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INTRODUCTION 

The Miami Beach Historic Preservation Board (HPB) is being asked to re-classify the former Diplomat 
Apartments building (now known as Casa Sobe) at 1506 Collins Avenue as contributing to the locally-
designated Ocean Drive / Collins Avenue Historic District.  Currently, the building is listed as a non-
contributing resource, likely due to the fact the building was less than 50 years old when the National 
Register District was designated in 1979 and when the local District was designated in 1986.  Since the 
resource has now surpassed the 50-year age requirement, the owners are seeking to have the building 
re-classified as contributing to the local Historic District.   

Heritage Architectural Associates (HAA) has been commissioned by The Weber Studio, architects for the 
project, to provide an Historic Resources Report for the property, per the requirements of the Miami 
Beach Historic Preservation Ordinance.    

The project team provided some documentation regarding the building’s history to HAA at the onset of 
the project.  To prepare the report, HAA conducted research with sources that included books, 
newspapers and on-line resources.  Additionally, on-site photography was conducted to document the 
building and its environs as they currently exist.  This information has been compiled in the report, which 
includes a description of the historic context of the neighborhood, the history of the Diplomat Apartments 
/ Casa Sobe, a biography of the architect with selected works and a current description of the property.  
The text is supplemented by numerous historic and contemporary images.   

This work was overseen by Steven G. Avdakov, R.A., principal of HAA.  The report was written and 
compiled by Deborah Griffin of HAA.  Unless otherwise specified, all photographs were taken by Gordon 
B. Loader of HAA.   

 
Fig. 1.  Diplomat Apartments, December 1962. 

(Office of the Property Appraiser, Miami-Dade County)  
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DIPLOMAT APARTMENTS / CASE SOBE 

 
Fig. 2.  Diplomat Apartments / Casa Sobe, March 2021. 

 
Name: DIPLOMAT APARTMENTS / CASA SOBE 

Address: 1506 Collins Avenue, Miami Beach 

Date of Construction: 1962 

Architect:  Don Reiff and Associates 

Architectural Style:  Miami Modern (MiMo) 

Historic Status:  Currently Non-contributing; seeking re-classification as Contributing 

Historic Districts: Miami Beach Architectural District (National Register 1979) 
 Ocean Drive / Collins Avenue Historic District (Local 1986) 
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NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT  

On January 15, 1914, the Alton Beach Realty Company, owned by Carl Fisher, platted Fisher’s First 
Subdivision of Alton Beach, which consisted of 305 acres along the oceanfront and was located generally 
between 15th and 20th Streets. (Fig. 3)  Fisher made his fortune when he sold his patent for gas-powered 
automobile headlights to the Union Carbide Company.  It was his intention to develop an oceanside resort 
called Alton Beach on his land.  When Fisher laid out the main east-west street, he named it Lincoln Road 
after his hero, Abraham Lincoln.  Lincoln Road soon became the cultural and commercial center of Miami 
Beach, which was incorporated in 1915.   
 

 
 
 
At the time of its development, the oceanfront area around Lincoln Road was the first upscale residential 
neighborhood in Miami Beach.  Fisher built his house there in late 1914, and other wealthy residents soon 
began building their own winter homes in the area.  By the 1930s, this residential neighborhood had been 
replaced with lower-scale small hotels along Collins Avenue.  As the city developed, land values increased, 
which increased pressure to build larger hotels along the ocean.  Carl Fisher developed five hotels in Miami 
Beach, and several other people constructed large hotels in the early 1920s. Development was suppressed 
by the Great Miami Hurricane of 1926, followed by the subsequent real estate crash and later the Great 
Depression.   
 

Fig. 3.  Map showing location of Carl Fisher's Alton Beach, 1944. 
(Lost Miami Beach, p. 93) 
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By the mid-1930s, Art Deco had become the predominant style of skyscrapers in major U.S. cities and also 
of gas stations, small stores, motels and diners in cities and rural areas alike.  In the late 1930s, Art Deco 
was beginning to be replaced by Streamline Moderne.  Architects in Miami Beach designed dozens of 
hotels in the Art Deco and Streamline Moderne styles.  A number of large hotels were built in Miami 
Beach, especially along Collins Avenue, from the late 1930s until the U.S. entered World War II in late 
1941.  After the war, Modernism was the preferred style, and Miami Modern (MiMo) developed as a 
regional interpretation of the Modern style.  The post-war buildings constructed along Collins in the 
vicinity of the Diplomat Apartments were fairly restrained but exhibited several Modernist features, 
including ribbon and corner windows, overhanging ledges or eaves and large masonry piers.   

Most of the buildings in the blocks to the north and south along Collins were constructed before 1956.  By 
the time of the construction of the Diplomat Apartments in 1962, there were very few vacant lots along 
Collins Avenue. (Fig. 4)   

 
Fig. 4.  Aerial view of Collins Avenue north of 15th Street prior to construction  

of the Diplomat Apartments, June 1961. 
(1950s and 1960s Aerial views of South Beach) 

  

Future Site of the 
Diplomat Apartments 
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Neighborhood Description 

Diplomat Apartments / Casa Sobe is located on the west side of Collins Avenue at the intersection with 
15th Street.  The buildings on the west side of Collins Avenue are generally low-scale commercial buildings 
of one to four stories. (Fig. 5, Fig. 6)  Lower-scale buildings are also located on the east side of Collins 
Avenue south of 15th Street. (Fig. 7)  The east side of Collins north of 15th Street features several large 
hotels with six or more stories. (Fig. 8)  About half of the buildings in the immediate area of Diplomat 
Apartments / Case Sobe were constructed prior to World War II.1  Of the post-war buildings, about half 
date from the mid-20th century (1946-1970) and half date from the late-20th /early-21st centuries.2   

 
Fig. 5.  West side of Collins Avenue looking south from 

16th Street, March 2021. 

 
Fig. 6.  West side of Collins Avenue looking north from 

15th Street, March 2021.  
 

 
Fig. 7.  East side of Collins Avenue looking south from 

south of 16th Street, March 2021. 

 
Fig. 8.  East side of Collins Avenue looking north from  

15th Street, March 2021.  

 
Collins Avenue features moderate landscaping, palm trees and a wide pedestrian sidewalk.  On the west 
side of Collins, to the north of Diplomat Apartments / Casa Sobe, are the Parisian and Geneva (Fig. 9) 
Hotels, Sun Deck Apartments (Fig. 10), Tropics Hotel (Fig. 11), and a modern mixed used building that is 
located at the southwest corner of Collins Avenue and 16th Street.  To the south of Diplomat Apartments 
/ Casa Sobe are the Haddon Hall Hotel (Fig. 12) and a one-story commercial building (1940) that is located 
at the northwest corner of Collins Avenue and Espanola Way.  Directly across Collins Avenue is the 
Bancroft Hotel, and further to the north are the Royal Palm and Loew’s Hotels. (Fig. 8)  
 

 
1 Ocean Drive-Collins Avenue Historic District (Local), Miami Beach Historic Districts, 
https://www.ruskinarc.com/mdpl/Ocean-CollinsDistrict.   
2 Ibid. 
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Fig. 9.  Parisian (1955) and Geneva (1952) Hotels,  

west side of Collins Avenue, March 2021. 

 
Fig. 10.  Sun Deck Apartments (1953), west side  

of Collins Avenue, March 2021.  

 

 
Fig. 11.  Tropics Hotel (1941), west side of  

Collins Avenue, March 2021. 

 
Fig. 12.  Haddon Hall Hotel, west side of Collins  

Avenue, March 2021.  
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HISTORY OF DIPLOMAT APARTMENTS/ CASA SOBE 

On June 8, 1962, F. B. Corporation was granted a permit 
to construct a 30-unit apartment building with elevator 
at 1506 Collins Avenue, Miami Beach, Florida.  F. B. 
Corporation was incorporated on November 14, 1951 
and appears to have involved Abram Filosof (F) and 
Morris Bauman (B). Morris Bauman constructed the 
Parisian Hotel at 1510 Collins Avenue in 1955 and the 
Geneva Hotel at 1520 Collins Avenue in 1952.   

Don Reiff & Associates was the architect and engineer, 
and the general contractor was Giller & Fryd 
Construction Corporation.  The building, known as the 
Diplomat Apartments, was three stories with a lower 
level that served as a parking garage.  The original plans 
called for 27 efficiency apartments and three 
apartments with one bedroom and two baths each. The 
building was constructed of concrete block covered in 
stucco and had a spread foundation and a flat roof.  The 
building received a final Certificate of Occupancy on December 12, 1962.  A double-sided pole sign was 
erected during construction (Fig. 13), and a neon sign was permitted in November 1964.   

Filosof and Bauman signed the deed when F. B. Corporation sold the property to Ben & Rose Simon and 
Jacobo & Frume Gusewich in July 1965.  The Simons and the Gusewichs each held a half interest in the 
property, but the Simons sold their interest to the Gusewichs in May 1970.  The Gusewichs sold the 
property to Isadore & Dolores Langleiben in 1979.  The Langleibens sold the property to Corporation 
Services Inc. in 1990, which transferred the property to Rafael & Mayra Garcia.  The Garcias changed the 
name of the property to “Rabrinni Apartments.”  

In the mid-1990s, the Garcias constructed a one-story 
terrace addition to the front of the building.  They also 
installed a 30-seat restaurant variously known as “Raffi’s 
Place” or “Raffi’s Cuban Café.” The kitchen was installed 
underneath the terrace, and outdoor seating was 
provided at the front of the building and on the terrace 
above. (Fig. 14, Appendix B)  During the same project, it 
appears that all the windows and the front railings were 
replaced. In 1998, permits were granted to install neon 
signs reading “Rabrinni” and “Raffi’s Cuban Café”.  The 
architect for this project was Beilinson Architect, P.A. of 
Miami.  A Certificate of Occupancy for the outdoor café 
was granted in July 1998.   

  
Fig. 14.  View of terrace addition, 1999. 

(Office of the Property Appraiser,  
Miami-Dade County) 

Fig. 13.  Diplomat Apartments, April 1963. 
Office of the Property Appraiser, Miami-Dade 

County 
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By early 2002, the building was being advertised as the “Rabrinni Hotel,” offering nightly rates.  In 2004, 
the hotel became associated with the Rodeway Inn chain, and signage was erected in 2004. (Fig. 15)  The 
Garcias listed the building for sale in 2007. Advertising stated that the boutique hotel offered 27 studio 
apartments, two large one-bedroom suites, and a 30-seat ground-floor restaurant with a beer and wine 
license.3  

 
Fig. 15.  Rabrinni Hotel after it became  

associated with the Rodeway Inn chain, 2007. 
(LoopNet) 

 
Fig. 16.  Hotel Eva, c. 2013. 

(Ocean Drive-Collins Avenue Historic  
District, Miami Beach Historic Districts)  

 
The building was sold to Ventura Way LLC in 2008, who changed the name to “Hotel Eva.”  New signage 
was installed in 2009. (Fig. 16)  The front railings were also replaced in 2009.  The existing room doors 
were upgraded in 2012.   

Ventura Way sold the property to J3 Collins Ave LLC in 2014.  This owner converted some of rooms on the 
top two floors to a hostel configuration.  The name was changed to “HI Miami Beach Hostel” in 2014.  The 
next year, a permit was issued to convert some units to communal bathrooms, provide new ADA 
bathrooms and convert a unit to a communal kitchen.  The current signage reading “HOSTEL” was installed 
in 2015.  A taco shop operated out of the restaurant space in the mid-2010s.   

The property was foreclosed in 2019, and the current owner, Villa Seis, purchased the property from the 
lender in January 2021.  The owner has renamed the building as Casa Sobe and intends to renovate the 
building for use as a hotel.  

 
3 1506 Collins Avenue. LoopNet, April 16, 2007, https://www.loopnet.com/Listing/15094414/1506-Collins-Avenue-
Miami-Beach-FL/  
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Donald J. Reiff  

Donald Joseph Reiff (Fig. 17) was born August 29, 1924 in the Bronx, 
but he grew up in Brooklyn, New York.  At the time he registered for 
the draft in 1942, he was a student at City College.  He enlisted in the 
U.S. Army on June 14, 1943 and was discharged as a sergeant on 
February 28, 1946.  After the war, he attended Rensselaer Polytechnical 
Institute in Troy, New York, from which he graduated in 1948.  He was 
a member of the  Sigma Xi fraternity and was awarded an AIA Medal in 
1948.   

In 1950, he opened an architectural office at 5175 NE 3rd Court in 
Miami.  By mid-1951, he had moved his office to 835 Lincoln Road in 
Miami Beach.  In the early-1950s, most of Reiff’s work was residential.  
His projects ran the gamut from modest homes at the Marilynda 
Homes development (vicinity of NW 29th Avenue and NW 65th Street) 
to custom-designed homes, such as the homes at Golden Shores (Fig. 
18) and a sprawling residence on North Bay Road in Miami Beach. (Fig. 
19) Since he started his architectural career in the post-war era, his 
work was completely Modern in style.  

 

Fig. 17.  Donald J. Reiff, 1970. 
(Miami News, 2/6/1970, p.34) 

 

 
 

Renderings of two houses at Golden Shores, Sunny Isles, 1951. 
 

 

Fig. 18.  Renderings of two houses at Golden Shores, Sunny Isles, 1951. 
(Miami News, 7/15/1951, p. 40) 

Fig. 19.  Rendering of luxury residence on North Bay Road, Miami Beach, 1952. 
(Miami News, 5/4/1952, p. 45) 
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By the mid-1950s, Reiff had received commissions for several apartment buildings, including the Eastbay 
Apartments and Harbor Island Apartments in Bay Harbor Islands, Windsor House Apartments (Fig. 20) in 
Surfside and Byron Court and Sun Ray Apartments (Fig. 21) in Miami Beach. By 1955, he had relocated his 
office to 1632 Pennsylvania Avenue in Miami Beach.  In the late 1950s, he moved his office to a building 
of his design at 1185 71st Street in Normandy Isles.   

 
Fig. 20.  Rendering of Windsor House Apartments, 

Surfside, 1953. 
(Miami Herald, 1/04/1953, p. 73) 

 
Fig. 21.  Former Sun Ray Apartments (1953),  

Miami Beach, March 2021.  
 

Commercial and municipal commissions included the Ankara Motel (Fig. 22) in Miami Beach, the Surfside 
Town Hall (Fig. 23), and the Concourse Building (Fig. 24) in Bay Harbor Islands.   

 
Fig. 22.  Rendering of the Ankara Motel, Miami Beach, 1954. 

(Miami News, 9/19/1954, p. 77) 

 
Fig. 23.  Rendering of the Surfside Town Hall, 1957. 

(Miami News, 6/2/1957, p. 19) 
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Fig. 24.  Concourse Building (1958), Bay Harbor Islands, 2019. 

(© Google Earth, Imagery 4/2019) 

 
During the late 1950s, Reiff received several commissions to design shopping centers.  This work included 
the Gainesville Shopping Plaza in Gainesville, the Orange Blossom Shopping Center near Orlando, and the 
Westchester Plaza Shopping Center (Fig. 25) on Coral Way in Miami.   

 
Fig. 25.  Rendering of Westchester Plaza Shopping Center, Miami, 1958. 

(Miami News, 6/1/1968, p. 57) 
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In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Reiff was the architect for a number of housing developments, including 
Southernaire Homes and Mansil Homes in North Miami Beach, Snapper Creek Estates in South Miami, 
Pacemaker Homes, Hyde Park Homes (Fig. 26), Parkchester Homes and Westchester Homes in Miami, 
Lake Cecile Estates in Hialeah, and Sunswept Homes in Miramar.  In 1960, the firm was listed in the Miami 
Beach City Directory as Don Reiff and Associates at 1185 71st Street in Normandy Isles.   

 
Fig. 26.  Newspaper advertisement for Hyde Park Homes, Miami, 1957. 

(Miami Herald, 7/28/1957, p. 111) 

 
Don Reiff and Associates was located at 600 Lincoln Road in 1965.  By January 1966, Reiff had joined with 
his cousin Joseph to create Don & Joseph Reiff Associates, architects and engineers.  The office was located 
at 1854 NE 164th Street in North Miami Beach.  By mid-1968, the cousins had gone their separate ways, 
and Don Reiff partnered with structural engineer Morton Fellman to create Reiff-Fellman (sometimes 
listed as Fellman-Reiff).  The two men had worked on projects together since the 1950s. 

In the 1960s, Reiff’s firm received several commissions for shopping centers, including the Concord 
Shopping Center and Midway Mall in Miami, University Shopping Plaza in Boca Raton, Palm Aire Shopping 
Center in Deerfield Beach, Pirtle Plaza Shopping Center in Titusville, College Plaza Shopping Center in 
Deland, Northgate Shopping Center in North Dade County and Causeway Shopping Plaza in North Miami.  
Other commissions include several recreational facilities, including the Westbrooke County Club in Miami, 
South Miami Heights Cabana Club and the Victory Park Civic Center in North Miami Beach.   
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Commercial buildings included several buildings for Zayre Department Stores, the Palm-Aire Village Motel 
in Pompano Beach, the Victor Building on Treasure Island, and the Dadeland Professional Building in North 
Kendall. (Fig. 27)  Apartment buildings included the Diplomat, Plaza 800, and White House Garden 
Apartments (Fig. 28) in Miami Beach, Rexleigh Apartments in Bay Harbor Islands, The Villas in Pinecrest, 
and the Club Apartments in Miami Lakes.   

 
Fig. 27.  Rendering of Dadeland Professional Building, 

North Kendall, 1966. 
(Miami Herald, 5/1/1966, p. 190) 

 
Fig. 28.  White House Garden Apartments (1960), Miami 

Beach, March 2021.   

 

 
Fig. 29.  Rendering of 5660 Collins Avenue,  

Miami Beach, 1969. 
(Miami Herald, 8/17/1969, p. 87) 

 
Fig. 30.  Rendering of Gateway House, North Miami, 1969. 

(Miami Herald, 8/10/1969, p. 200) 

 
Fig. 31.  Rendering of Towers of Key Biscayne, 1970. 

(Miami Herald, 12/13/1970, p. 280) 
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In the 1960s, Reiff became less involved with housing developments and more involved with co-op 
apartments and condominiums.  He was the architect for Golden Bay Manor and Ambassador South, both 
co-op apartment buildings in Hallandale Beach.  In the mid-1960s to early-1970s, he served as architect 
for the London Tower condo in Bay Harbor Islands, 5660 Collins (Fig. 29) and the Towers condos, both in 
Miami Beach, Gateway House (Fig. 30) and Gateway South condos in North Miami Beach, and the Towers 
of Key Biscayne. (Fig. 31)  At 22 stories, the building at 5660 Collins was the first high-rise constructed in 
Miami Beach after the City Code was amended to raise the height limit for new construction from 16 
stories to 225 feet.4   

In the 1970s and early 1980s, Reiff’s work was focused on apartments, condominiums, and shopping 
centers.  Shopping centers included the Kendall Lakes Mall and Market Place Galleria in Palm Beach 
County.  In addition, he designed condos and apartments in Hialeah, Miami, Miami Lakes, North Miami 
Beach, Lauderhill, Boca Raton and others.   

Reiff also designed the Michael-Ann Russell Jewish Community Center and the Jewish Community Center 
in Miami Beach.  He served as president of the Jewish Community Centers of South Florida.  He was also 
a member of B’nai B’rith and the American Institute of Architects.  He died at his home on May 16, 1982, 
at the age of 57.   

Donald J. Reiff was a prolific architect who designed single family homes, multi-family residences and 
commercial buildings.  His earlier work included designs for housing developments, custom homes and 
individual commercial buildings, but he eventually specialized in shopping centers and condominiums.  
Since he began his career in 1950, all of his designs were in post-war MiMo style.  Although not as well-
known as some of his Modernist contemporaries, he designed a number of significant buildings and 
contributed to the new direction of design in South Florida in the middle of the 20th century.  

 

  

 
4 Bill von Maurer, “22 Story Beach Apartment Going UP!” Miami News, June 13, 1969. 
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DESCRIPTION OF DIPLOMAT APARTMENTS / CASE SOBE 

Site 

Diplomat Apartments / Case Sobe, located at 1506 Collins Avenue, is situated on the west side of Collins 
Avenue at 15th Street in Miami Beach, Florida. (Fig. 32)  Directly to the south is the Haddon Hall Hotel 
(1940) and to the north is the Parisian Hotel (1955).  East of the site across Collins Avenue is the Hotel 
Bancroft (1939), and directly west of the site is the Haddon Hall swimming pool.  

 
Fig. 32.  Tax parcel map showing property lines of 1506 Collins Avenue. 

(Miami-Dade County Property Appraiser) 
 
The building has a small setback from the pedestrian sidewalk along Collins Avenue and is fronted by  
curbed planting beds and planters with dense vegetation. (Fig. 33)  A small courtyard is situated between 
the sidewalk and the building. (Fig. 34)  A driveway from Collins Avenue is located near the south end of 
the lot and provides access to the parking garage at the lower level. (Fig. 35)  
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Fig. 33.  Densely-planted vegetation along front façade of building, March 2021 

 

 
Fig. 34.  Courtyard between sidewalk and front 

 façade of building, March 2021.  

 
Fig. 35.  Entrance to parking garage at south  
end of site adjacent courtyard, March 2021. 
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Building  

Diplomat Apartments / Case Sobe (Fig. 2) is a three-story building (with lower level) that features MiMo 
styling.  It is generally rectangular in plan, with dimensions of 40’ wide by 142’ deep.  A one-story triangular 
terrace addition (approximately 32’x24’x32’) is located at the front façade and shelters part of a courtyard. 
(Fig. 14)  The lower level houses a small garage that is accessed from Collins Avenue (Fig. 35)  A kitchen 
area that served the former restaurant is located at the northeastern corner of the lower level, and a take-
out counter is accessible from the courtyard. (Fig. 36)  Stairs lead from the courtyard to the upper level of 
the terrace. (Fig. 37)  The courtyard and the upper level of the terrace are bordered by non-original metal 
railing and balustrade. (Fig. 35, Fig. 37, Fig. 42) 

 
Fig. 36.  Courtyard and restaurant take-out counter 

 at front façade of building, March 2021.  

 
Fig. 37.  Stairs leading to upper level terrace at front 

façade, March 2021. 
 
The three upper levels house hotel rooms.  The façade at each of the levels is recessed from the front 
plane and is fronted by full-width overhanging balconies that return at the northeast corner. (Fig. 38)  The 
balcony railings feature solid stuccoed walls and non-original metal grilles. (Fig. 39) The balcony at the top 
level is sheltered by a continuous projecting ledge that returns at the northeast corner. (Fig. 38, Fig. 39)  
A large pier that houses the elevator tower is located at the northern elevation, near the northeastern 
corner of the building. (Fig. 39)   
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Fig. 38.  Full-width walkways at upper levels  

of front facade, March 2021.  

 
Fig. 39.  Overhanging walkways, continuous overhanging 

ledge and stair tower, March 2021. 

The north elevation features continuous walkways (Fig. 40) and stairs at the west end. (Fig. 41)  The 
walkway railings on this elevation feature original breeze block. (Fig. 43)  Original breeze block is also 
featured in the elevator tower. (Fig. 40)  The west and south elevations are not visible. 

 
Fig. 40.  Continuous walkways and stair tower 

 at north elevation, March 2021.  

 
Fig. 41.  Stairs at west end of north elevation,  

March 2021. 
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Fig. 42.  Detail of replacement metal railings at front 

façade, March 2021. 

 
Fig. 43.  Detail of original breeze block at northern 

elevation, March 2021. 
 
 
The MiMo features of the building include overhanging balconies and projecting top ledge, all with 
returns, large masonry pier which houses the elevator, stucco cladding and breeze block.  Although it has 
undergone some of the modifications that are typical for a building of this age, including replacement of 
windows, doors and part of the railings, the building retains many of its original features including 
massing, fenestration pattern at the upper stories, overhanging balconies and breeze block at the side 
elevation.  The mid-1990s terrace addition is compatible with the building and does not detract from its 
historic character.  Generally, the building displays a moderate degree of historic architectural integrity.  
Since it has now surpassed the 50-year age requirement, the building is a candidate for inclusion as a 
contributing building in the Ocean Drive / Collins Avenue Historic District. 
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