WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING

“

Tells the definitive and
important story of how
the Adrienne Arsht Center came
to be the crown jewel of the
performing arts in the great,
diverse city of Miami, setting the
bar for all cultural art venues that
have followed in its path.”
—Emilio Estefan

“An important story of selfless
human spirit overcoming the
conflicting obstacles of political,
private, and market conditions.”
—Stephen Placido, ASTC, vice president, TSG Design Solutions, Inc.

“In a class by itself. A compelling saga that will
make everyone feel part of the journey from
concept to completion.”
—Arva Moore Parks, author of George Merrick, Son of the South Wind:
Visionary Creator of Coral Gables

“Navigates the political and practical realities of
priorities among architects, acousticians, theater
consultants, fund-raising specialists and local
producers. Reads like a well-crafted mystery with
several twists and turns built into the plot.”
—Michael Blachly, senior advisor, Arts Consulting Group
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Center of Dreams

You’ve now written about the enormous undertaking of
both the Arsht Center and Flagler’s railroad from Miami to
Key West. What do you find fascinating about these
largescale projects?
I find it interesting to examine just how so-called “impossible” projects have
become realities. Generally speaking it is the result of an individual’s belief
that indeed the impossible can be accomplished, which to my mind constitutes an inspirational and enlightening story. As my father was fond of saying,
“‘Can’t’ never accomplished anything.” These are also projects which have
changed the way we live in South Florida and the story of their undertaking,
building, and culmination illuminates much about our particular identity.
Center of Dreams is as much a social history of modern Miami as it is the story
of the making of a performing arts center.

The Arsht Center’s grand opening was in 2006. Why had
Miami gone so long without a performing arts center?
Miami, having been founded shortly before the turn of the twentieth century,
has a relatively short history compared to cities with comparable PACs such as
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Los Angeles, Chicago, New York, and Washington D.C. In truth, it is somewhat
remarkable that such a “young” city found the wherewithal to create such an
ambitious dual theater complex so early in its existence. It is a testament to
the vision of those who fought to make it happen to recognize that such a
center was vital to a city that aspired to true cultural significance.

Why do you think artists and performers gravitated to
Miami, even before the Arsht Center was opened?
Miami and South Florida, at the end of the American road, have long exerted
an exotic pull on the rest of the nation and the world at large. Miami is beautiful, fecund, mysterious to many, and one of the last places in the country to
be explored and settled. It is a kind of American Casablanca—a gateway to
the Caribbean and Latin America, where dreamers and get-rich schemers, the
restless and the curious are perpetually drawn. The intrigue attendant to all
the above, along with the heady mix of cultures and the generally benevolent
climate, is a natural lure to the artistic soul.

The Arsht Center took more than 30 years to complete
and was over-budget by hundreds of millions of dollars.
Why do you think the city persevered with its construction despite numerous setbacks?
The continuing theme of the book is the struggle of those who believed in
the overriding importance of the Center to carry on in the face of innumerable obstacles that arose. Attorney Parker Thomson, more than any other individual, was responsible for maintaining a focus on the ultimate importance of
the Center to his adopted community despite every setback. As he was fond
of telling fellow supporters disheartened by a negative council vote, “Don’t
worry. There will be another meeting.” The cost of the Center did in fact
nearly triple over the years from approval to opening, but most of those
increases were due to procrastination on the part of government officials as
opposed to building contractor shenanigans.

The Arsht Center had a number of vocal critics who didn’t
support its construction. Do you think there are any valid
arguments against creating a performing arts center?
In some cases, where tax revenues are tight, cities might well have to choose
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between expenditures on a center versus essential services such as water and
sewer and road maintenance, fire and police protection, hospital upkeep, the
needs of the homeless, and the like. However, Miami’s PAC was funded
entirely through private donations combined with the Miami-Dade County
bed tax levied on hotel room rentals—monies which are thusly restricted by
statute. The most persuasive arguments against the construction of the PAC
were made by those supporting small-scale cultural enterprises. They feared
that the only beneficiaries of the Arsht would be Broadway-style shows, major
musical revues, and the like, but those fears have been proven largely
unfounded. The small venues continue to be supported and the Arsht’s offerings are varied and inclusive.

How do you believe the creation of the Arsht Center has
affected Miami’s diversity?
In showcasing such undertakings as Gospel Sundays, a wide range of Caribbean and Latino offerings, “small” black-box shows such as Summer Shorts and
Winter Shorts, the Alvin Ailey Summer Dance Camps for South Florida high
school students, weekly farmer’s market and farm-to-table food events, the
Arsht has become a beacon and a center for culture in all forms, including the
grand extravaganzas that help to pay the bills and the lights on.

In the introduction for this book, Michael Spring, Director
of the Miami-Dade County Department of Cultural Affairs,
says that exposure to the arts can “suggest that there is
more to life than simply surviving.” Why do you think this is
true of the arts in particular?
The arts embody the very notion of personal transcendence and the will to
accomplish and succeed. If a child goes to a play or a musical performance
on a school outing at the Arsht and becomes inspired enough to think that he
or she might be able to become a musician or a singer or an actor or a dancer
and dedicates herself to that dream, disdaining all diversions leading down
other less desirable paths, then the value of the Arsht to its community is proven. A government that does not do all in its power to encourage its citizens to
dare to dream and inspire others in turn through artistic accomplishment is a
short-sighted institution indeed.
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You started off your writing career as a novelist writing
mysteries, including the John Deal thriller series. What led
you from this genre to writing history?
I have come to take great pleasure in pointing out to readers that sometimes
what has truly happened can be as fascinating as anything a novelist might
dream up. It is also gratifying to allow readers to see that there is often much
to learn about subjects they might think they already know everything about.
This was a favorite trope of the former much beloved newscaster Paul Harvey,
who was fond of entrancing listeners with “The Rest of the Story.”

What project are you working on next?
I am working on a book about Mar-a-Lago and its importance in the rise of
Palm Beach as the center of style, fashion, and exclusivity in Florida from the
early days to the present. The range of personalities involved is noteworthy,
from the residence’s creators, Marjorie Merriweather Post and E.F. Hutton,
through the Kennedys, to President Trump.

For more information, contact the UPF Marketing Department:

(352) 392-1351 x 232 | marketing@upress.ufl.edu
Available for purchase from booksellers worldwide.
To order direct from the publisher, call the University Press of Florida: 1 (800) 226-3822.

4
Regardless of how the hopes and dreams surrounding the Dade Cultural
Center would turn out, the mood of cultural leaders in Miami in the wake
of the center’s opening was decidedly upbeat. The very fact that such a
cultural center had opened its doors seemed an extremely significant step
forward for cultural leaders. As Maurice Ferre, mayor of Miami, told the
New York Times early in 1984, the center was nothing short of a miracle,
looming immense “in a fairly unsophisticated city like Miami that doesn’t
have cultural facilities in abundance. It reminds me of the scene from Alice in Wonderland,” Ferre said, “when the Mad Hatter asks Alice how she
can give him more tea when he didn’t have any to begin with.”
Lessons had been learned about how to facilitate such public-private
undertakings, and just as importantly, the dream of a “world-class” performing arts center to complement the cultural center was alive and
well—if County Mayor Stephen Clark was willing to say so to the New
York Times, how could anyone doubt the possibility that it could indeed
happen?
As for Parker Thomson, he had left the Council of Arts and Sciences
in 1982, though he still retained a place on the board of the Art in Public
Places program, the agency that had placed that bewildering Duchamp
horse at the cultural center. Any controversy surrounding that decision
was small potatoes to Thomson, though, who by then was a veteran of
the “Flying Bacon” controversy that had swirled about a proposed installation at the Miami International Airport in 1982.
The program was another offshoot of the Decade of Promise agenda,
founded in 1973, and requiring that 1.5 percent of any county construction budget be devoted to art installations connected thereto. In the early
years much of the money went for the addition of unremarkable sculpture dropped somewhere in a fountain, courtyard, or green space associated with a public building, but as the advisory board matured, a more
venturesome spirit developed. Just possibly, it might be a good thing to
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install artwork that people actually noticed. Of course, drawing attention
to any expenditure made on behalf of taxpayers has its drawbacks.
In 1982 the board of Art in Public Places acquired for $285,000 an immense, 17-by-46-foot painting entitled Star Thief, by noted pop-artist and
former billboard painter James Rosenquist, whose work is sometimes
linked with that of Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein. The board intended that the visually arresting, if highly impressionistic, rendering of
space exploration would be hung in Concourse B of Miami International
Airport, then the home of Eastern Airlines. However, Frank Borman, the
airline’s CEO, took one look at the painting and put his own critical foot
down. As a former Apollo astronaut, Borman pointed out that he had
actually traveled into outer space and at no time while there had he ever
witnessed any giant strips of bacon floating there.
Rosenquist’s own explanation that the intent of the painting had very
little to do with depicting space travel in the literal sense, but was instead
a metaphor for creative exploration in the larger sense, is interesting, of
course. But attempts to explain the piece had about as much effect as
would have an apparition by Duchamp-Villon to explain that his sculpture on the Dade Cultural Center plaza was about the “essence of horse”
more than a horse itself.
Even Dick Judy, airport director at the time, was doubtful about hanging the work. Judy confided that he actually liked the painting but saw
little benefit in carrying on the fight. Judy doubted that as a practical
matter most travelers would pause for so much as a moment to ponder
Rosenquist’s work—or any other painting, for that matter. Airports were
all about getting on a plane and going places, not appreciating art. “Put
the paintings in a museum somewhere” was his take on the matter. In any
case, the idea was scotched, and the painting was returned to the artist.
“I think Rosenquist eventually sold it for about $1.5 million,” Parker
Thomson says, recalling the incident. “It just shows you what you are
dealing with when you expend taxpayer monies for cultural purposes.”
Star Thief now hangs at the Museum Ludvig, in Cologne.
While something of an embarrassment, the incident was no major setback for cultural endeavor in Miami. The truth is that if it hadn’t been
for the quirk of fate that Frank Borman had traveled into space without
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seeing any bacon there, Rosenquist’s painting might well have gone up,
and travelers might have been unable to keep from wondering about that
strange, arresting image they’d passed by. In fact, the Art in Public Places
program would continue to thrive, with a Professional Advisory Committee of practicing artists added to the mix, and any number of challenging works by Claes Oldenburg and others would be placed for taxpayers to encounter without significant objection.
Meanwhile, cultural activists continued to fight for the construction
of a performing arts center that would complement Miami’s new cultural
center, a concept that had been floated from the earliest meetings of the
Council of Arts and Sciences chaired by Parker Thomson in 1976. By the
summer of 1982, a new penny-tax tri-county bond referendum for the
construction of new sports and performing arts facilities in Palm Beach,
Broward, and Dade Counties was announced, including a $100–110-million arts center arena on the docket for Miami.
Voters were to decide on the matter in the November elections, and
speculation immediately began as to just where Miami’s new center
would be placed. The smart money was on city-owned Watson Island,
a man-made spit of sand lying in Biscayne Bay a few hundred yards east
of downtown, offering spectacular views of the city’s skyline, and connected to the city and Miami Beach by the MacArthur Causeway. From
its very inception, developers had been seeking a use for Watson Island,
and the number and nature of suggestions over the years—World’s Fair
site, Disney-esque amusement park, underpinning for massive electronic
billboards to be visible from twenty miles away—would stagger the
imagination of P. T. Barnum.
This time, however, backers were buoyed by the undeniable substance
of a performing arts center for the island and were surely influenced by
worldwide acclaim for the Sydney Opera House, the stunning complex
constructed at the mouth to the Australian city’s port in 1973. Undeterred
by the fact that residents and tourists could actually walk from Sydney’s
adjacent business center or the popular Royal Botanic Gardens to enjoy music, dance, or theater offerings at the Sydney Opera House center, supporters of the referendum played up the cultural, tourist-drawing
benefits to all residents sure to devolve from the project.
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Voters, however, were not convinced. The 1982 penny-tax bond referendum failed in all three counties, and Miami’s performing arts center
supporters were back to square one.
Though that 1982 vote was a stinging defeat, a number of things had
taken place in Miami that had distracted voters from cultural concerns.
There were economic practicalities, of course. After Castro seized control
of Cuba in 1959, and Miami became the refuge for a large part of Cuba’s
business and professional community, a few families managed to transplant substantial interests in sugar, distilling, and construction, but the
vast majority were forced to begin anew, in a place where white-collar
work was hard to come by. Successful attorneys became car salesmen,
and physicians were waiting tables. Many endured years of hardship,
nursing dreams of returning home once the hated dictator was overthrown. And even if one had been able to gain an economic foothold
here, the idea of participating in building a cultural center in a temporary
home had little appeal.
Furthermore, there had been the aftershock of a more recent wave of
immigration from Cuba. In 1980, in the middle of a serious depression in
the island’s economy, as many as ten thousand Cubans sought asylum in
the Peruvian embassy grounds in Havana, intending it as a temporary haven during their efforts to leave the country. Ultimately, the Cuban government announced that anyone who wished to leave the country could
do so, and that boats from any nation wishing to transport emigrants
elsewhere were welcome to dock at Mariel Harbor.
As might have been expected, Castro’s announcement unleashed a
veritable flotilla of seacraft—most seaworthy, many not so much—from
Miami, across the ninety-three-mile-wide Florida Straits. Most estimates
suggest that between April 15 and October 31 of 1980, more than 125,000
Cubans took advantage of the opportunity to flee their homeland as part
of the Mariel boatlift for South Florida. And soon it became apparent
that among the new wave of immigrants was a significant number of prisoners and mental patients (estimated variously as anywhere from seven
thousand to forty thousand) that Castro had freed and salted among the
hordes jamming the docks at Mariel. What had once been Cuba’s problem became that of Miami, with crime suddenly on the upswing and
social service agencies overwhelmed with the sudden influx of those
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in need. Many old-timers, outraged by this “invasion,” slapped bumper
stickers on their pickups promising summary justice by .45 for lawbreakers, and a coalition that called themselves Citizens of Dade United was
able to force a measure on the ballot in the fall of 1980, requiring that the
county refrain from conducting its business in any language other than
English. The English Only law remained in place until repealed in 1993.
In addition, there had also been upheaval within Miami’s African
American community. Their treatment by fellow citizens might have
been shabby enough, but it was further aggrieved by that of many Cuban emigres. On the island, those who considered themselves descendants of the Spanish had a history of prejudicial attitudes toward those of
dark skin or “native” heritage, and they brought this baggage along to the
United States. In December of 1979, the situation began a march toward
catastrophe when six Miami police officers (two of them Latino) pulled
over thirty-three-year-old Arthur McDuffie after the black salesman and
former Marine had led them on a high-speed chase on his motorcycle.
McDuffie was beaten to death during an ensuing scuffle with the officers, who fabricated a cover-up of the incident, claiming that McDuffie
had resisted arrest. Four of the officers were brought to trial in May 1980
and were acquitted, a verdict that touched off three days of rioting in the
black enclaves of Overtown and Liberty City, the first such disturbances
in the United States since the assassination of Martin Luther King in
1968. More than thirty-five hundred National Guardsmen were brought
in to quell a wave of destruction so severe that Miami was declared a disaster area by the federal government, at the same time that the masses
were clambering ashore from Mariel.
Yet this very cacophony was a reminder to those who championed the
creation of a cultural center of significance that the project was an essential part of creating a community, not an undertaking incidental to that
community. As banker and new Arts Council Chairman Raul Masvidal
told reporters, “Is there any doubt that we need these things? If you’re in
the middle of a desert thirsting for water, is there any doubt?”
By September of 1983, shortly before the dedication of the Dade Cultural Center, the Miami Beach City Commission announced a ballot
measure that would authorize $22 million to rebuild the outdated Theater of the Performing Arts. Judy Drucker, longtime arts impresario and
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founder of the Concert Association of Florida, appeared before the commission to argue on behalf of the measure. Calling the theater a “white
elephant,” Drucker told stories of having to bring in a trailer for Mikhail
Baryshnikov to use for a dressing room during a recent appearance at
TOPA, and when she’d invited Zubin Mehta to conduct there, he flatly
refused because of the hall’s faulty acoustics.
The lack of a theater capable of presenting top-caliber dance and orchestral productions was “an embarrassment to the whole world,” said
Drucker, a Beach High graduate who studied at Julliard and performed
on Broadway and with the Greater Miami Opera. The plan would nearly
double the theater’s size, but was touted as a bargain, given that the city
of Miami Beach owned the existing building and land. Estimates to acquire a site and build from scratch ran anywhere from $75 to $125 million.
Furthermore, boosters said, pointing to how New York’s Lincoln Center
had revitalized a shabby neighborhood, such a center would attract new
hotel building and other tourism-related development. Opponents countered that the $66.25 per year that the measure would cost the average
homeowner was simply too steep.
Also in 1983, across Biscayne Bay, the findings of a $50,000 study commissioned by the Greater Miami Chamber of Commerce had just been
released. If the city’s cultural growth was to keep pace with its economic
growth, the report by New York’s Artec Consultants concluded, a new
performing arts center would have to be built. “Performing arts facilities
that enjoy world-class status have acoustic and staging features worthy of
the world’s most demanding performers,” the report stated, adding that
these should be: “facilities which will stand out as exemplary additions to
the world’s top-ranking cities.”
The study suggested that such a center should have at least two major halls: one for symphonic concerts and one of a somewhat different
nature better suited for presentations of dance, opera, and musical theater. The consultants also recommended that a number of smaller spaces
be provided for more intimate theater, chamber music, and the like, and
they also stressed the need for resident companies to be housed in the
complex. At the time, none of the county’s dance or music companies
had a permanent home.
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The consultants had evaluated the possibility of renovating the existing venues, including the Coconut Grove Playhouse, the Gusman
Theater, the Dade County Auditorium, and the Theater of the Performing Arts on Miami Beach, but concluded that none could be converted
into the type of cutting-edge facility needed. “The absence of ‘properly
scaled’ halls and the presence of layout and technical problems preclude
converting any of these into a ‘world-class’ facility,” the consultants explained.
The very thought of raising Miami into the ranks of America’s firstclass cities seemed effrontery to some (“audacious,” Herald columnist
Charles Whited called the consultants’ concept), but, said noted Miami
surgeon Philip George, chair of a performing arts center committee commissioned by the Dade Council of the Arts and Sciences, “If we really
want to move forward as a city, let’s do it on all fronts. The arts are just as
important as industry, tourism and commerce; they are all interrelated.”
The consultants did not delve into issues of cost or site selection,
pointing out that such were beyond the scope of what they were hired to
do. However, as we look back from the present day’s end of the historical
telescope, one aspect of that 1983 report does stand out: the consultants
were confident that all the necessary committees could be formed, a site
chosen, and an architect chosen in less than a year.
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