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o one seems to know when
Nexactly Frank Sinatra stayed at

the historic Vagabond Motel at
7301 Biscayne Blvd. But everyone over
a certain age is required to have at least

one Sinatra tale to tell, and Eric
Silverman, the Vagabond’s 55-year-old

BIG

on the Boulev:

Eric Silverman has plans for his Vagabond N
Motel, and they are — yes — very big

owner, is no exception. “This place was
a retreat for guys like Sinatra, away from
the spotlight of Miami Beach,” he says.
“It’s not like there was an announcement
that he was here. He’d come to hang out
at the bar and maybe get up and do a
number. It was more of a private thing
— you understand?”

Like a kid who grabs you by the wrist
and pulls you over to show off a beefy
comic-book collection or a stack of

baseball cards, Silverman leads you into
his office at the once seedy motel and
begins rifling through binders, books,
and stacks of paper, pointing at pictures
and breathlessly describing the
Vagabond’s glory days in the 1950s and
1960s, before hookers and drug dealers
set up shop in later decades.

“Look!” he exclaims. “Here’s a picture
of Jackie Gleason and Arthur Godfrey
performing together on the old stage.

il
LS —— |
And check this out.” He beams as he
points to a clipping, purportedly from the
New York Times, in which a member of
the Rat Pack refers to the motel as “a
high-class joint.”

“Eric loves the Rat Pack,” Ellen
Wedner chimes in. A petit Pittsburgh
transplant, Wedner sits at a round table in
the middle of Silverman’s whitewashed
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eye-catching design.

Silverman

Continued from page 1

office and looks on as he continues his
fast-paced show-and-tell. A marketing
and special events manager, she’s helping
Silverman realize his grand plan for the
motel — a plan some people call bold

The Vagabond is a fine example of MiMo architecture’s exuberant,

and visionary, while others says it’s just a
harebrained fantasy.

But Silverman is in high gear, unstop-
pable, as fired up as a 21-year-old starting
a rock band. A large man with a full head
of signature gray hair that falls around his
face and neck, he comes off as a kind of
cross between Robert Plant and Steve

BEST ADDRESS IN SOUTH BEACH

views! Walk to beach & hottest dining spots.

4 Bed/3%:Bath +media room 4,154 interior sq. ft., 2,441 sq. ft. balcony with summer kitchen,
A/C 2 car garage, 36X36 stone floors. Best line w/ocean, city & 280 degree unobstructed

At some point the pool was capped and closed, but it’s now

being refurbished.

Irwin — the retired rocker’s coolness and
the late Aussie adventurer’s energy. His
office is lined with poster boards and ren-
derings that depict the Vagabond —
Biscayne Boulevard’s premiere historic
property — as he envisions it.

“I see up to 20 vendors setting up
here,” he predicts. “There’ll be an outdoor

market on the weekends. I want to bring
in wholesalers, not guys who just buy a
few boxes of tomatoes. We want to have
20 kinds of mushrooms. We want to be
able to supply the restaurants. We want a
fish market — fresh fish, live lobster

Continued on page 14

A LANDMARK HOME IN COCONUT GROVE

Grand estate with 11 Bed/9Baths on 1/2 acre +lot. 8,155 sq. ft. interior. Prestigious com-
pound. 3 structures including 2-story guest house & new pool pavilion w/summer kitchen.
Covered loggia & tower + courtyard & original tiles. Grand great room w/pecky cypress

www.villavalentino.com

Apogee - 800 South Pointe Drive - # 604A - Ready to move in! ceilings. 1855 South Bayshore Drive - Reduced: $3,499,000

NEW LISTING - GABLES CLUB

LOFT AT AQUA - MIAMI BEACH
NANCY BATCHELOR

Real Estate Just Got Friendlier

NANCY@NANCYBATCHELOR.COM9

B

201 AQUA AVENUE - #904
2 Bed/2%.Baths - Incredible loft in the
Chatham Building on a private 8.5 acre gat-
edisland. Nearly 2,000 sq. ft. Bulthaup open
kitchen, 13 ft. ceilings. Views of the water.
For lease: $4,400/month furnished

www.penthouseatthediplomat.com

5 star luxury living w/ unobstructed down-
town & bay views. 2,750 sq. ft. w/ private
elevator & gourmet kitchen. Tons of up-
grades! Opens to room-sized terraces over-
looking the waterway. Boat slip available.
Offered at: $1,533,000

THE ULTIMATE PENTHOUSE AT THE DIPLOMAT - HOLLYWOOD
4 Bed (with 2 master suites) 5%Bath + maid’s room & media room. 4,700 sq. ft.
Spectacular direct ocean & intracoastal views from your 4 balconies.

3535 S Ocean Dr - # Ph2504 - 5600,000 below appraisal. Offered at: $2,299,000
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Period brochures, courtesy of collector Larry Wiggins, touted the all new, all modern motel. Note that the color TV is in the lobby.

Silverman

Continued from page 13

tanks, a you-buy, we-fry place. We’ve got
more parking here than anywhere on the
Boulevard. We have about 60 spots, and
the city’s talking about putting in another
100. This’ll be a place for foodies, an
alternative to Epicure on the Beach, at
more affordable prices. For Art Basel,
we’ll do ‘Art Basil.” You’ll be able to
have a mojito at the pool bar and pick a
mint leaf right off a plant from our organ-
ic garden and toss it in your glass. You
can use the pool on your lunch break. At
night I imagine a kind of movable feast
— ceviche, ice cream, drinks, an appetiz-
er here, an entrée there, a dessert over
there. We’ll have a conference room, art
galleries for local emerging artists, art
shows, a bookstore, a coffee shop, a hair
salon. I want a mixing of the ages.
Something for everyone.”

The slogan: “Meet me at the
Vagabond.”

Wedner sums up the enterprise. “We’re
trying to create a destination,” she explains.
“We want people to slow down and begin
to actually live in this environment, rather
than just driving through. It’ll have a strong
neighborhood feel. Very casual.”

Although “casual” may be the goal, the
journey to this point has been anything

but. Since acquiring the Vagabond in
October 2005, Silverman has wrangled
endlessly with the City of Miami. A bat-
tle over a zoning error, made by the city’s
planning department in the 1960s, took
seven months and a high-priced law firm
to straighten out. The lengthy and com-
plicated process of acquiring the neces-
sary permits to adapt a historic property
for new uses further delayed progress on
the Vagabond.

Silverman’s Swedish-born wife,
Margaretha, finally opened the

MiMo/Biscayne Boulevard Historic
District, which runs along the Boulevard
from 50th Street to 77th Street. The
MiMo Biscayne Association, a nonprofit
group, was established soon afterward to
help protect and promote the MiMo
landmarks and businesses in the district.
The group had gathered at Uva 69, the
popular Boulevard bistro, for a presenta-
tion by the Miami Parking Authority.
That presentation, which suggested there
was room for additional metered parking

Transit Shop, a stylish clothing
store, in the north wing of the
building in early 2007, but for
a long while nothing else
seemed to be happening. The
perpetual “For Lease” sign out

“We want to have 20 kinds of mush-
rooms. We want to be able to supply the
restaurants. We want a fish market.
This’ll be a place for foodies.”

front had many people wonder-
ing if he’d run out of money. And
then, just when it looked like all progress
had stalled, Silverman surprised everyone
on July 29 by unveiling his ambitious
plan for a Vagabond market at a meeting
of the MiMo Biscayne Association.
MiMo, short for Miami Modern, refers
to a glamorous, quirky, yet functional
architectural style popular in Miami and
elsewhere in the 1950s and 1960s. In
recognition of the many MiMo buildings
in Miami’s Upper Eastside, the city com-
mission in 2006 created the

along the western border of Belle
Meade, didn’t go over well with many
residents, and by the time Silverman
took the floor, many locals were already
in a foul mood.

Those who simply stumbled in to
eavesdrop and take advantage of the free
coffee wholeheartedly embraced the idea
of an outdoor market and gourmet store at
the Vagabond, and even swarmed the gre-
garious Silverman after his presentation to
learn more about it. Association leaders

and local activists weren’t so sure.

“The presentation was mind-bog-
gling,” says Margaret Tynan, president of
the Belle Meade Homeowners
Association. “My concern is the feasibil-
ity, but also the traffic and sanitation.
Anything with meat, fish, and produce
brings a lot of problems, especially if
your plan is to supply restaurants. Just
imagine, there will be deliveries, storage,
trucks coming and going, refrigeration,
garbage. I don’t know if the Vagabond is
the place for that.”

Tynan’s concerns don’t stop there. NE
6th Court, a residential street running
north-south behind the Vagabond, butts up
against the western barricades of the gated
Belle Meade community. “Residents
behind the Vagabond don’t have enough
parking as it is,” she complains. “And now
the Miami Parking Authority wants to
install 100 meters? I mean, ¢’mon. We
appreciate that Eric took over the place
and is trying to do something there, but
you can’t go overboard.”

She takes a breath: “Eric speaks very
well but you kind of get hypnotized by
his talk and end up not thinking things
through. He basically overwhelms every-
one with all of his ideas. Ideas are fine.
But my question is, are they practical?”

Continued on page 15
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Silverman says he has already pumped some $2 million into the motel.

Silverman

Continued from page 14

One unidentified young woman at the
meeting thought so. Amid the questioning
and the tense debate that erupted over
parking and feasibility, she stood up,
declared her approval of Silverman’s proj-
ect, and then went on to chastise some of
the attendees for their harsh tone.

Unexpectedly, Silverman then put it to
a vote. He asked for a show of hands to
gauge support of his idea. BT intern
Elizabeth Joyce, who attended the meet-
ing, confirms that, with the exception of
Rosemary Ference, secretary-treasurer of
the Belle Meade Homeowners
Association, and Fran Rollason, president
of the MiMo Association, nearly all
hands in the room went up. Things got a
little awkward, she says, when Silverman
turned to Rollason and asked for a formal
letter of support from her association, in
view of the crowd’s favorable response.

A letter of support from the MiMo
Association would help buttress
Silverman when he makes another pres-
entation, this one on September 17 before
the city’s Planning Advisory Board. It
would be a preliminary step toward his
goal of having the city create a special
“Market District” along Biscayne
Boulevard, roughly from 66th Street
north to the Vagabond. Such a special
district would, among other things, allow
qualifying businesses within its bound-
aries the freedom to operate outdoor mar-
kets without having to reapply each week
for a temporary special-events permit.
And who would qualify? According to an
early draft of the proposed ordinance, a

business owner would need at least
15,000 square feet of lot space. With the
exception of the Vagabond, however, that
requirement would exclude nearly all
Boulevard motels — a fact some locals
are quick to point out. (At press time, the
proposed ordinance was still working its
way through the city attorney’s office.)

The motel’s U shape appealed to Silverman: “l always thought there
was a lot you could do with it commercially.”

developing the Vagabond venture, she
has since decided it makes no sense for
her to actively support two outdoor
weekend markets in such close proximity.
She supports the concept of a seven-day,
indoor gourmet market at the Vagabond,
but backed out when it became clear the
plan would involve an outdoor, weekend
farmers’ market.

“Eric speaks very well but you get
hypnotized by his talk and end up not
thinking things through. He basically
overwhelms everyone with his ideas.”

Ellen Wedner, who will
operate a vintage store at the
Vagabond, remains enthusias-
tic despite Tomlin’s decision
to pull out. She believes
wholeheartedly in
Silverman’s vision for the

Rollason, clearly uncomfortable at
being put on the spot, declined
Silverman’s request for an official letter,
saying she couldn’t support something
she didn’t fully understand and without
first seeing the proposal and passing it
by her association’s board of directors.

The outdoor market, which would be
hosted in the Vagabond’s spacious park-
ing lot every Saturday and Sunday, is a
matter of contention for some people,
who fear it could be detrimental to the
Upper Eastside Green Market, which
made its debut just nine months ago at
Legion Park. “It took us a long, long
time to get that market going,” says
Rosemary Ference. “I just don’t think
there’s room for two outdoor markets
within seven blocks of one another.”

Claire Tomlin, principal of The Market
Company Inc., operates the Legion Park
market as well as others, including the
Lincoln Road Farmer’s Market. Although
initially involved with Silverman in

property. “Eric is very pas-

sionate about the whole thing,” she says,
“and I have complete faith in him.”

She’s not the first person to believe in
Eric Silverman. Business people have
been putting their faith in him for a good
part of the past two decades. Born in
Brooklyn in 1953 to a Cuban mother and
American father, Silverman and his par-
ents moved to Havana when he was just
two weeks old. His grandfather, he says,
was a senator on the island and owned
two major cigar companies, La Gloria
Cubana and El Credito, along with a
tobacco plantation in the fertile province
of Pinar Del Rio. Six years later, when
Fidel Castro wrestled the reins of power
from Fulgencio Batista, the family packed
up and headed for Miami, along with tens
of thousands of other Cuban refugees.
They eventually made their way up to
Ambherst, New York, where Silverman’s
father worked in the furniture business.

“Miami was always my home, though.
We would come down on vacation all

the time,” Silverman recalls. “When I
was a teenager, I’d get a job for the holi-
days as a cabana boy at the Carriage
House on Miami Beach. I had my first
kiss at a teen dance by the Swiss-cheese
wall at the Fontainebleau. In my 20s, I’d
spend a lot of time at the Palm Bay
Club. My friends and I would walk in
there in our velvet jackets and piano-key
scarves like something out of Saturday
Night Fever.”

One day, by the pool at the Mutiny
Hotel in Coconut Grove, Silverman
befriended some fashion insiders who
worked for Yves Saint Laurent. They
suggested that he get into the menswear
business because of his flair for fashion.
Years later, he did just that. After earning
a business and marketing degree from
the University of Miami, and spending a
period of time selling wholesale art in
South Florida and Puerto Rico, he
moved to Toronto to open a distributor-
ship for the furniture company he was
working for at the time.

A co-worker alerted him to a “help
wanted” ad in the newspaper for a sales
position at Yves Saint Laurent.
Silverman applied and, because of the
rapport he’d established back at the pool
in Coconut Grove, easily landed the job.
He eventually moved over to Hugo Boss
Canada in 1984, where his marketing
skills propelled him to the position of
company president. The nation’s leading
fashion-trade journal for the men’s cloth-
ing business, DNR, credits him with
increasing sales from $2 million to $25
million during his ten-year tenure.

Continued on page 16
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A poster featuring a kaleidoscopic preview of business opportunities

the motel could offer.

Silverman

Continued from page 15

He spent the second half of the 1990s
in New York, heading up the American
division of Hugo Boss, and later took a
job with Dolce & Gabbana as president
of its North and South American opera-
tions. “But I never loved New York,”
Silverman admits. “I love Miami. I like
the sun. I like to see the sky.”

The September 11 attacks convinced him
that it was time to leave the Big Apple. “I
remember driving down Park Avenue and
seeing the smoke from the Twin Towers,
and people were covered in dust and band-
ages,” he recalls. “I’ve always driven
Cadillac convertibles, and people I knew
were jumping into my car just to get out of
Manbhattan. That was it for me.”

Silverman bid the rag trade farewell in
November 2001, headed south with his
13-year-old son and wife, and jumped
into the real-estate business, applying his

sales and marketing experience to high-
end properties throughout Miami. “T had
a client looking for a large space,” he
recounts, “so I was spending a lot of
time in Wynwood. I would see the
Vagabond whenever I’d drive by, and I
always loved it. The building is beauti-
ful, but the U shape is what’s really won-
derful. I always thought there was a lot
you could do with it commercially.”

In late 2005, he bought the place with
his cousin Octavio Hidalgo for $4 mil-
lion. Silverman estimates that, since
then, an additional $2 million has been
spent on costs associated with legal fees,
architectural plans, easements, insurance,
taxes, and renovation work that has
included a new roof, new plumbing, new
wiring, and restoration of the swimming
pool, which had been concreted over.
More than 100 dumpsters of debris have
been hauled away, and the building now
stands as a skeleton of concrete and
wood, awaiting development.

H
sl

The Transit Shop, a sleek clothing boutique, is operated by Silverman’s

wife Margaretha.

“My dream,” Silverman says, “was to
have a hotel in Havana and a horse ranch
in Pinar Del Rio, where my grandfather
had his tobacco plantation. But you know
what? I have two horses that my wife and
I ride every weekend near our home in
Davie, and when I’'m here at the

most famous being the Delano Hotel on
Collins Avenue.

The Vagabond went up in 1953, at a time
when Biscayne Boulevard was Miami’s
main north-south thoroughfare. Several other
motels opened around the same time, all
striving to lure out-of-town motorists with
showy, eye-grabbing motifs and

“Getting to where we are right now has
been such a monumental task. It
would’ve been smarter to have kept the
Vagabond operating as a motel.”

space-age architectural elements
that have since come to define
the Miami Modern era. The
Vagabond’s carport and large
parking lot catered to a rapidly
growing automobile culture. The

Vagabond, with the architecture and the
Cuban workers, I feel like I’'m in Havana.”
That open, tropical architectural feel
was created by Romanian-born architect
Robert Swartburg, one of the top design-

ers of his time in the Miami area. His
creations include several landmarks in
Sunny Isles, Miami, and the Beach, the

raised pool deck (visible from
the road), the air-conditioning,
and the proximity to Miami Beach would
have been all the persuading that a vacation-
ing family on a budget needed.

Some reports have attributed the motel’s
construction to a popular comedic music
group of the period, the Vagabonds. But

Continued on page 17
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Continued from page 16

vintage pictures of the band’s Vagabond
Club depict an entirely different building
located farther south at 732 Biscayne Blvd.
It’s not entirely clear whether the Vagabond
Motel and Vagabond Club were related.
And so the stories of Sinatra, Gleason, and
Dean Martin cavorting with showgirls
around the pool may or may not be accurate.

In any case, coiffed celebrities and lily-
white nuclear families would have been
driven out in the latter part of the century,
when the Upper Eastside became ground
zero for the drug and prostitution trades
spawned by crack cocaine, race riots, and
mass immigration.

Today the Vagabond stands out on the
Boulevard as the most iconic and notewor-
thy example of the MiMo style. Nancy
Liebman, a former president of the Urban
Environment League of Greater Miami
and an ardent preservationist, fears that
Silverman’s market proposal will give him
a convenient way to avoid costly restora-
tion work. Silverman, on the other hand,
sees it as a perfect way to showcase the
motel’s historic character and notes that the
renovation work will be done in stages.

“We plan to move forward in three phas-
es,” he explains. “Phase one is the outdoor
market and vintage store, which we hope to
have operational by November. Phase two
is the indoor fish market and pool area.
Phase three is the back two-story building,
which will be a mixed-use facility for retail,
artists’ spaces, a bookstore, and so on.

“It’s all about synergies,” he continues.
“At Dolce & Gabbana we always wanted
our product next to Prada in the stores,
not Levis. It’s the same concept here.
Adjacencies and relationships will bring
business to the stores at the Vagabond.”

Marketing strategies aside, Belle Meade’s
Margaret Tynan sounds a cautionary note.

A v _ -
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“Before he does anything,” she says, “he
needs to have the people. We don’t know if
he has commitments from anyone. On the

i spur of the moment, people will agree to all

: = 0
- L

sorts of things. When it comes down to it
though, guess what?”

Counters Silverman: “We’ve spoken to
many, many people and everyone has
expressed an interest. We have letters of
intent, but we can’t disclose names yet
because we’re right in the midst of it.”

“Getting to where we are right now has
been such a monumental task,” Silverman
says with a hint of exasperation. ““You know,
it would’ve been much smarter for me to
have just kept the Vagabond operating as a
motel and found a way to deal with the
crime, rather than shutting it down and have
no income from the property for so long. But
this place is a part of my heritage. I feel it’s
important to memorialize things that were
here that were really important to people.”

Henry Patel, owner of the nearby King
Motel and MiMo District activist, sympa-
thizes with Silverman. “If Eric knew what
the neighborhood was going to act like, I'm
not sure he’d be here right now,” he says.
“If the neighborhood people are not more
cooperative, then some of these properties
are just going to stay the way they are.
Somebody has to have a vision for change.”

Silverman the visionary recognizes
that all eyes are on him. “We’re like the
canary in the coal mine,” he says.
“Everyone wants to see if the Vagabond
can do it and can succeed.”

I
i,

Miami Commissioner Marc Sarnoff has
organized a community meeting to dis-
cuss Silverman's plans for the Vagabond.
The meeting will be held Thursday,
September 4, from 6:30 to 8:00 p.m. at
the Legion Park Community Center,

i 6447 NE 7th Ave.
Architectural renderings of possibilities: The design at top of the page

was rejected as too contemporary, not MiMo enough. Feedback: letters@biscaynetimes.com

YOUR ONE STOP SHOP STORE
FOR YOUR NEW CONSTRUCTION.

WE HAVE BEEN PROUDLY SERVING SOUTH FLORIDA FOR MORE THAN 30 YEARS!

WE DFFER A WIDE VARLETY OF MATERIALS
AMND FREODUCTS, INCLUDING

TERAVETINE, GRANITE. MARBLE

LIMESTONE, ONYX, SLATE, GLASS TILES
AMD A WIDE ARAAY OF SPECLAL ACCESSORTES

Saturday: 10am - 5pm | Sunday by Appointment Only

Stop by our showroom and see our | m;

nﬂnmumuwm. m -E"".-:j

Hours: Monday - Friday: 8am - 6pm 880 Northeast 79 Street, Miami :: 305.758.7778

www.biscaynemarble.com
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