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DEMPSEY-VANDERBILT HOTEL

2009 COLLIINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH

Architect Henry Hohauser designed this 8-story Art Deco-style hotel in 1936, on the
oceanfront between 20t and 21st Streets in Miami Beach. The original owner was the
Universal Corporation. Famous boxer Jack Dempsey was a part-owner, so in the early years
the hotel was named the Dempsey Vanderbilt, and Jack Dempsey's Bar and Restaurant were

prominently advertised on the front facade.

Around 1942, the hotel dropped the Dempsey name, and Dempsey's Bar became the
Pago-Pago. During World War I, like many other Miami Beach hotels, the Vanderbilt was
occupied by the U.S. Army-Air Forces and served as a barracks for military trainees until it
returned to civilian use in November 1945. The hotel was sold in 1946 and underwent many
changes after that. When the adjoining Setai Hotel was constructed in the late 1990s, the City
of Miami Beach required the restoration of the Vanderbilt as part of the project. The original
building, however, was found to be structurally unsafe at that time, requiring its demolition.

What stands on the site today is a replication of the original exterior.

The present project seeks to re-activate the storefronts along Collins Avenue. Their
early configurations can be documented through building records, photographs, and city

directory listings.



Hohauser's original 1936 plans are found on Microfilm #8523 in the Miami Beach
Building Department (8 pages of elevations and floor plans), but the west elevation is in poor
condition and barely legible. The hotel first appears in the 1938 Polk's City Directory at 2009
Collins Avenue, with a “vacant” storefront at 2039 Collins, at the north end of the front facade.
The 1939 directory identifies it as “Mammy's” restaurant, and it remained at this location

through at least 1949. A photograph in the 1939 edition of the journal Florida Architecture

shows the entrance to Mammy's, angled at the corner of Collins and 21st Street, and identifies

Hohauser as the architect.

The 1940 Polk's Directory lists a counterpart to Mammy's, “Pappy's” drug store and
soda fountain at 2001 Collins Avenue, at the south end of the front facade. Pappy's remained

there until 1949, when it became a Howard Johnson's restaurant and an Eskay drug store.

In 1941, according to the Building Permit Card, Hohauser remodeled an “old dining
room into three stores.” (The dining room had been Jack Dempsey's Restaurant.) These
storefronts faced Collins Avenue to the right of the hotel entrance. Two sheets of Hohauser's
plans are found on Microfilm #15830, showing the west elevation and floor plans. Pappy's,
next door, was enlarged a bit, with a new plate-glass window and a panel of glass block
beneath it. The three new storefronts had knee walls, and show-windows of plate-glass that
curved inward to recessed doorways. There were glass transoms above the doors and also
above the entire storefronts. The center store was twice the size of the other two, and had

double doors as opposed to single. These storefronts are first listed in the 1942 directory as



the London Shop men's furnishings at 2003 Collins Avenue, Van Held women's furnishings at

2005 Collins, and the Sterling gift shop at 2007 Collins.

A photographic postcard (Vanderbilt 8) dating from circa 1942, when this was a
“military zone,” gives the best view of the hotel at that time. Mammy's is not in view, but the
photo shows signage for the Pago-Pago Bar, “Hotel Vanderbilt” in metallic letters over the
main entrance, and the three storefronts with transoms of opaque glass above their awnings.
Pappy's restaurant and “soda bar,” on the corner at 2001 Collins Avenue, has many panels of
glass block, and etched glass in its door and transom, with what appears to be an image of a

mermaid on the door and palm trees on the transom.

--- Carolyn Klepser, researcher

Nov. 3, 2016
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L HISTORICAL INFORMATION OF THE HOTEL

Constructed in 1936, the Sassoon Hotel was originally called the Dempsey-Vanderbilt. Designed by Henry
‘Hohauser, one of the beach's best and most prolific Architects during the 1930's, it was one of his largest
commissions, and one of his earliest in the Art Deco Style. His planning for the hotel began in 1934 with the
name “Universal Hotel". Over the years it has also been known as the "Seaglades”, "Pickwick", "Coronet", and
"King David".

In the depths of the Great Depression it took nearly two years to find financial backing for the hotel's construction.
Popular American boxing champion Jack Dempsey, and railroad heir, William Vanderbilt (who had an estate on
Fisher Island) lent their names to the new hotel. Dempsey-Vanderbilt hotels were also located in a number of
cities across the United States.

The highly geometric Art Deco ornamentation, the friezes and moldings of the building are like the examples of
the Art Deco style which Hohauser had seen in New York, where he initially practiced. Only later would his more
streamlined style emerge. The Dempsey-Vanderbilt Hotel and the Mayfair Hotel, also designed by Hohauser, were
featured in a 1937 issue of the noted architectural design magazine, " Architectural Record".

Renowned theater-designer, Thomas Lamb, designed the interior of the Jack Dempsey's Bar and Jack Dempsey's
Restaurant which flanked the original front entrance. The bar was said to be the longest in the south, Mezzanines
above the bar and restaurant which were not shown on the floor plans, are thought to have been used as gambling
parlors.

The hotel was so successful that Hohauser was commissioned to design an addition which was completed in 1938,
The matching addition connected to the southern end of the original.



II. EVALUATION OF THE PROJECT

Our proposal for the site hinges on two important components. One is the complete refurbishment of the existing
hotel fronting Collins Avenue, restored to its original uses and appearance. Second is the construction of a new
tower directly behind the historic landmark with both hotel-condominium and condominium uses. Required
parking for the new development is in the base of the new tower.

We base this design approach on several key points as listed here:

Considerable expense would be involved to integrate any new structure with the existing hotel.

An attempted integration of old and new would more than likely destroy the historical and architectural
integrity of the Dempsey-Vanderbilt.

The altering of the inherent features of the existing building would not be widely approved by city
officials, the preservation league, nor the community at large.

Art Deco Architecture, as experienced in the adjacent South Beach, as become a recognizable identity,
with successful and profitable marketing associations.

The advantage with a new building is demonstrated clearly with an inherent flexibility and marketability.
The ease with which this new tower could be molded to today's market demands allows a degree of
changeability within its framework

The two independent parts of the Dempsey-Vanderbilt, old hotel and new tower, comprise a unique and profitable
development package, fulfilling the demands of historic preservation. while introducing new sellable space.

OI. PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Our intent with the Dempsey-Vanderbilt is to design world-class hotel accommodations in combination with
luxurious condominium residences. By promoting its outstanding features and desirable location, the complex
capitalizes on both the alluring charm of an Art Deco landmark. and the sweeping potential of a newly constructed
oceanfront tower.

The enticing character of the old hotel is to retain its Art Deco opulence, but is to be upgraded with amenities that
meet the demands of the current luxury hotel market. The entrance to the hotel is moved to its original central
location. The lower public floors of the building, restored to a bygone era of elegance and splendor, accommodate
an international clientele of business visitors and tourists alike. Studying the work and interiors as designed by
renowned theater-designer Thomas Lamb, we propose to embellish the commercial area of the original hotel with
a new and improved first class Dempsey's Bar and Restaurant. The remaining floor area of the 25,000 sq. ft of
commercial space caters to high end retail uses.

A sun-sheltered pedestrian mall connects the hotel's lobby to the pool deck, opening a vista out to the ocean. The
east side of the complex extends a range of recreational activities available to both visitors of the hotel and
condominium residents.. A more privately situated pool area directly 1o the south is accessible to condominium
unit owners only. Flanking cabarias and sun-bathing areas add to the resort charm as found so desirable with beach
front development.

Projecting an aura of sleek and contemporary elegance, the Dempsey-Vanderbilt Tower complements its
surroundings while stating a presence a!l its own. This newly constructed edifice is divided into two parts with
independent entrances and circulation on 20th Street. This separation enhances a more luxurious impression with



less units accessible at each floor level on each side. Both sides also have a convenient separate connections to
the parking facilities at the base of the tower.

Advantageously situated above the swrrounding buildings, all units of the Dcmscy-Vandcrbllt Tower command
spectacular views of ocean and city. The articulation of its architecture enhances the panoramic vistas, allowmg
each unit to seemingly and privately embrace the impressive scenery. : .

The west side of the tower envelopes a flexible array of hotel-condominium capabilities. Floorplans of the units
are a unique departure from the popular split two bedroom configuration. A two entrance approach allows every
unit to be divided into both a single room and a suite with a kitchen. These units are added to the pool of
available rooms for the hotel. Similarly organized and placed directly oceanfront, the easterly end of the tower
offers a mix of expansive two bedroom condominium units. The prominent location assures top sellable value and .

desirability.

We foresee the Dempsey-Vanderbilt project as an exciting contribution to the City of Miami Beach, benefiting
the public, and providing a dynamic environment to both visit and live.
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MIAMI BEACH PRESERVATION -
ORDINANCE: LOOKING FORWARD

TO THE FUTURE WITH NOSTALGIA

By Joseph Fleming
Attorney, Author, Plan Ordinance

Mayor Daley of Chicago once remarked that he “looked forward
1o the future with nostalgia”” This is the purpose of the Miami
Seach Preservation Ordinance. It provides a legal system to en-
able protection of historical resources, while still enabling devel-
opment of the architectural district.

An historic ordinance designed to preserve the buildings and en-
courage development was proposed in the plan. The following
sections were suggested:

1. The purpose of the ordinance is to provide historical preser-
vation while enhancing properties and strengthening the econ-
omy of the city.

2. An Architectural District Council, including historians and
Jevelopers, is established to represent a cross-section of the
community. The Council resolves the differences that arise be-
‘ween protection of histarical resources and their development.
Tne Council can: a) adopt criteria
‘or identification of significant
ouildings and sites, b) establish an
inventory and a preservation plan, ; .
andc) issue certificates of appro- m ; 7
Driateness based upon design a 1T
auidelines. These certificates

e

T

FOCUSING ON THE MUSEUM DISTRICT
by Stuart Grant; Architecture, University of Florida

The Museum area is a perfect place where artists, writers, and professionals would enjoy living. The Bass Museum... Library Park
-..and green spaces... hoteis such as the Plymouth with it's World's Fair imagery ... the Abbey’s Floridiana sculpture ... the Governor's
stainless steel, contribute to the area’s character.

The planners chose the corner of 21st Street and Collins as an example of the developmental approach. On it stands The Sasson
Hotel, (originally the Dempsey-Vanderbilt with the Jack Dempsey bar designed in 1937 by Henry Hohauser). The hotelis a masterpiece of
Deco (as opposed to moderne) featuring friezes and dramatic verticat and horizontal elements. A new building and a tennis court is
proposed on a parking lot to increase use and density in the museum area.

= = My altemative is to reestablish

HHBHMENB Grant Treatment of Sasson Hotel the Ol@mﬂm_ Collins Avenue ap-

_ .ﬂﬁln j H|.._- pearance by planting in front of the

_ J _nl hotel and restoring the store fronts

> 7 ] to Hohauser's original plan. Added

- - to the hotel would be a new wing

conforming to the height and de-

sign of the first Dempsey-Vander-

bilt. The resort hotel could be en-

hanced with a pavillion and

landscaping connecting to a linear
park.

approve modifications of structures so as to insure appropriate
change within the area.

S .o 3oundaries of the District are the same as the area listed
in the National Register of Historic Places.

4. Design guidelines and rules to insure fairness will be devel-

oped. This fosters change in a manner consistent with protection
of the District.

The preservation ordinance balances the various interests that
may be inciuded in property ownership. A procedurefor appezis
's established, so that the final authority is vested in the City Com-
mission. At all times the elected reprasentatives of the citizens of
Miami Beach make the ultmate determination concerning de-
sian criteria or demolition of the building.

“he City has proposed a variation of this ordinance to include

‘owner consent.” Owner consent basically means that the owners

must agree to be bound by the ordinance. Since many owners

will not agree, the ordinance has noforce. This is inconsistent with

zoning for historic and architectural purposes because owners

can construct or remode! their buildings without regard to design

and historic criteria. The whole concept of architectural districts is

based upon the legal validity of government using zoning regula-
tions to achieve a specific purpose. Thus, the question of estab-
lishing a strong District is only based upon the commitment of the

City. Its legal precedents are clear,

Architecture, as any art form worth preserving, requires design-
ing within restraints. In postry or music ceriain utilization of a
structure may enhance free expression. Providing a framework
in an architectural district for developers may enhance the
ultimate form of expression while preserving the value of the
property.
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