
Chapter Two 

' B R E A K F A S T 

A T T H E 

C O L U M B I A 

F E R D I E : Breakfast at the Columbia Cafe was a ritual for many Ybor City 

men, traveling salesmen, hunters, fishermen, and insomniacs. Initially, and 

for many years, the Columbia coffee shop was always open, twenty-four hours 

a day, seven days a week. It never closed. 

Most men had two breakfasts. One at home taken hurriedly, amid the 

domestic turmoil of wife and children, and the other at their leisure, at the 

Columbia, in the company of friends and associates, and in the warmth of 

continuous camaraderie. 

The breakfast most commonly ordered was simple and cheap. It consisted 

of cafe con leche (coffee with boiled milk) and toasted pan Cubano con man-

tequilla (Cuban bread and butter). For years this meal cost fifteen cents. If 

you wanted a larger cup, it was a dime more. The tip, if there was one—and 

in the hard times tips were unknown—was a nickel. I did receive a three

penny tip a few times, mostly from accountants, who can compute percent

ages accurately. I worked the breakfast-lunch shift as a young waiter at the 

cafe during World War II, and it was neither fun nor profitable. 

People who habituated the old cafe always say to me, "The coffee is not the 

same as it was in those days." 

A D E L A : My grandfather brought over a special blend of coffee beans, which 
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he ground and roasted and used in the cafe. It was different from any other coffee 

in town. 

My Uncle Gus was given the Columbia Coffee Mill to produce the coffee, and 

he ran it profitably until he tired of it and decided to open a bakery instead. At 

that time my other uncle, Evelio, the youngest son, was coming out of the army, 

and he inherited the mill. 

When Evelio died in the 1980s, the mill closed. Then we ran into difficulties 
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The Columbia 

Restaurant at night, 

1950. 

because we couldn't get coffee as good as we had been making. It was a big prob

lem for a long time. 

Finally Vd had enough, and I tracked down the old man who had worked 

with Evelio. He was working at the Naviera Coffee Mill on Seventh Avenue. 
uCanyou blend the coffee like you used to for Evelio?" 

"Yes, I can," he answered, and he did mix the right proportions of different 
beans. 
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I went right home and boiled the coffee, put it through the sock-strainer, 

added sugar, and tasted it apprehensively. 

"Now this is like the coffee we used to have at the Columbia, great coffee," I 

said, smacking my lips and pouring a second cup with a smile on my face. 

F E R D i E : Now milk was a different thing. It was boiled in the back in big 

five-gallon vats. Pinches of salt were added from time to time. When it was 

boiling, it was brought to the cafe and poured into a serving vat, which kept 

it hot. It was used up every hour, so it didn't get a chance to taste burned. 

The indispensable element in cafe con leche is freshness. Old reheated Cuban 

coffee tastes like butane lighter fluid. Old milk is a burnt mess that assaults 

the taste buds. 

By virtue of the rapid turnover, the Columbia coffee was always fresh. By 

and large, that was the secret of Columbia coffee: freshness and a "secret" 

blend of beans. Columbia coffee. I'd pay a dollar for a cup. In fact, I just did. 

Cuban bread and butter was another treat. It also had to be fresh, made 

that morning. People waited outside until they saw the bags of bread delivered 

from La Segunda Central Bakery. It was worth the wait. 

It was the job of the sandwich maker to attend to the oven and the heating 

of the succulent bread. Customers had different tastes and demands, and they 

were very fussy. There were all kinds of different orders: Bread, not toasted, 

butter applied. Bread, end-cut, butter applied, toasted. Bread, either end-cut 

or mid-loaf, toasted, then butter applied. Old bread, yesterday's tips, for sopi-

tas, which were bits of bread put in the cup, sugar sprinkled over the bits, 

with cafe con leche poured over it all. 

Old, hard Cuban bread should never be thrown away. Sopitas are deli

cious, and if you like desserts, the bread can be used for bread pudding. 

There were greedy customers who ordered the toast with a "once-over" or 

"one-way." This referred to how the pantryman applied the butter. The spat

ula usually went over the bread, leaving a thick layer of butter; then, going 

the other way, the excess was taken off. Customers who ordered a "one-way" 

(no excess removed) got a big load of butter on their bread. 

A D EL A: The bread served in Spain is very hard, both the crust and inside. 

It's probably a delight for dentists, for it could break a tooth easily. The flour 

used in Spain is not as refined as the flour we have because it is not milled like 
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ours. The bread I knew in Cuba was very light, of a much lighter consistency 

than we know in Tampa. Made mostly of flour and water with hardly any salt 

in it. 

We should not call our bread Cuban bread (pan Cubano); we should call it 

Ybor City bread or Tampa bread. 

There's a funny thing about this bread. The bread we make at the restaurants 

in St. Augustine and elsewhere, using the same formula, turns out very different. 

To me, Ybor or Tampa bread is unique and the most delicious bread. It's not as 

heavy as French bread and not as light as Cuban bread. 

F E R D i E : For a few weeks I worked at the sandwich shop board at the Co

lumbia Cafe. The board contained two notches, one for regular sandwiches, 

one for large. The round tips were cut off and saved for use in the kitchen. Cu

ban bread also came in two shapes. One was long and tubular, called sandwich 

bread, one flatter, thicker, and shorter, called table bread. The taste was almost 

the same. 

The popularity of Cuban bread from Ybor City is phenomenal. La Segunda 

Central Bakery alone provides daily bread to supermarkets, restaurants, and 

homes. This bakery ships bread as far away as Alaska. One of its biggest cus

tomers is a cafe called Grumpy's in Little Rock, Arkansas. The bulk of the 

daily production goes to supermarkets and to the Columbia Restaurant. 

During the height of the Columbia's popularity, the war years, the restau

rant put one man in the kitchen whose sole job was cutting, heating, wrap

ping, and dispensing bread to the waiters. It was a full-time job, and an im

portant one, for the presence of hot, toasty Cuban bread on the table while 

the customers waited for their food was one of the best things about eating 

at the Columbia. Many an expensive meal was ruined by the customer over

eating before the meal. Columbia Cuban bread and fresh butter is a meal 

in itself. 

To find out how this bread is made, we went to the source, La Segunda 

Central Bakery, and spoke to Raymond and Tony More. After earning a Ph.D. 

in chemistry from Florida State University, Tony returned to his first love, 

baking. Along with manager George Jordan, also a Florida State alumnus and 

a retired fireman, we walked through the fascinating process of creating Cu

ban bread. 
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Rum Omelette 
*£> 

Tortilla al Ron 

8 eggs 4 tablespoons sugar 
1 cup stewed apples (drained), or lA teaspoon salt 

I cup pineapple tidbits {drained), 2 tablespoons sherry 
or I cup guava {drained and 3 tablespoons butter 
chopped guava shells), or V3 cup white rum, heated 
1 cup fruit cocktail (drained) 

Combine eggs, salt, and half of sugar. Beat until light. Add drained fruit 
and sherry to eggs. 

Melt butter in a nonstick omelette pan. Add egg mixture and cook over 
medium heat. Make sure that eggs do not brown. When eggs are set, fold 
omelette in half, giving it a half-moon shape. Cook briefly and flip over; 
cook until eggs are done. Transfer omelette to a flameproof platter. Sprin
kle remaining 2 tablespoons of sugar on top and pour heated rum around 
omelette. Set aflame. Spoon flaming rum over omelette. Serve immedi
ately. Serves 6. 

Shrimp Omelette 
* * > 

Tortilla de Camarones 

4 eggs 1 medium-size onion, chopped 
18 medium-size shrimps, peeled, 2 garlic cloves, mashed 

deveined, and sliced in half lA cup extra-virgin olive oil 
lengthwise Salt and pepper to taste 
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