits to the independents—exceptional customer service, timeliness, heart, nostalgia, one-of-a-kind products—prices tend to be more expensive. In the old days, a prescription would set you back no more than a buck and change; now it is upwards of $15. Either way, ask any customer at the store if that matters, and they will note that they come for the experience and would rather pay the extra for care and quality.




  Most recently Allen’s became a hot spot for political debate about the country’s changing health-care laws. In early 2014 Joe Biden stopped by to nosh on some food at S&S Diner and talk about the Affordable Care Act.
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  ARBETTER’S HOT DOGS




  8747 SW 40TH ST. • MIAMI, FL 33165


  (305) 207-0555 • ARBETTERS.COM
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  “There Are None Better!”




  Arbetter’s Hot Dogs is Miami’s answer to Nathan’s Hot Dogs and a source of American pride in the heart of the Cuban suburb of Westchester. An old-school favorite, the hot dog restaurant thrives on the love and support of the local community. Through that community dedication, it has won Miami New Times’s “Best Of” awards twice, in 2006 and 2009. The 2006 award write-up featured an interesting statistic that holds the key to its continued success and longevity: “The National Hot Dog and Sausage Council estimates Americans will eat more than seven billion little red tubes of ‘specially selected meat trimmings’ between Memorial Day and Labor Day weekends.”




  Robert “Bob” Arbetter may have passed away in 2003, but the legacy of his restaurant, Arbetter’s Hot Dogs, continues as strong today as when it opened in 1962. A Boston native and hard-core sports fanatic, Bob initially came to Miami to attend the University of Miami. Boston has a strong hot dog culture, and he quickly noticed that Miami lacked not only a penchant for the comfort food, but also a decent dog vendor or restaurant. He set out to fill the void, fulfilling his lifetime dream of owning and operating a hot dog restaurant.




  Arbetter’s occupied a few locations before settling into the restaurant’s current home on Bird Road in 1972. Bob left Boston to get away from the city and liked Westchester much better than downtown or even Miami Beach for its hometown feel and close-knit community. The restaurant continues to be popular with high school students from nearby schools such as St. Brendan, Christopher Columbus, Coral Park, and Southwest High School, who use it as their afternoon hangout spot. Many of these students grew up going to Arbetter’s with their parents and are now going on their own, continuing the family tradition of customers, which the restaurant promotes.
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  Bob sold the restaurant a number of times to travel and enjoy the retired life, but he could not stay away and ultimately repurchased it each time. Others just did not know how to run it like the Arbetters could. “He loved the restaurant so much. He was there seven days a week with a smile on his face, preparing hot dogs and entertaining customers,” says Andrew, Bob’s grandson.




  Bob was the ultimate sports fanatic. No joke, he loved Larry Bird, Bob Cousy, and the Celtics. There are even two signs at the restaurant that read: “Free Boston Baked Beans the Day after the Red Sox Win the World Series” and “Free Refills This Week When You Say I Love Larry Bird or Bob Cousy.” In 2004, 2007, and 2013 the Red Sox won the World Series and the restaurant was true to its word, celebrating with fans and dishing out free servings of Boston baked beans. The 2004 win was bittersweet, as Bob passed away one year shy of the first big win since 1918. On the basketball side, Miami folks should not be worried, since he loved the Miami Heat as passionately as his Celtics. His son and daughter, David and Jill, run the store with the help of Jill’s sons, Andrew and Casey. Andrew, in his early twenties, is now the unofficial spokesperson for the restaurant.
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