
HISTORY OF MIAMI BEACH 

  In 1870 Henry Lum and son Charles arrived by sailboat on 
the large sandbar off the southeast Florida coast, and were 
so impressed by the island they landed on, that they bought 
from the federal government, for 25 cents an acre, most of 
the island and property further north. Lum would later sell 
the property to fellow New Jerseyites Elnathan Field and 
Ezra Osborne, who, in turn would sell the land to John S. 
Collins and his son-in-law, Thomas Pancoast, who were 
also from New Jersey. 
 
     In 1913, Collins  and Carl Fisher, who had made his 
fortune from his invention and later sale of the Presto-o-
Lite Corporation and the Indianapolis Motor Speedway, 
embarked on an agricultural venture on the beachfront 
land.   Fisher loaned Collins the money he needed to com-
plete the first bridge from Miami to Miami Beach that same 
year and the bridge, at the time the longest wooden bridge 
in the world, would be the catalyst for the 1915 incorpora-
tion of Miami Beach with a population of 150. 
 
   The great boom of the 1920’s would see enormous 
growth, while during the Depression, new groups from the 
northeast would build many small hotels along lower 
Collins Avenue and Ocean Drive. This building boom 
helped bring the area out of the Depression and forty years 
later that area of  Miami Beach would become the famous 
Art Deco District, known the world over as “South 
Beach,” or “SoBe.” 
 
   During World War II 500,000 Army Air Corps cadets 
passed through Miami Beach when it became a major train-
ing center. Many of these servicemen returned to make the 
area their permanent home after the war. By the end of the 
1950s, Miami Beach had doubled its pre-war population 
from 28,012 in 1940 to 63,145 in 1960.  WWII veterans 
continued to vacation in Miami Beach and many returned 
to South Florida as retirees. 
 
   When Fidel Castro took over Cuba in 1959, the revolu-
tion radically changed South Florida as half-a-million Cuban 
exiles came into the area. The 1980’s and early '90’s 
brought a massive infusion of investment capital that has 
produced a reborn Miami Beach. Although it has changed 
almost beyond recognition (again), Miami Beach has thrived 
amidst that change as it continues to be an international 
mecca for travel, business and 93,535 permanent residents 
in 2007. 

The Miami Beach Historical 
Association, Inc.,  

is a non-profit organization 
incorporated in the  

State of Florida  
for the purpose of promoting  

and stimulating public interest  
and appreciation for the area’s 

history, preservation of historical 
records, encouragement of 

scholarly research, and publishing 
about Miami Beach  

and surrounding areas 

  www.miamibeachhistory.org 
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Miami Beach in 1920: 

The Making of a Winter Resort 
Dr. Abraham D. Lavender 

 
The Life and Times of a Deco Dowager:  

The Edison Hotel 
Dr. Judith Berson-Levinson 
 

Images of America: Miami Beach 
Seth Bramson 

 
Miami Then and Now 

Carolyn Klepser, co-author 
 

Political Conventions in Miami Beach 

MEMBER PUBLICATIONS 

 
Larry Wiggins on his vintage post card collection 

 
Dr. Judith Berson-Levinson on  

Camp Miami Beach WWII 1942-1945 
Carolyn Klepser on her book  

Miami Then and Now and North Beach 
 

June Newbauer, daughter of Henri Levy, 
on life in a coral rock house  

and the early history of North Beach. 
 

Professor Seth Bramson on  
“The History of Miami Beach” 

 
Mayor Seymour Gelber on his book 

on Political Conventions in Miami Beach 
 

Iris Chase & Gabrielle Shuetz on  
“South Beach Faces and Facades” 

 
David Leddick on his book 

“In the Spirit of Miami Beach” 
 

Laura Cerwinske on her book  
“South Beach Style” 

 
Dr. Abraham Lavender,  

Dr. Judi Berson-Levinson and Naomi Wilzig  
on “Sex in the City … Miami Beach.” 

 
2009 Miami Beach Author Series  

Don and Nina Worth  
ART DECO IN SHANGHAI AND MIAMI BEACH 

Anthony D. Atwood, FIU doctoral candidate who  
discussed the history of World War II in Florida 

Marcia Jo Zerivitz, Founding Executive Director and 
Chief Curator of the Jewish Museum of Florida,  

(Jews of Greater Miami),  
Alex Daoud, former Mayor of Miami Beach  

“Sins of Miami Beach” 
 

2010 Miami Beach Author Series 
Lee Williams and Robert ‘Raven” Kraft,  

“The Lifeguard Murders, a South Beach Story” 
 

UPCOMING EVENTS 
Gerald Posner, “Miami Babylon” 

Wild Dreams – Discovering Henry M. Flagler,  
an evening of entertainment with actor Paul Jellinek in the role  

of the fascinating man who was instrumental 
in the history and development of Florida.  

Jim Snedigar, son of the City’s longest serving Mayor,  
on growing up on Miami Beach in the 1920’s and 1930’s 

    
Jerry Fisher, nephew of Carl Fisher,  

on his book on Fisher’s legacy  
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900 Bay Drive PH 1 
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The mission of the Miami Beach Historical Association is to increase 
awareness of the social history of Miami Beach.  Membership benefits 
include advance invitations to lectures, member-only events, book 
previews and complimentary admission to exciting programs on the 
city’s rich history. 
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