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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 20th 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 II, 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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