
The Dirty Spoon Does Miami 
Published March 2016 
By Jonathan Ammons 

 
 
 
CHAPTER I -- LITTLE HAVANA  
 
Sometimes you just wash up on the shore. There’s no plan, there’s no itinerary, there’s not even 
a goal or stated mission. You just suddenly find yourself there, on white sand beaches, looking 
out at an ocean of teal blue water. It’s a little bleary because of those rum shots at the bar, but 
you can still make out skyscrapers on the horizon. It’s February, but here you are: having 
abandoned the snowdrifts of your home just the day before, now with your toes in the sand and 
a strange sense of being. What is the opposite of a sense of purpose? 
 
Miami is a huge city. Over five and a half million people stacked in high rises, cobbled within 
apartment complexes, or sprawled along the expansive towns on the outskirts of the city and 
islands. In those sprawls, those stretches of densely trafficked streets, you’ll find a very different 
America than anywhere else in the mainland. 
 
Beginning in the 1950’s, Miami started to see a wave of migration. Up until that point, it 
predominantly was a city of Army brats and retirees. In 1950, there were a mere 172,000 
residents. New York City had over 7 million by that same year. But revolutions, and political and 
societal turmoil in the clear blue waters to the south, were beginning to change the cultural and 
physical landscape of Miami, and by 2012, there were more than 1.2 million Cubans living in the 
city. That is to say: a 70% increase since 1960. The current population is over 5 million people 



in 6,000 square miles. Miami eventually earned the nickname “the Magic City” because of its 
Jack and the Beanstalk-like growth. 
 
It’s a place where it has not been uncommon to hear entire city council debates conducted in 
Spanish. Where every Mayor since David Kennedy (‘70 and again in ‘73) had learned Spanish 
as their first language, and all of whom were born outside the US, either in Puerto Rico or Cuba. 
In fact, the city’s current mayor, Tomas Regalado, was born in Cuba and smuggled into the US 
at the age of 14 through Operation Peter Pan: a mass exodus of Cuban children in the early 
1960s in which 14,000 children were brought into the U.S. 
 
Understandably, there is a sense of discontent among the exiles residing in Miami, some of 
whom have seen firsthand the absolute horrors of fascism. The antipathy of a corporate 
structure grown to mammoth proportions, grinding its poorest under the wheel of progress and 
greed. Still, others have seen the opposite side of that spectrum; a communist regime insistent 
on absolute control, and resulting in the starvation of the very people it set out to liberate, 
corrupted by that same greed. Miami is a city of people who have been, or who are inalienably 
connected to someone, caught at some point in the swing of that pendulum hurled between two 
extremes. 
 
** 
 
Early on a Tuesday morning, heading down the hustle of 41, we can tell where we are headed 
based on the line out front. Versailles. A staple of Little Havana, what started as a bakery and 
cafe spread to become a culinary icon of the exiled community. At the front of the building, a 
small outdoor coffee bar, specializing in cafe cubano, serves up piping hot little caffeine bombs 
for the hoards of regulars every sunny morning. 
 
We happen to arrive the night after the Iowa Caucus, a night when Ted Cruz eked past 
frontrunner Donald Trump by just under 3 points. Everyone is talking about it, in Spanish, of 
course. Holding their tiny espresso cups, puffing cigarettes and waving their arms dramatically. 
On the corner, sitting on the curb, an older man holds a copy of Diario Las Americas in one 
hand while stroking his mustache with the other, which also clutches a half-burned cigarette, the 
ash still holding on for life at the end of the tip. “Bah!” he calls out at one point, waving his hand 
in the air and shaking his head, almost tipping over the cafecito between his feet. 
 
NBC morning news is there to ask patrons for their thoughts on the caucus. 
 
“Did you all watch the Iowa Caucus last night?” the reporter asks. “Are you supporting Ted 
Cruz?” 
 
“We’re Bernie Sanders supporters,” says Suzi. 
 
“Oh… so you guys aren’t from Miami, are you?” 



 
That answer seemed self-evident. 
 
Behind the counter, the women in their green polyester suits, the same uniforms worn by staff 
here since 1972, crank out the cafecitos. A couple quick scoops of raw cane sugar into the tiny 
metal espresso pitcher, and then the inky black coffee. The heat from the dark roast hydrolyzes 
the sugar and creates a frothy texture. It’s silky and velvety. There’s a deep bitter flavor before 
finishing in a toasty sweetness. 
 
I have not seen Suzi in four years before this trip. I did not know her all that well beforehand. But 
through the wonders of social media, we have grown to be friends. An artist, designer, and 
craftsperson, she is skilled in almost all visual mediums. She used to live in Asheville, but 
relocated to Orlando to be closer to her family. She’s also a career restaurant staffer, having 
worked both front of house and back of house at a myriad of establishments from the Carolinas 
to Colorado and now Florida. She shares the same belief that I do: food is the quickest route to 
the heart of a culture. 
 
The dining room at Versailles has not changed in over thirty years. Drop-panel ceilings are fixed 
with massive crystal chandeliers. Bare Formica tables are sidled by metal chairs with 
faux-leather backs. The walls, the chairs: everything is the same shade of green, tan, or gold. 
Servers wear forest green uniforms with a tan stripe down their legs. The floor manager wears 
an all black pantsuit, walkie talkie and earpiece. At first we thought she was a security guard, 
the way she stood at the door at attention before waving her hand in the air authoritatively in the 
direction of the table that she, and the voice on the other end of that headset, have decided 
should be the prime place for us to break our fast. 
 
The menu is sprawling. Selections from the bakery or the kitchen. Cuban toast slathered in 
butter. It’s flaky with a thin, brittle crust on the outside, and a pillowy, soft interior. Not unlike a 
baguette in its presentation, but the sharp contrast between the soft interior and the crispy 
exterior is a defining characteristic which can find no substitution. 
 
I am admittedly not a breakfast eater. To me, a good breakfast is a handful of almonds and a 
banana. What can I say? Sometimes the pressing nature of my hippy Asheville background 
sneaks up on me in unexpected ways. 
 
But when faced with a breakfast menu like the one at Versailles, it is impossible not to indulge. 
For me, it is the fried goodies from the bakery. Smashed potatoes stuffed with chili-laden ground 
beef and flash fried empanadas stuffed with chicken, or beef, or pork, or cheese, or a myriad of 
other simple, flavorful ingredients.Croquetas de Pollo, little crispy gooey balls of finely ground 
and creamy chicken. And Cuban tamales, with the sofrito beef drenching the top of the steamed 
corn, rather than being stuffed. 
 



Suzi opts for a proper Cuban steak and eggs. Overeasy eggs next to a massive flat 
breakfast-cut steak the size of her head. There’s also little triangular polenta cakes, and more 
Cuban toast. 
 
At the bakery, old men sit and sip cafecitos, snacking on pastries. There’s a line out the door 
with eager ticket holders awaiting something flaky and sweet. “Cuarenta y tres!” a voice calls 
out, and the corresponding ticket holder steps forward. 
 
Suzi orders a flan to go. Stuffed as we are, we toss it in the car for later. 
We decide to walk around. One block down from the sprawling mecca of Versailles are the 
green fields of Woodlawn Acres Cemetery. From the street, it’s just another pile of graves, a mix 
of Latin and Germanic names carved on intricate stones with distinctly Catholic imagery 
throughout the long yard. But to dig a little deeper is to unearth a history that is a telling picture 
of a Miami so often misunderstood, or damn right forgotten. 
 
Carlos Prio Socarras was once the President of Cuba. In fact, he was the last democratically 
elected President in the country, and the first president to be born in a free Cuba. Known as el 
Presidente Cordial, Carlos Prio’s time in office was hardly a handful of golden years for Cuba. 
But it was considered to be a time of political freedom and, perhaps, the last time that people’s 
voices could be heard through their votes in the country, where one could freely speak their 
mind without the threat of persecution. 
 
But the sordid scars of embezzlement and corruption under his rule eventually led rumors of a 
military coup. With no constitutional basis for resistance, Socarras did nothing, and on March 
10, 1952, after four years in office, Carlos Prio, a member of the Cuban Revolutionary Party 
himself, was overthrown by Fulgencio Batista. It is said that those who live by the sword will 
inevitably die by it. Perhaps Socarras would agree the same goes for those who live by the 
constitution or the law. When the men with the weapons give no regard for the law, its service 
seems to tie its own noose. 
 
Having fled just days before elections were scheduled in March of 1952, he lived until 1977, 
spending those days here in Little Havana. “They say that I was a terrible President of Cuba,” 
he once famously remarked. “That may be true. But I was the best President Cuba ever had.” 
On a sunny 80-degree day in February, there are fresh flowers and tiny cups of Cuban coffee 
left as offerings in front of Carlos Prio Socarras’ six foot concrete headstone here in Woodlawn 
Cemetery. 
 
And just over the crest of the stone, with the red, white, and blue colors of the Cuban flag 
proudly displayed, one can see the mausoleum which holds the ashes of General Gerardo 
Machado, another Cuban President, deposed in 1933. Carlos Prio himself, as a member of the 
CRP, had personally assisted in that deposition. But here they rest forever, less than a hundred 
yards from one another, neither in their home country, both with the same flag to mark their 
grave. 



 
** 
 
“Will you take the pain and live, or will you die and not have the pain?” Mac Klein once asked 
himself, bullet ridden on the side of a hill in France. “You know something, I’ll take the pain and 
live.” And live he has. 
 
Mac’s Club Deuce is an institution in Miami. Just a block from the beach, and tucked behind a 
shady stucco wall with bright pink and green neon signs and blacked out windows, one could be 
forgiven for mistakenly thinking it was a strip club. In fact, much of the interior design was made 
to look like one when it was used as a set in the original Miami Vice television series. To say 
that the place is iconic would be a truly gross understatement say: the joint has been dolling out 
booze for a staggering fifty-one years, and its fearless owner turned 102 years old in 
September. 
 
Mac Klein’s father couldn’t afford to send both little Mac and his brother to school, so from a 
young age the boy worked as a farmer in East Hampton, Connecticut. When World War II hit, he 
was deployed to France. Trapped behind enemy lines on a recon mission, Mac says he saw a 
tank moving in the distance, and before he could take cover, a machine gun bulleted him down. 
After returning to the States, Mac was advised that a warmer climate would be better for his 
health, and in the mid 40’s he moved, like so many GI’s home from the war, to Miami. Rumor 
has it that he still jogs to work in the morning. 
 
The day his daughter was born in 1964, Mac came down to his regular bar, the Club Deuce, to 
celebrate with some friends, but the door was closed. The owner had died that same day. So 
Mac bought the bar to help keep the doors open on what he saw as the every day working 
man’s bar. This wasn’t a place for the tourists: it was a place for the locals, whomever they may 
be. 
 
We go inside, and the Deuce is as dimly lit as ever. The only light radiates from pink and green 
neon reflecting the mirrors. An old man sits in the corner drinking a Budweiser, a cigarette butt 
poking through his fingers. It’s happy hour now (or in this case 6 hours of happy), which means 
that with every beverage, one is given a Club Deuce poker chip. That magical token is good for 
one drink. So a shot and a beer quickly turns into two for me, then four, then six. We start at one 
in the afternoon. It is complete and utter lunacy. 
 
There is a classic photo taken from the exact vantage point where we are sitting. At the time of 
its taking, it was the height of the Vice era in Miami. At this point in the 1980s, the Deuce had 
become known as a haven for cast-offs from South Beach: people who didn’t fit the glamorous 
and flashy scene of Ferraris and Camaros to the South. And so it was that Tara, a member of 
Miami’s thriving transvestite community, gave her money to a man at the Deuce bar. The man 
purportedly held a pet iguana on his shoulder. Tara directed him to take the money, and procure 
some of the beaches’ famous white powder. When the man returned several days later sans 



drugs, as the Miami New Times reports, Tara began to beat the man with his own pet iguana, 
swinging it by the tail and screaming, “Give me my money, I want my money!” 
 
Melissa Burley, the bartender working at the Deuce in the 80’s, reportedly filled in the rest.  
 
“‘Tara, put the iguana down!’ That was the funniest overheard line at the Deuce,” she told the 
Times. 
 
Club Deuce is the kind of bar that opens at 11am, and does not close until 4am. After hearing 
the stories, I begin to understand why some folks just don’t leave until the sun comes up. 
Stumbling back into the real world can be a bit of a shock. With already dilated and inebriated 
pupils, the glare of the sun, the roar of the traffic, the excited voices of passersby all seem to be 
moving at twice their normal speed. 
 
Or is it that I am moving slower? Each pace, every step seemed weightless and aimless, as 
though taken at a lower state of gravity to where you floated momentarily before glancing the 
ground. A few blocks up and it’s out onto the beach where the haze of the rum gives everything 
an otherworldly glare. 
 
It’s too bright to be real, it’s just too pretty. 
 
Teal blue waters ripple white back towards the shore, where massive skyscrapers break up 
through the dunes. Each corner of each floor on every building boasts large wrap-around 
porches, giving the towers a zig-zag look on the horizon. As my feet hit the ocean water, and 
the brackish waves catch my linen cuffs, I can’t help but think: I could really get used to this 
place. 
 
 
CHAPTER II -- LITTLE HAITI 
 
Wide awake at six a.m. From the porch of our treehouse, you can watch the sunrise and see the 
entire farm crawl back to life. A rooster has been hoarsely and incessantly crowing  since 4:30 
this morning. Chickens peck for feed and fluff their feathers at one another while turkeys, 
perched atop the roofs of their pens, ring out a call that sounds like tearing paper. 
 
The goats stand huddled together, staring vacantly into the distance. 
 
Do goats sleep standing up? Because about now it looks as though they do. 
The hogs are already nose-deep in slop, and an emu peeks through the slats of the wooden 
fence at me, his head bobbing too and fro in curiosity. The cats, of which we’d already noticed a 
handful, are also being fed. I hadn’t realized how many there were until they are all here at 
once, perched on every railing and bench on the farm’s campus, devouring breakfast. 
Everything, literally everything here, is moving. 



 
Earth ‘N Us Farm feels worlds away from the hustle and bustle of the city outside its walls. Just 
off 79th street and a stone’s throw away from the bustle of North Miami Avenue, the farm has 
become a fixture in the community of Little Haiti. Since 1978 Ray Chasser has been developing 
an urban permaculture farm in the heart of what was once considered a very rough 
neighborhood, and where he and his delightful wife Leslie were kind enough to rent us a room in 
their three-story tree house. 
 
According to a 2005 study by the Brookings Institute, there are over 95,000 Haitians living in 
Miami. Over a third of them earn under $18,000 per year. But there’s good reason for the stark 
line of poverty among Haitians as compared to the Cuban neighborhoods. 
 
In the 1950’s, Francois “Papa Doc” Duvalier rose to power as the nation’s democratically 
elected President-turned-maniacal-dictator. When you think stereotypical “crazy dictator,” Papa 
Doc pretty much wrote the book. After enduring partial brain damage during a heart attack, 
Duvalier, who had been elected as a hero after working tirelessly in the medical field to help 
eradicate several major epidemics of contagious diseases, began to become increasingly 
paranoid and neurotic. Reviving centuries old Voodoo traditions, he declared himself the 
embodiment of the Haitian spirit Loa, and even began dressing the part. He wore dark glasses 
to shield his eyes and yelled in a high-pitched, almost cartoonish voice to imitate the deity. 
Through the organization of his secret police, the Tonton Macoute, Papa Doc murdered 
upwards of 60,000 Haitians and drove thousands more into exile. 
 
In the beginning, in the 50’s and 60’s, many of those in flight were affluent, and turned their 
wings towards New York. But in the 80’s, at the height of the Duvalier Family’s terror (his son 
succeeded him in 1971), the nation’s poorest began to flee, spilling off the island like ants from 
a trampled nest. The “Haitian Boat People,” as the papers soon termed them, came in with the 
waves off the coast of Florida. Thousands of families crammed into tiny boats, with far too many 
sinking while attempting to cross the rough waters. In fact, according to the 2012 US Census, 
514,000 Haitians have made their way to the United States since 1980 alone. 
Where do they all go? 
 
Most of them come here, to a neighborhood between the Florida East Coast Railways and 
Interstate 95, a neighborhood once known as Lemon City. 
 
In 1972, the first boat of Haitian Refugees would land in Miami. That was just one year before 
Viter Juste — a once prominent businessman in Haiti, forced into exile in the 50’s — would 
leave New York for the warmer climates of Lemon City. It was Juste who saw the natural 
assemblage of Haitians in the neighborhood and began working to organize the area. One day, 
the headline of an editorial penned by Juste that coined the term: “Little Haiti.” 
His cultural revolution in Miami began with a record store. “Les Cousins” began as a way to get 
Haitian music to those a little homesick for the sounds they remembered from just across the 
pond. 



 
From there, it expanded to a bookstore stocking French and Creole language authors. From 
there, he generated Miami’s first French language newspaper, a $0.25, 12-page weekly rag, 
and taught English classes in the evenings, helping immigrant families adjust to the new culture. 
Through his connections with the Catholic Church, Juste and his fellow Little Haitians helped to 
build a home for thousands of refugees tossed to the sea by a maniacal dictator and his 
appointed ruling son. 
 
It is important to point out that the days of mass immigration from Haiti directly overlapped with 
much of the waves of refugees leaving Cuba, but these two groups were treated drastically 
differently. 
 
When the mass immigration of the Mariel began in April of 1980, it was almost possible to get 
those crowded boats confused with those filled with the Haitian Boat People of that same year. 
125,000 Cubans and 80,000 Haitians braved that risky passage. In direct response to the 
waves of immigration, President Jimmy Carter created the Cuban/Haitian entrant (status 
pending) category of classification, allowing refugees to quickly and safely situate themselves 
into the States and work out all the kinks later. 
 
In 1981, however, President Reagan decided to take a different approach. He ordered the 
Coast Guard to return any Haitian boat seized in the waters between the Island nation and 
Florida. Only twenty-eight of 25,000 Haitian applications for asylum were granted during his 
administration compared to 10,000 Cuban application approvals. The situation become 
increasingly worse over the following administrations. 
 
In 1992, over 10,000 Haitians attempted another mass migration, all turned away by President 
Bill Clinton. Through his presidency, George W. Bush managed the relocation of an additional 
37,000 Haitian migrants that followed over the years to the US maintained prison at 
Guantanamo Bay. Despite the death tolls, Bush insisted that there was “no record of human 
rights abuse” in Haiti, and that the US could therefore not accept migrants from the nation. 
From the plain metal chairs and white tile floors of Chez le Bebe on on NE 54th St, you see a 
glimpse of this other side of Miami. A slightly inebriated door man in a ripped hoodie sweatshirt 
and cut-off gloves dramatically gestures us into the sparse eatery, mumbling something in 
Creole. It looks as though everyone arrived here by themselves. Most are waiting for carryout, 
and after being quietly and ominously observed by everyone in the joint, Suzi decides to do the 
same. 
 
There’s no music, only the sound of a TV droning around the corner. It’s early, but it is still dark. 
Outside, a police cruiser slowly crawls by with his spotlight combing through the recesses and 
alleyways. Inside, there’s a line formed in front of the counter. It’s a simple, humble space, with 
a menu hung on the wall, mostly consisting of a meat, rice and beans, plantains and a salad. 
 



Opened in 1984, Chez le Bebe has become a staple of Haitian Cuisine in the neighborhood. 
Chef Delia Jean has been behind the grill for decades slinging good, cheap food. Griot is the 
staple around here: scotch bonnet fried chunks of pork with the bone still in, allowing that 
marrow to stew with the meat. There’s a spicy slaw and a red sauce that packs a punch on the 
side. Judging from the cheap prices, we order a lot. Fried turkey and griot with sides. When our 
order comes, we are shocked to find massive boxes packed to the gills, pounds and pounds of 
food for under $20. 
 
As we get up to leave, a young man in a white sweater beckons me to his table. 
“I am a mystic!” he exclaims in a thick accent. “Let me show you!” 
 
I look at Suzi, who is standing outside being heckled by the doorman. I move toward her. 
Another man stands on the corner and watches both of us from a distance. It is clear that it is 
we who are out of place here, the strangers in a land that may as well be another country. 
“I open the door for you, now grease me,” mumbles the doorman. I pull a crinkled dollar from my 
pocket and stuff it in his palm. “You’re a good man,” he slurs before drifting back into a blend of 
French and Creole. On the short walk back to the car, another police car passes, its spotlight 
drifting across the sidewalks. 
 
While I was warned by multiple locals before my trip that Little Haiti was a rough area, it is 
important to point out that the neighborhood, while still holding one of the highest crime rates in 
Miami, is drastically changing. And while some of that change is coming from gentrification, 
much of it is coming from within. Neighbors and long-time residents continuously improve on a 
community of great pride, and much history. You see it in the beautiful murals on the stores, by 
the kind people on every corner, and by the remarkably kept nature of each borough and 
neighborhood. 
 
Back at the farm, we sit down in the outdoor kitchen hut. We open the boxes of food. The griot 
and turkey are unbelievably flavorful and tender, with little crispy hints of char around the 
corners. The beans and rice are generously seasoned, and the plantains lend a sweet repose 
from the onslaught of savory fats. 
 
A white cat riddled with mange spots us and decides to join us for our feast, ostentatiously 
poking its nose directly into our dinner. Suzi deftly adopts a protective stance, wrapping an arm 
around a box to elbow out the prying feline, and it becomes a constant act of nudging its 
whiskers out of the box, taking a bite, and boxing out the feline again. Relentless. Absolutely 
relentless. 
 
Eventually we start leaving tiny pieces of pork at the edge of the counter to lure it away, but that 
only proves to strengthen the little bastard’s resolve. This goes on for the entirety of dinner. “I 
hope this cat doesn’t die from pork intake!” I say. “I’m pretty sure these people are vegan.” 
 



It’s only 8pm, but the farm is silent. The chickens already asleep in their coop, the pigs all 
cuddled together, alternating nose to tail. One of them is even snoring, his fat jowls flapping with 
each huff and puff. 
 
When Ray purchased this land to build his farm in 1978, he paid $35,000 for a quarter-acre 
portion. He pieced it together buying another quarter-acre each year until 1986 when he’d 
successfully acquired two acres and half of a city block. “It was the gumbo limbos here that sold 
me,” he once told the Biscayne Times. At night, in the breeze, you can hear their leaves rustle in 
the arms of the massive branches that canopy above the farm. 
 
During the day, Earth ‘n Us is open to the public. They often host field trips, drum circles, and 
potluck dinners. They’ve held fire walks and concerts, and they teach school children about the 
wonders of medicinal herbs and how to identify them. Often in urban environments it becomes 
crucial to connect children back to the roots of where their food originates. When you’re 
surrounded by enough concrete and cinder blocks, fruit begins to seem like something that 
comes out of a refrigerator, not the branches of a tree, and meat can start to seem like it was 
always encased in plastic wrap. To see the little piggies, to pet the goats: it lends a little 
perspective on where that griot actually came from. 
 
After dinner, back in our cozy tree house, Suzi and I are finishing off a bottle of wine when I 
decide to put on a Talking Heads song, the noodling synth line of which has been running 
through my head since I landed in Florida. 
 
Home is where I want to be, Pick me up and turn me around. I feel numb, I burn with a weak 
heart, I Guess I must be having fun. 
 
Spend enough time on the road and you develop a strange sense of homesickness that breeds 
in you even when you are sitting on your own front porch. A longing for places you’ve not seen 
in years, or perhaps only briefly encountered. As Suzi drifts off to sleep and I slip out onto the 
porch to sit in a light breeze rustling through the palms, the lyrics still reverberate in my head. 
 
Home, is where I want to be but I guess I’m already there. I come home, she lifted up her wings, 
I guess that this must be the place. I can’t tell one from the other, did I find you, or you find me? 
There was a time before we were born. If someone asks, this is where I’ll be. 
There are places that immediately feel right, corners that just simply fit. And there, with the salt 
breeze in the air, the vague scent of chicken shit, the shanty shacks, tree houses, and cabins 
glowing in the lamp light, it feels like home. I can hear Suzi breathing inside, I can hear pigs 
snoring, crickets, and the distant lull of traffic, and I think to myself, this must be the place. 
 
 
CHAPTER III -- LEMON CITY 
 



Blocks and blocks of vibrant pinks, blues, yellows, and greens flash by the car windows like a 
turning kaleidoscope. In both expanse and density, it’s breathtaking. The Wynwood 
neighborhood of Miami is like some grand experiment in the intentional development of an arts 
district. Endless stretches of murals and graffiti pop out like landmarks to signal where you are 
on NW 23rd, NW 24th St. and the main road of NW 36th St. as well as every alley and avenue 
in between. They’re tall, long, intricate works: everything from freehand to wheat pastes. Most of 
it maintains a Latino—and, in some cases, Catholic–influence, but there’s also a distinctive 
litheness to much of the work.  
 
Muralists such as Trek 6 leave buildings posing as giant boom boxes, sometimes taking up 
entire cinderblock structures. The intoxicatingly dreamy works of Kazilla, Yok and Shero’s 
terrifying and delightful creatures with dozens of eyes floating in blood red rivers, Chor Boogie’s 
mosaic-meets-fresco mash-ups, and Eoin’s tribal scripting scrawled across endless blocks. The 
neighborhood art is alive, and seems to move and shake around you on this average 
Wednesday night.  
 
Wynwood was first established by two major land owners in the early 1900’s, one of whom was 
Josiah Chaille, a City Councilman who was actually the guy responsible for developing the 
numerical naming system used for the roads in Miami. But by the end of World War II, the 
downtown City of Miami was starting to pick up steam, and Wynwood sucked up like a dry vein 
while the masses flocked to high rise towers and promising city lights to the south.  
 
As rent prices fell, a mass of Puerto Rican immigrants found their way into the neighborhood 
and by the 50’s, Wynwood had developed the name “Little San Juan” nearly a decade before 
the Orange Bowl transformed into Little Havana. That demarcation would represent the first 
major Latin American community in Miami, and Wynwood would become the icon on which the 
Cuban district, and Little Haiti would model themselves. Names shifted: Wynwood Park was 
renamed Roberto Clemente Park, and the schools were changed to reflect the new Puerto 
Rican culture that filled the halls.  
 
During the sixties and seventies, the area became famous as a clothing manufacturing district, 
building tall, windowless factories for high fashion brands. But by the 80’s, much of the 
manufacturing industry had moved overseas for cheaper labor. At one point there were over 
225 retailers in the area garnering over $64 million a year. But as the factories moved out, so 
did the jobs.  
 
That outflow of workers left empty homes and vacant businesses. Combined with a reputation 
for drug trafficking and high crime, by the end of the 80’s Little San Juan had become more 
known for its abandoned buildings than the thriving industry that built it.  
Then, in 1987, the old Flowers Bakery warehouse was purchased. It reopened as a 2-acre 
artists’ compound called the Bakehouse.  
 
** 



 
Off 25th Suzi spots a courtyard with four-story former manufacturing buildings entirely covered 
in paintings. The Wynwood Walls. We are lucky enough to have ignorantly stumbled upon them. 
It’s dark, so the massive streetlights illuminate what turns out to be an entire city block of the 
town, outdoors, with floor to ceiling murals on massive brick and cinder block.  
Miss Van’s delicate and sensual “Poupes” stretches the length of one building: masked figures, 
flowing furs and bare breasts, with animal horns and vibrant colors of hair. Hailing from France, 
Miss Van is one of dozens of artists flown in from around the world to take a wall and fill it with 
something beautiful.  
 
The brainchild of real estate mogul Tony Goldman, the Wynwood Walls were a vision of 
preservation for the City’s warehouse district, utilizing the large windowless walls to showcase 
artists from around the world. Goldman is also known for doing this same kind of thing in SoHo 
in New York, and Philadelphia’s 13th street, preserving what is there, and turning it into a 
showcase for artists. Wynood Walls began in 2009. In 2012, Goldman passed away, managing 
to get a mere glimpse of his dream for Miami. And to see it yourself is breathtaking. I almost 
choke up watching a family marvel at the works, their child dwarfed standing at the foot of a 
massive mural, his eyes glistening with wonder as his mother snapps a photo on her iPhone in 
the waning light. 
 
On the long wall at the entrance, Swoon’s epic wheat-paste collage of a woman feeding her 
child becomes more nuanced with each step closer to it. Within each character of this large 
scale piece are smaller characters, windows into smaller scenes. I study the pensive side 
portrait of an older, bearded man: inside of him are scrawlings and sketches of his younger self, 
helping a friend, sitting posed with a family. Strange creatures peer out from the cracks, and 
smiling faces peak from the corners with curiosity.  
 
DALeast, a Chinese artist based in South Africa, contributes a piece covering a large garage 
door in a yellow backdrop with two wolf-like creatures—they unravel before our eyes, settling 
into what looks like spindles of metal and shrapnel uncoiling towards one another. Nearby, 
DALeast’s wife, South Africa’s Faith 47, leaves her mark with an equally beautiful and harrowing 
portrait of a tiger in hunt. Meticulously hand painted shadows reveal the creature with its head 
bowed, mouth pursed, and eyes keenly focused ahead. Long drips of paint trail all the way to 
the floor in sharp contrasts of grey scale, and in the dim and spot-focused light, it appears to be 
stalking through the rain upon its prey.  
 
At one end of the block sits Wynwood Kitchen & Bar, where one can rest in the patio. The art is 
equally opulent inside, with a floor to ceiling Shepard Fairey mural behind the bar, a red and 
black elephant, his famous dove, and a pattern of his Obey posters.  
 
“Let’s just eat here!” Suzi suggests, and I agree. It wasn’t on our master list, but so far she’s 
been a far better predictor of enticing entertainment than I have.  
 



Opened in 2010, Wynwood Kitchen & Bar cranks out Latin-inspired tapas to a sprawling dining 
room and even more massive patio full of hungry art-seekers. Chef Miguel Aguilar — not to be 
confused with the Brooklyn chef of the same name featured on the series Chopped — moved to 
Wynwood K&B from Philadelphia, where he’d cooked for Doug Rodriguez’ Alma de Cuba before 
helping to open Stephen Starr’s El Rey.  
 
The menu is large and sprawling and I leave the ordering to Suzi as I’m feeling a little more low 
key than usual. This proves to be a wise decision. She starts us off with the Ropa Vieja 
Empanadas; 3 crispy flour tortillas stuffed with marinated chicken and dipped into a cilantro 
crema. Next comes the Caldo Gallego, a traditional Galician soup of white beans, chorizo, 
collard greens, parsley and tomatoes, served in a rich stock. It’s deep and flavorful, and the 
collards and white beans play really well together. Following are pan seared scallops with those 
same delicious crispy triangular polenta cakes that we saw during breakfast at Versailles. And 
lastly arrives the seared duck breast with carrots, peanuts, cilantro, and a citrus-infused soy 
sauce. 
 
We see a lot of repetitive themes throughout the menus in Miami, all of them brimming with 
Latin and Spanish impact. Hints of a familiar seasoning that somehow transcend their influence. 
Yes, these dishes may have landed here from ancient Spain, the Cuban revolution, and Haitian 
or Puerto Rican tradition, but those same influences, like the chefs who created them are in a 
very different place now. They are in a thriving metropolis of five million people. There is a 
distinct implication that although these dishes and the people that make them may be from 
somewhere else, they are all very much at home here in Miami.  
 
It is important to point out that, according to The New Tropic, after Goldman’s investments, “the 
area blossomed practically overnight, with rents tripling to $60 per square foot in less than three 
years.” 
 
This made it nearly impossible for most of the local artists to afford gallery or studio space in the 
very neighborhood they helped to build.  
So where does a struggling artist go when their home turf pushes them out?  
 
** 
 
In 2013 Camila Alvarez and Natalie Edgar released Right to Wynwood. This beautifully 
produced, short documentary that began as a student project about the gentrification of the 
neighborhood over a very short decade. It is a pointed blade aimed at the developers in the 
area. A particularly startling set of interviews frame David Lombardi, one of Miami’s most prolific 
developers, at his office, perched at his desk, in front of a mural of a cigarette boat hurtling 
through blue waters.  
 
“I like to say that I took chicken shit and made chicken salad,” says David Lombardi on camera. 
“I had a building on 29th street, and there were drug dealers, there were prostitutes… I bought it 

https://vimeo.com/110682099


because it was part of an assemblage of what I needed to buy. And I decided, I’m going to tear 
this building down, because it was cheaper to have it as a lot than it was to continue the way I 
was going. I walked in the building one day and told the tenants, I’m tearing this building down 
and you’re all going to have to get out. And they said ‘Fuck you! You’re not tearing this building 
down, you’re full of shit!’ They were all stoned. And the next day, I delivered a backhoe in front 
of the building… I parked it there as an omen for them… and the morning I got the permit, I had 
the neighborhood policemen come and knock on every door and tell them that they had one 
hour to get out. And they all stood on the sidewalk with their belongings in their suitcases 
looking like ‘He did it.”  
 
David laughs to the camera. “And I went by and of course I gloated and wished them all well on 
their future endeavors.”  
 
Three years later, the lot still stands empty, a large fence surrounds the trash laden property.  
After Right to Wynwood was released, David was furious. “I really try not to let the criticism 
affect me,” Lombardi later told WLRN. “The people who have been long-term residents here 
who chose to move on, whether it was because they got a large amount of money for their 
longtime family house, that’s their decision to do so. If others got forced out of rentals because 
the developer bought it and tore down the building, when he buys the building he can do as he 
wishes. So, you know, I think it’s just the course of doing business, there’s nothing new to it. 
…This has become my life’s work, this neighborhood of Wynwood, so you know, when a film 
like the one you mentioned came out, it was like a personal attack to me. It’s insulting.” 
 
Gentrification is a normal thing. But “gentrification in Wynwood was developer-led, rather than 
being artist-led,” Alvarez told me. “It was more aggressive and faster because the developers 
brought a business plan and used art/artists as a marketing tool. Artists didn’t really live there 
before the developers conquered the area. Only a few art-related places were there, like the 
Bakehouse Art Complex and a few galleries owned by wealthy people, but gentrification was not 
an organic process.” 
 
When Goldman began his process, he noticed that small pocket of artist collectives and decided 
to capitalize on it, commissioning artists from outside the city, and establishing the Wynwood 
Arts District Association to transform the neighborhood into an intentionally developed arts 
center rather than the slowly evolved districts of Chelsea or LA.  
 
As rents continue to rise, it becomes more and more impossible for artists to open studios, or 
generations of families to stay in their rented homes. It shouldn’t be surprising that the tagline 
for the Wynwood Walls is “Here comes the neighborhood,” as though there wasn’t a nearly 
hundred year old neighborhood there before Shepard Fairy wet his roller for his first wheat 
paste.  
 
“Goldman is a professional neighborhood gentrifier. He makes an art of knowing how to buy in 
bulk properties in neighborhoods that have all the potential to become the latest hip cultural 



zone of the City. He did it in New York, in Philadelphia and he did it in South Beach,” Marcos 
Feldman, an Urban Sociologist at FIU, told Alvarez and Edgar. “If the artists get priced out in the 
areas where the gentrification is actually artist led, just imagine what happens when it’s not artist 
led.” 
 
The Miami Herald recently announced a ridiculous new planned development on the main drag 
through the district. The massive 9 million square foot proposal looks more like an outdoor 
shopping mall or set from the Capitol in the Hunger Games than a viable cityscape, and is a 
stark contrast from the gritty urban edge that makes Wynwood iconic. 
 
** 
 
At the border between Little Haiti and Wynwood, you’ll find the Design District, where massive 
ads for designer labels reach up to the heights of the towers of fashion, art galleries, and high 
end apartments. Here, restaurants like Michael’s Genuine are catering to a newer, more 
polished north end of Miami.  
 
Opened in 2007 by James Beard winning chef Michael Schwartz, Michael’s Genuine boasts a 
wood fired oven and an array of small plate offerings from a mostly Italian inspired menu. 
Ingredients are staunchly and aggressively farm-to-table, and seem to come mostly from 
regional growers. The luxurious 110-seat dining room is matched by an equally sprawling patio, 
tucked in the alley between a designer store and an art gallery. But stuffed to the gills as we are, 
we settle for a carafe of wine and a seat at the bar to people watch and listen to the crack of the 
oyster shells as the shucker prepares his raw bar.  
 
It’s pretty here. It’s glossy. Outside there’s an installation by Paula Crown called Transposition: 
Over Many Miles, where large, glowing fabrics pop up from the concrete like icebergs. In the 
midst of it all, it could be easy to forget that this is the second step of gentrification. The slow 
creep of the Wynwood allure into the corners of Little Haiti.  
 
I am sure there are those that are a little less than enthused watching the slow, ivy-like creep of 
the arts district into their backyards. But there is almost a built in resistance for Little Haiti. “It is 
very different in Wynwood,” Alvarez told me, “Wynwood didn’t really have a solid community like 
Little Haiti, or Little Havana do. It used to be a Puerto Rican neighborhood back in the day, but 
then it became more mixed and fragmented. This lack of identity was one of the causes why 
they were never politically active or organized, and why they never fought gentrification. When 
the developers called meetings to change the zoning, or anything similar, nobody would show 
up, because nobody knew, they were not active. So it was a lot easier for developers to 
fabricate their commercial playground.” 
 
That sandbag seems to be holding the waters at bay for now, but it’s only a matter of time 
before they start to rise. And that can be concerning for the Haitian community, particularly folks 

http://www.miamiherald.com/real-estate/article44308506.html


like Serge Toussaint, a man regarded by those long term residents of Little Haiti as the artist in 
the community.  
 
With hundreds of iconic murals covering the neighborhood, Toussaint has been covering walls 
in colorful art since 1994, and has been a vital force in developing the truly other worldly feel of 
the neighborhood. What began as a favor to his uncle, painting his sign in mural form, became a 
full time job for the Haitian native when he was asked by neighbors to develop signage for their 
stores. 
 
Though he may be most famous for his mural of the Miami Heat, his depictions of “The Haitian 
Heroes” on 54th St., a hand painted map of Haiti in Little Haiti Park, and the unmistakable 
Piman Bouk Bakery signage are just a handful of the hundreds of works he’s crafted over the 
years, part advertisement, part work of art: always depicting the story of the shop or restaurant, 
it’s owners and their heritage. 
 
“Wynwood artists creeping into Little Haiti should respect the neighborhood’s artistic identity. I 
don’t have any problem with all the artists,” Toussaint told WLRN, standing in front of his two 
story masterpiece of the founding revolutionaries of Haiti’s Independence. “But if you come into 
my community… you have to mingle your artwork with something that’s related to Haitians.” 
 
“A lot of good artists started moving to Little Haiti when they realized the scheme behind 
Wynwood,” explains Alvarez. “Many others were priced out and ended up over there as well. I 
think that it is a more organic migration. Artists are the first wave of gentrification. They move to 
places looking for cheap rent, for big, cheap spaces where they can work, and Little Haiti is a 
good place for that, since it’s still close to the downtown/midtown area, but it’s considerably 
cheaper.” 
 
There’s an abundance of color in Miami. No matter what neighborhood you find find yourself 
wandering through, you are sure to be engulfed in endless seas of red, white, and blue. Flags, 
streamers, the graffiti of buildings, all of it displaying some strange homogeneity. In fact, from 
the window of a passing car, it becomes hard to tell whether the colors are there to represent 
the United States, Haiti, or Cuba, but I believe that in reality, they are there to represent all 
three. In a city of so much endless diversity, where foods, cocktails, languages, clothes, and 
skin colors seem to rub off on one another at the faintest of crossings, it is also apparent that 
those integrations are often less willful than they are necessary. No matter how old or strong 
your sense of place may be in your neighborhood, if someone with more money takes an 
interest, how much longer will it be your neighborhood? 
 
 
CHAPTER IV -- MIAMI BEACH 
 
The server is looking at me with disdain. 
 



“I’ll definitely start with a Mojito. Can you believe I’ve been in Miami all this time and not had a 
Mojito? I usually never drink them, but what the hell, when in Rome, right? And what did you 
want, Suzi? You wanted a glass of the red, right? And can I also get a Campari and soda? I 
forget you can order multiple drinks at a time in Florida, it’s not like the control states in the Bible 
Belt… and I’m sure we’ll order a lot more when you get back with those cocktails! Thank you!” 
 
Back at Versailles and I am talking at Mach 5, as though my mouth has broken the sound 
barrier and is moving faster than the speed of my brain. Surely I am slurring. I’m not used to this 
strange and magical combination of uppers and depressants. Too many little cups of those 
velvety black caffeine bombs mixed with too many rums, tequilas, and gins. Too many rounds at 
Mac’s again–those heavy hands sneak up on you–before stumbling across the street for an 
overpriced cafecito. 
 
It is with great urgency that I must warn you of the price discrepancy in Cuban coffee. In Little 
Havana you will never pay more than $0.75 for a mini-mug full of espresso. But as soon as you 
cross the bridge over that gorgeous blue water, with Gantry Cranes towering as high as the 
skyscrapers, after you wade through the traffic, wrestle for over-priced parking and finally find 
your way to a Cuban-owned bodega with an espresso machine, you pay upwards of $2 for a 
tiny plastic thimble full of sugar and coffee. 
 
But then again, everything in South Beach seems to be a racket of some sort. 
 
By the time the drinks arrive, I’m still roaring. “Do you know what you want? I still can’t decide, 
you go ahead.” 
 
“I’ll just have a tamale. Suddenly I’m not all that hungry.” Suzi whispers. She’s as ripped as I am 
by now and harboring it in a very different way. While I am leaning over and interrupting the 
dinner of strangers, drawing the ire of every server in the room, she is shyly and quietly huddled 
in her chair, almost disappearing into it, and staring into her glass of wine. I feel bad because 
she was so excited about the Mahi Mahi, the snapper, the shrimp, and I fear I may have pushed 
her over the edge starting us out with pre-beach, pre-lunch shots and beers at Macs. 
 
“That’s all you want? Okay, you’re welcome to have some of mine, because I’m pretty sure I’m 
going to order everything I can’t make my mind up between.” The server begins brushing his 
thick black mustache with his pen and looking at me over the rim of his glasses with the tattered 
veneer of tolerance. 
 
I continue, “Can I get a side of fufu, and let’s get this Criolo Sampler to start with, and maybe 
some of this white bean soup, and let’s try that Imperial Rice, I’ve always heard about Imperial 
Rice and never had it! Oh, and how’s this Andalusian Pigs Feet? Do you think that would be too 
much?” 
 



He slowly shakes his head to indicate that I have made some kind of error and it occurs to me 
that he might just be sizing up our table and realizing I’ve already ordered more than can 
possibly fit on the small two-seater. This has been a habit of mine. At Chez les Bebe I ordered 
enough to feed us for the entire trip. Thank God they put us back here in the far corner of the 
sprawling restaurant. 
 
“Okay… I don’t need the Pigs Feet… let’s just stick with everything else.” 
 
He reads the order back slowly, the way a judge might read a list of charges. 
 
“I’m not paying for all that!” Suzi says defensively. By now her arms are crossed and she looks 
mad. “We leave tomorrow! What the hell are we going to do with all that food?” 
 
“You got the last meal, I’m paying for this one! We can leave it for our hosts!” I suggest, knowing 
that I am losing this battle. 
 
“They’re vegan!” 
 
“Look.” I use my most conciliatory and diplomatic tone, but I’m afraid that like most times I open 
my mouth when I’m not getting my way, it will sound condescending. “I have never had the 
chance to try any of these dishes, and while I wish we had a table of four friends to split this all 
with, we don’t. So I’m just going to order it all and hope for the best.” 
She glares at me. 
 
“That will be all! Thank you!” I say to the waiter with a massive fake smile. Incredulous, he 
evaporates into the fray. 
 
It’s been a really, really, really long day. 
 
I have always prided myself on being able to sleep through anything, and almost anywhere. But 
roosters sound really angry in the morning, and turkeys sound like something out of a horror 
movie when their rasp wakes you from a deep rem cycle. So I have been wide awake since six 
AM, and for the majority of the trip I’ve averaged about four hours of sleep. I’m pretty sure Suzi 
could sleep through a car bomb in the driveway. 
 

THE CITY IN MIDLIFE CRISIS 

We began the day with a foray into Miami Beach. Perhaps the last place in Miami I really 
wanted to see. 
 



When I think “Miami Beach,” all I can picture is a blinking neon sign boasting: The City of the 
Midlife Crisis. Yellow Ferrari convertibles, guys walking around in $100 t-shirts, girls in six-inch 
heels and fake breasts. Hair gel. Shitloads of hair gel. In other words: not my kind of scene. 
The settlement of the island began in the late 1800’s as a massive avocado farm with canals 
dug to help transport the harvest. Ironically, when John C. Collins’ crop venture failed, he 
became a developer instead of a farmer. By the nineteen-teens, Collins began a behemoth 
project, the construction of the Collins Bridge: an insane two and a half-mile wooden bridge that 
would cross the Biscayne Bay, the largest of its day. But when Collins ran out of money, his 
fellow developer, Carl Fisher, stepped in and funded the completion of the project. The bridge 
was later replaced by what is now the Venetian Causeway, a strange series of bridges that pass 
through picturesque man-made residential islands. 
 
Carl Fisher had himself been building like mad on the island, erecting hotels such as the 
Flamingo to attract wealthy winter vacationers fleeing the chilly winds of New York City. And 
who in their right minds in 1925 wouldn’t want to travel to an exotic new island to see one of 
America’s first Speedboat Regattas? Or be served cocktails at your fancy hotels by curvy 
bathing-suit-clad roller skating waitresses? But who could have predicted the devastating 
hurricane that would wipe entire swaths of the island clean of any standing buildings, killing 
more than 300, and doing more than 100 billion modern-day dollars worth of damage? Neatly 
timed too, with just enough space before the Great Depression to rebuild the island as the 
metropolis of lore. 
 
By the 30’s, the hotels had been scaled back to smaller spaces to accommodate the lesser 
influx of tourists due to the financial crisis. Architects like Henry Hohauser and Murray Dixon left 
their marks on the island with simple, elegant and progressive art deco structures that looked 
unlike any other place in the country. 
 
On our way to the beach, we stopped for lunch at a spot a friend had given me a tip about. Bella 
Cuba is a tourist minded sampling of Cuban cuisine. 
 
Surprisingly moderately priced considering its location, the food was… meh. Nothing popped, 
nothing sang. Still craving a real Cuban sandwich since I’d landed in Miami, I was really looking 
forward to it. Perhaps all that expectation left me feeling deflated when I finally sat down to a 
thin, slightly stale, and mostly flavorless offering. Suzi went with a tamale and a side of yucca 
fries. She totally out-ordered me, and by now I was starting to think that Suzi might be a little 
better at this travel-eating thing than me. 
 
Even stranger was the beer. Hatuey was a “Cuban Style Beer” as it said on the label, where it 
also tells you that it is made in Greenville, South Carolina. It is manufactured by Bacardi and for 
some reason has sulfites added, which seems a tad unnecessary for a pale ale. 
 
After lunch, it was time for a stroll through the Miami Beach Botanical Gardens, designed by the 
aptly named Raymond Jungles. Suzi is a plant person. Her entire house is surrounded by 



massive exotic plants that seem to be bursting with life. I am not a plant person. My best friend 
still gives me shit for killing the Christmas cactus she bought me for my birthday in under a year. 
I admittedly know little to nothing about plants, particularly the ones I cannot eat. 
 
You can’t help but marvel at what you get to see in a botanical garden in a tropical climate. 
Massive blooms from alien looking flowers that stick out like tongues from sharp leaves. 
Sweeping contrasts of outlandish colors, dark greens and neon pinks and yellows, deep blues 
and purples. Foreign palm trees with armor-like bark and long tails that sway in the breeze. 
Towering ficus trees that drape Spanish moss the way a woman might a long scarf. And strange 
figs that bear their fruit from the trunk rather than the branches. 
 
We stopped to feed the fish before finally heading back to Mac’s Club Deuce for a pre-beach 
round of cocktails and to get our poker chips for a free round when we are done roasting under 
the hot Miami sun. But by the time we got to the beach, it was chilly and breezy, and we just 
decided to go back to the bar. 
 
Mac’s was different the second time around. 
 
Earlier it had been deserted and silent, with not much of an early afternoon crowd, only the 
buzzing of the neon. But our second time in, it was dusted with regulars. Older gentlemen in 
pearl button shirts and dress pants. The sweeping strings of Cachao’s “Rhapsody in Blue” 
washed through the speakers of the jukebox, giving the scene a throwback, and almost 
Tarantino-esque feel. Because of the camel hump shaped bar, guests are forced to face each 
other and thus converse. It’s a quaint place. It’s a friendly place. It is a happy place. 
 
After Mac’s, we went to find caffeine. On the street a man stopped to bum a cigarette from Suzi 
where she was sitting on the stoop smoking, and I could tell from the first words out of his mouth 
that he was exactly what I dreaded running into. The post-midlife-crisis douchebag. The kind 
you imagine has left a family at some point in a flaming red Porsche, his bald patch glistening in 
the sunshine as he drives off with some girl half his age, only to max out his credit cards and 
wind up relegated to rooming with a friend at 49, in debt up to his eyeballs and still dressing like 
he’s 23, an Italian in a flat billed cap and cargo shorts. 
 
“Yeah, I’m in the entertainment business,” he told us. “I take people to clubs and show them a 
good time and they pay me for it.” I have no way of verifying if this is true, but I cannot imagine 
anyone paying good money to hang out with this emaciated, mop-headed jersey boy. But then 
again, it is Miami. 
 
If you do find yourself in Miami Beach in search of something other than dance clubs slinging 
high priced bottle service, if you want to avoid Kardashian-like drivel while still absorbing the 
culture and the spirit of the neighborhood, or if you simply forgot your eight-inch hooker-heels, 
look no further than the Broken Shaker. 
 



Pass through the beautifully antiquated lobby of the once opulent Indian Creek Hotel — now the 
hipster hostel Freehand — head towards the pool and bear left. There, behind the wide 
roll-away doors is a cocktail lover’s haven. What began as a pop-up bar earned its permanent 
location in 2012, and what resulted was something that even the James Beard awards 
recognized as a bar not to miss. 
 
Elad Zvi, and Gabriel Orta opened the Broken Shaker in the hopes of creating something 
approachable in Miami Beach; a step up from the dinge of the dive bars we’d been enjoying, but 
something not nearly as gaudy and atrocious as the high end club scene that had become 
commonplace on the island. 
 
As Zvi told Miami.com, “Handcrafted cocktails are not as accessible as they should be. It’s 
almost impossible to find a good drink for $11 on Miami Beach.” 
If you, like me, almost spit out your drink at that number –careful now, that’s an expensive 
spit-take for 2012– you are not alone. 
 
Miami, much like Vegas, is insane. 
 
It is the kind of place where thirty-somethings willingly hand their credit cards to women in short 
black skirts to enter glossy clubs, pay $50 to get in the door to hear a DJ whose name they 
won’t even recall in the morning, and spend an average of $350 for a bottle of Grey Goose 
vodka — the most boring liquor in the world — that would cost them around $30 at the liquor 
store. Did I mention that an automatic 20% gratuity is also added for that bottle service? I have 
yet to see how being fucked in the wallet by a business that tells you explicitly that it is their 
expressed goal is “fun,” but then again, I also didn’t do three lines of cocaine before heading out 
for a night on the town, either. I’m here to relax, not burn calories. 
As the sun set on the enclosed courtyard, we took our cocktails and reclined on the lounge 
chairs by the pool but still overlooking the garden that takes up the Western part of the 
courtyard. Candles and tiki torches were set alight. and there was a shift in the crowd. In the 
cool of the evening, sportcoats appeared on shoulders. Sundresses gave way to longer, flowing 
fabrics. 
 
In my glass: Monroe’s Garden. It’s a blend of Olmeca Altos Tequila, Aperol, radish, celery, 
fennel, cumin, and citrus. For so many savory flavors, it was surprisingly refreshing and delicate. 
Suzi opted for the Lampshades on Fire. Bombay Gin which she swapped out for St. George, 
Vya Dry Vermouth, “garden brine,” sherry, apricot, and bitters. 
 
They also have a pretty detailed ice program that pairs a variety of shaped ice for specific 
drinks. And there was a punch bowl on the bar, where the server doles out a daily concoction. In 
the courtyard, a woman was running a small pop-up jewelery shop out of an old vintage tricycle 
truck, selling elegant gold and silver pieces by Miansai. Suzi was drawn to them like a 
barracuda. Shiny metals are a key temptation for her. 
 



“Let’s stay here a while, I want to get another drink!” Suzi said, bounding back to the bar. We 
were eating the place up. The staff was friendly — as was most everyone we met in Miami — 
the drinks were good, and the poolside vibe was quite right. 
We made our way through the list. “Letter to Hermione” is Pisco shaken with Mezcal, cinnamon, 
strawberry, and horchata. “Punscher’s Chance” combined rum, date infused Kronan — a 
Swedish punch common in the East Indies in the late 1800’s — Matcha tea, maple syrup, 
lemon, and lime. And the particularly tasty “Euro Trash Caipiriha” was a nice play on the classic 
Brazilian cocktail with Cachaca, Zucca amaro, pomegranate vinegar, sugar, and lime. 
 
By a wee eight o’clock in the evening, we were slurring our words, and it became increasingly 
clear that we were going to need to get some food before things started heading downhill 
quickly. 
 
We were too indecisive in our inebriated state to make accurate evaluations of the remaining 
restaurants on our list to figure out where to have our last dinner in the city. But almost 
simultaneously, we looked at each other and said, “Let’s go back to Versailles! There’s really 
nowhere else I’d rather be!” 

BACK TO VERSAILLES  

We have been, understandably, concealed by the astute hostess in the back nether reaches of 
the sprawling restaurant. Which is saying something. The dining room alone — not including the 
massive bakery, or the coffee shop — has over 370 seats. And on a busy weeknight like 
tonight, every one of them seems to be filled, which is unfortunate for the poor waiter, who is 
now trying to unload the massive tray full of food that I have ordered onto our small two-top 
table. Suzi’s already large eyes are now as wide as an owl’s, “Jesus,” she mumbles. I take it as 
a blessing and dig in. 
 
Rumor has it Versailles originally opened as a French bakery. It was then purchased in 1971 by 
Felippe A. Valls. 
 
As the Miami Herald’s Fabiola Santiago penned in 2011: “This is a neighborhood restaurant 
founded to feed and assuage the nostalgia of a people by one of their own, Felipe Valls, Sr., a 
Santiago de Cuba entrepreneur who fled to Miami in 1960 to wait out the end of the newly 
installed Castro government…” 
 
Vall’s joked to the Herald, “People tell me ‘Fidel made you a millionaire in Miami.’ I tell them, ‘I 
would have been one in Cuba too.’” 
 
When it opened, it was just a small sandwich shop, but Vall’s family run restaurant empire has 
grown to employ over 2,400 people in the Miami-Dade area. 
 



Over the years, Versailles has become a key point in political organizing for Cubans enduring el 
exilio in Miami. It has been a popular place to spot prominent politicians like Miami Mayor 
Tomás Regalado, U.S. Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen, Congressman Mario Diaz-Balart, 
and even Senator Marco Rubio. As blogger Glenn Lindgren put it, “Let’s just say the sight of a 
limousine or two or a couple of Suburbans loaded with secret service agents hardly raises an 
eyebrow here.” 
 
And much like any hotbed for political influence, it has not come without controversy or 
corruption. 
 
In 2014, Valls Sr., described by his doctors at the Baptist Health Medical Group as “morbidly 
obese,” was sued after an extremely drawn out love affair with a former waitress for his alleged 
subsequent harassment of his scorned ex-lover. Stories of “a private office in the restaurant that 
contained a bed and bathroom and was littered with sex toys and sex paraphernalia” spilled out 
of the trial, as well as a second lawsuit from two former waiters for discrimination of sexual 
orientation. 
 
But there are some places where the controversy only seems to breed more intrigue. You start 
to look at the curtained dining rooms and wonder: Who’s dining back there? You’re curious as to 
where the hidden sex room is, and just what stories these waiters might tell you if they weren’t 
on the clock. 
 
When the platter arrives at the table, it is overwhelming. Piles of yellow rice, black beans in their 
own thick, inky black juices that taste of cumin, time, and patience. There’s Ropa Vieja, 
shredded beef stewed in tomato sauce, garlic and spices for hours until devastatingly tender. 
There’s also massive fried chunks of crispy pork, a Cuban tamale — which differ in that the 
Cuban varietal has the meat mixed into the dough instead of stuffed as filling — and pan fried 
plantains. The croquettes, crunchy, gooey little torpedoes of flavor, are so rich it’s almost 
impossible to finish one, and the boiled Cassava with mojo — a tangy sauce of bitter orange, 
olive oil and garlic — are almost overkill. 
 
Fufu is a beast unto itself. Think of it as a dish the way you might think of mashed potatoes in 
Southern cooking, as it serves the same purpose on a plate. Originating as a West African dish, 
it is typically made of either yucca or plantains that are continuously pulverised and blended with 
butter until it forms a doughy texture. You pull it apart like a dough, and it is often used as the 
utensil with which to eat meat, the way one eats Ethiopian cuisine with injera bread. 
 
And then there is the Imperial rice. 
 
Chicken is boiled with veggies to create its own stock, in which the rice is cooked with generous 
paprika-centered seasoning. Meanwhile, olives, peppers, pimentos, and peas are simmered in 
tomato sauce and sherry separately with the chicken neatly shredded. Rice is cooked in the 
stock and then layered into a pan where the rest of the ingredients are layered interchangeably 



with more rice and several types of cheese before being baked briefly. It is then served in a 
decorative dome shape and topped with mayonnaise. It is rich and flavorful, with grains of rice 
strung together with gooey cheese. 
 
As a whole, the meal is completely unnecessary, behemoth, decadent, and more than any 
family of four could eat, let alone the two of us. Those around us look on with shame in their 
eyes at the greedy white kids with eyes bigger than their stomachs, but I do not care, for here, 
surrounded by a dozen dishes I had once only hoped to taste, I could not be happier. 

THE BOLD NEW SOUTH 

Wave after wave sweeps the beige sands of Miami’s shores until they are smooth and packed. 
Nation after nation, family after family, tourists, immigrants, entrepreneurs, investors, jetsetters, 
punks, queers, runaways, dreamers, all wash up on the same shore, building a city higher and 
higher, in high rises that reach like Jacob’s ladder to a dense blue and cloudless sky. 
 
A land of seemingly limitless potential for those who can afford it. 
 
A city that practically blossomed overnight, and has become one of America’s most vibrant 
hotbeds of culture and integration. 
 
It is impossible to say that this is not perhaps the new cultural icon of the South. And while 
certainly not the face of the Old South, it is becoming increasingly obvious that Miami is a 
predominant harbinger of a bold “New South.” 
 
By the time the last vestiges of the old South were dying out, around the days of desegregation, 
Miami was fighting a losing battle in its fairly flagrant war to maintain a sense of white cultural 
superiority. Though Brown vs. the Board may have occurred in 1954, many neighborhood lines 
were still drawn around old Red Line districts, and as Latin American immigrants kept building 
neighborhoods of their own, it generated a very different city than the South had been used to. 
As Joan Didion explains in her fantastic look at Cuban-American history, 1987’s Miami: 

“Desegregation had not just come hard and late to South Florida but it had also 
coincided, as it had not in other parts of the South, with another disruption of the local 
status quo, the major Cuban influx, which meant that jobs and services which might have 
helped awaken an inchoate black community went instead to Cuban, who tended to be 
overtrained but willing. Havana bankers took jobs as inventory clerks at forty-five dollars 
a week. Havana newspaper publishers drove taxis. That these were the men in black tie 
who now danced with the women in the Chanel and Valentino evening dresses on the 
ballroom level of the Omni was an irony lost in its precise detail, although not in its broad 
outline, on the sons of the men who did not get jobs as inventory clerks or taxi drivers, 
the children downstairs, in the high-topped sneakers, fanning in packs through the dim 
avenues of the locked-up mall.” 

 



Which begs an honest question, and one to which I don’t think anyone who has spent 
meaningful time in Miami has an easy answer: just who does Miami belong to? And did it ever 
really belong to anyone? 
 
To many of those grabbing their early cafecitos at Versailles on a Wednesday morning, it 
belongs to those rejected by the Castro regime, or those who abandoned it. To anyone shuffling 
down NE 54th with a styrofoam box packed to the point of popping with griot, it belongs to any 
Haitian fleeing a distraught homeland. And to anyone puffing a cigarette at the end of Mac’s 
padded bar, it belongs to the veterans who settled there at the end of the second great war. 
 
But one thing you will most of them say is that Miami is American. 
 
There is a lot of talk around these parts of “Making America Great Again,” and “taking our 
country back.” But taking it back from whom exactly? The families that built these homes, filled 
these streets, schools, bars and restaurants? What exactly does that mean in a place like 
Miami, whose entire growth and prominence stems directly from an integration and melding of 
some very diverse and independent cultures? You see it and taste it everywhere, Puerto Rican 
Fufu being served on Cuban menus, Spanish soups of collards in Puerto Rican neighborhoods, 
tamales slung at soul food stops. Half the time you are as likely to see a hamburger on a menu 
as you are a Cuban sandwich. 
 
In 1782, J. Hector St. John de Crevecoeur penned in his Letters from an American Farmer a 
description of a new American culture. 

“Here individuals of all nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labors and 
posterity will one day cause great changes in the world.” 

 
This new melting pot, touted and bragged about by those early American writers… it’s still 
happening. Only, instead of it being a diversity of Caucasians immigrating from Europe, it is a 
more varied assemblage, and instead of it existing in cities like New York and Boston, it grows 
on other borders, places like here in Miami, where stars, stripes, reds, whites and blues mean 
many different things to five million Americans, new and old. 
Perhaps from those different meanings the rest of us could learn more in this magic city. One 
thing is for sure down here around Biscayne: despite the bubbling and boiling, the melting pot is 
tasting quite good these days. 
 



 






