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From Old South Experiences to New South Memories: Virginia Key Beach and the Evolution of Civil Rights to Public Space in Miami

Virginia Key Beach is an eighty-two acre waterfront park on a 1,000-acre barrier island about a mile off the city of Miami.  In 1945, a bathing beach for people of African descent was established there by the Dade County Commission in accordance with the Old South Jim Crow segregation laws and practices of the state.  The park became an unprecedented gathering spot in South Florida, a place of pride and fellowship and an important link to nature for the black community.  It also arose as one of the first sites in mid-century Florida where a dramatic episode of civil disobedience was successful in expanding public accommodation and creating a new, although segregated, leisure space within the state’s fast-growing urban centers.  

Virginia Key Beach is not only an unusual and revealing symbol of the complex history of civil rights in Florida’s largest city, but also illustrates the recurring challenges for the black community to re-define and preserve its “special” public spaces made so in association with protest actions.1  Thus, this study will address the evolution of the civil rights struggle for Virginia Key Beach in relation to access to a historically unique recreational space and memory in Miami focused around the irony of fighting for a segregated place to bathe in the sea prior to the larger New South goal calling for integration of all public spaces.2 The establishment of the beach was in response to a protest which demanded a bathing beach in accordance with the Jim Crow segregation laws and practices of the time. In a real sense, the lessons of Virginia Key Beach, and the civil rights struggle in Miami to preserve it, transcended the Miami-Dade region of the state.  For Miami’s race problem and long-standing habit of denying equitable treatment of public spaces to its African-American community—whether by intention or oversight—demonstrates that Florida’s civil rights movement originated before, lived through, and reappeared after the traditional demarcation of 1954-1965.  Therefore, one critical lesson of this experience is that the periodization of civil rights in Florida itself is debatable. 

Virginia Key remains a unique island of modern, mobile people—black and white—searching for their roots.  The island was separated from what became Miami Beach as a result of tidal changes and hurricanes in the early nineteenth century.  Although evidence is scanty, it likely once harbored small, maroon colonies of people of African heritage, including black Seminoles. It may also have served as part of the Underground Railroad escape route to the Bahamas and the Caribbean.  It became an informal recreational gathering place for blacks in the early twentieth century when the island remained largely uninhabited and unconnected to the mainland.  Today, Virginia Key is also emblematic of the confused values, oversight, and fragile sense of public involvement involving the planning and disposition of public space as well as the preservation of racial memory in the Sunshine State.  Its poorly planned land uses should act like a fire bell in our contemporary air-conditioned nights.3 


Ever since Miami was founded, blacks had no place to swim in the Atlantic Ocean or Biscayne Bay, one of the most beautiful bodies of water in the Southern states. Such oppression was common throughout much of the South as well as the North and West.  The need to create a “colored beach” in the Miami area first became conceptualized by white leaders alongside their efforts to remove blacks from downtown Miami in the 1930s.  The aim was, in part, to contain them from interaction with white tourists while also responding to blacks’ discontent over their lack of any legalized oceanfront access.  Conversely, the beach issue had a starkly different set of meanings to the African-American community. Although the beach was initiated after a 1945 wade-in, many African-Americans saw it as a triumph of personal relationships with white leaders that Miami’s black elite had built over the years.  Others, in later years, saw the facilities of Virginia Key Beach as a second-rate place compared to nearby white beaches, an embarrassing memory and offensive use of public space.  At yet another level, through its role in local religious ceremonies, seasonal celebrations and entertainment, family lore, and romance, the beach became a major center of community life for several critical decades after World War II in the state’s transition from Old South segregation to what passed as New South integration.4 

Virginia Key Beach also fits within a much larger and emerging national context of the civil rights movement.  Around the nation, public spaces of human interaction—voting booths, schools, recreational and sports parks, plazas, streets, cemeteries, and libraries—often became the actual theaters where the human dramas of direct discrimination, personal humiliations, and sustained confrontations occurred.  Urban historian Raymond Mohl notes that much recent scholarship has tended to focus on the local dimension and social significance of race and public space protests.  “As a result of this work” Mohl notes, “it is now clear that the civil rights movement was in reality many civil rights movements, innumerable local groups confronting segregation and discrimination, energized by local leadership and moved to action by local conditions or events. . . . outside the national spotlight and with little or no connection to national leaders or organizations.”  Within this context, Miami provides an important illustration of the local dimension of the civil rights movement in Florida.  Thus, the struggle for Virginia Key Beach, prior to and again following the modern civil rights movement, illustrates important local initiatives involving race relations, territoriality, public access, and broader notions of urban memory that are now re-emerging within multicultural places like Miami.5
Memories of Miami’s waterfront access have been important forces in the distribution of power in defining and facilitating recreation and the value of living in harmony with nature. “Lived inequalities yield unequal historical power,” Michel-Rolph Touillot wrote in his study of the Haitian Revolution, and that can equally be said of Miami.6  Remembering the meaning of places of humiliation, resistance, joy, and terror has helped to retrieve some of the pervasive silences in African-American history, the hidden history of the decades-long forms of oppression experienced in daily life under the racial caste system that dominated the Old South life of rural and urban Florida.  Remembering has also become a part of a broader process of re-appropriating urban space access as Americans of all backgrounds have redefined the value of place, forms of leisure, and reassessed the function of power over land use and race relations in contemporary “special” locales like the beach in New South Miami.  Collectively, these changes have raised fundamental questions about marginal groups’ civil rights to public space and the proper role of collective memory. 

Boyd Shearer, Jr., who created a path-breaking website on the history of segregated parks in Lexington, Kentucky, notes that “black parks, like schools and churches for African-American communities, were crucial daily geographies that empowered black identities despite the dehumanizing eclipse of racism, which initially created this segregated landscape.”  Sites for leisure thus became places for an African-American sense of community and intra-group nurturing. Historian Robin Kelley adds that: “They were places that enabled African-Americans to take back their bodies, to recuperate, to be together. . . . Knowing what happens in these spaces of pleasure can help us understand the solidarity black people have shown at political mass meetings, [and] illuminate the bonds of fellowship one finds in churches and voluntary associations.”7
Reviving Virginia Key Beach, one of Miami’s special “spaces of pleasure,” was initiated by whites but in recent times has been predominantly led by elder African-Americans.  They are predominantly professional women, who lived a significant portion of their lives under Old South Jim Crowism and wanted to pass on an understanding of their times and that of their forbears to a younger, New South generation.  Their determination to pass on a legacy in relation to a place of public interaction has been pivotal to the evolving concept of civil rights in Miami and, perhaps, even in the Sunshine State itself.  This approach to a civil rights agenda makes it an important turning point in Florida’s race movements.  It illustrates how subtle strategies of dialogue and protest over issues of memory of public spaces existed in Miami yet have so far eluded most scholars of civil rights in the state.8

From its inception in 1896, Miami remained defined within the context of the Old South and its segregated land use patterns.  Most blacks lived in strictly demarcated neighborhoods, either Coconut Grove or what was then called Colored Town near Miami’s present-day urban core.  For years, the KKK dominated the Miami police force and bullied blacks to stay within the strict boundaries of Old South-style segregation.  Even within that context, there were powerful successes in forging black community life in Jim Crow Miami—as in many Old South Florida cities.  In a recent study of black activism in Florida, Paul Ortiz has demonstrated how African Americans in the state “called on their mutual aid institutions to maintain the one thing that legal segregation always threatened to destroy: their dignity.  Black secret societies, churches, labor unions, and other collective associations struggled to preserve their memberships autonomy and self-respect.” What was called Colored Town, later Overtown, in fact by the 1950s was not merely a place of abject poverty but a vibrant community where some signs of prosperity were clearly evident. Still, up to 1945 in typical Dixie, African-Americans had no recreational waterfront space in Miami and, subsequently, no significant public space in which they could nurture special values like group solidarity and dignity.9 Only with the impact of Supreme Court decisions and federal legislation following the Brown decision (1954)—notably cases involving public parks such as Baltimore (1956), Watson v Memphis (1963), and finally the sweeping Civil Rights Act of 1964—did race-oriented control over beach access become seriously threatened in the Old South.10

Yet the story also involves numerous local commitments and actions by professional and everyday blacks themselves in bringing the issue into sharp focus.  In part, the issue of beachfront access illustrates diverse experiences and geographies, but several patterns can be identified that date back in time.  First, informal recreational use existed for blacks throughout the east coast, often at isolated places or small towns, where blacks could only swim at dangerous inland rock pits or use the water along their industrial waterfront.  Examples of this occurred in rock pits in Miami and in the Fort Lauderdale area. 


A second pattern involved black ownership of beachfront land and the evolution of specific traditional spaces associated with particular black communities.  Black developer Dana Dorsey bought Fisher Island off the south coast of Miami Beach at the end of World War I to be used as a black beach, but limited boat access and other economic factors forced him to quickly sell it.  In the 1930s, at the same time that Zora Neale Hurston was writing about the significance of black community life in her moving novels (often associated with Eatonville in the Orlando area), blacks often sought to own or use waterfront land for their own enjoyment.  Several of the best examples in Florida are Frank Butler's purchase of land on Anastasia Island near St. Augustine in 1926 and A. L. Lewis's American Beach on Amelia Island near Jacksonville begun in 1935.  Cookman-Volusia Beach in Deerfield Beach involved an assemblage of land including beachfront property brought together by national race leader and President of Bethune-Cookman College, Mary McLeod Bethune.  These places sometimes possessed summer cottages for leading blacks in the state, and hosted various public picnics, religious gatherings, and occasionally commercial establishments.11

Third, in a few instances, protracted negotiations with local officials brought about a limited number of segregated beaches sanctioned by white local officials, often in undesirable market locations for white buyers.  Pablo Beach near Jacksonville is one example.  It was opened for blacks in 1884 but only on Mondays; even so, there were numerous excursions by black civic and religious groups to Pablo Beach.  After Henry Flagler extended his railroad to nearby Mayport in 1899, blacks began buying property on Manhattan Beach.  This soon became an important mecca for blacks in North Florida for a quarter of a century until the depression.12

World War II changed the context for those models. Historian Steven Lawson notes that the “World War II era furnished the staging ground for the black revolution.  It revitalized black solidarity, tested innovative protest tactics, and moved the federal government closer to the side of racial equality . . . .”  Lizbeth Cohen adds, “the infuriation that worked its way into so many memories of World War II service was the preferential treatment given to white, German prisoners of war in commercial establishments where blacks were excluded.”  A few miles south of Miami, at the present-day site of the massive Dadeland Shopping Mall, once stood a World War II prisoner of war camp.  Prisoners were allowed in many establishments where Jim Crow practices and laws excluded blacks.  Most glaring, many black servicemen in the Old South—and most pointedly in Miami—were bitter to come back to a segregated city after they had served under combat to free the world of intolerance and fascism.13

Having been denied access to Miami's waterfront for years, black leaders focused on this issue after the war as a civil rights test case.  While the Supreme Court in Smith v Allwright (1944) had outlawed the white primary and the NAACP used various other legal strategies in attacking segregation, Miami leaders became increasingly focused on gaining their own legal access to beaches.14  As the Miami experience demonstrated, local people tended to localize their grievances.  Thus, as the nation, and even parts of Florida, witnessed more conventional attacks on Jim Crow practices, the black community of Miami imbued its particular brand of civil rights in new demands for waterfront access, based largely on its own local needs for gratification and modification, if not destruction, of Florida’s Old South barriers.


As a result, a fourth model evolved over time from many places in the South but can be seen perhaps in its first postwar iteration in Miami.  It reflected not only impatience and anger but also an emerging recognition of the need of a localized focus on civil rights, if necessary, born out of non-violent confrontation.  Although usually associated with the protest tactics developed so effectively by Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), it may have actually been first demonstrated in postwar-era Miami, eventuating in the creation of Virginia Key Beach.  Yet the seeds for this discontent were sown in an earlier time.15

George Merrick, founder of Coral Gables and head of the local county planning commission, reflected the white awareness of a need to create beach access for blacks far from the gaze of the white tourists; he identified Virginia Key in the late 1930s as a possible site.  The tone of his plan sounded conciliatory rather than biased.  “Today one-third of our present population is Negro. . . .  Today this third of our present citizenry are effectively denied water access and ‘water use.’  Now collectively, as well as individually, we cannot receive fairness, unless we give fairness to this deserving one-third of our citizenry.”  The intent of his message, however, seemed clear, especially given his simultaneous plan for “slum clearance . . . effectively removing every Negro family from the present city limits.”  He saw the best model to be in Nassau’s Grants Town with half-acre plots, presumably created further west in the Everglades, linked by a “county wide, county controlled transportation system, whereby these Negroes and other workers can be brought back and forth at a very cheap rate.”  This was clearly an early manifestation of Down South delay, simply perpetuating the color line by pushing blacks out of the downtown area while creating beach access for them away from white tourists.16  The plan was simply a stratagem to placate blacks and to delay meaningful negotiations with them until some distant future date.


In the following war years, the National Park Service cooperated with the County Park Department to study Dade County’s recreational parks.  An anonymous author concluded that it would be “wiser . . . to confine the Negro park problem to simple lines of development in order to more adequately satisfy the needs of the colored population as it exists here.”  The average “Negro is in a very low income bracket, and relatively few possess cars . . . their travel radius is largely restricted to close-to-home movement and activity.”  The author then rationalized continued exclusion of blacks from beaches due to the potentially high cost of surrounding land values, concluding that “since any Negro development would be ruinous to a large neighborhood area, it would be unwise and impractical to set off a Negro reservation on the beach.”  In practical terms, the plan simply validated delaying black access to evolving public space in the Miami area.  The Old South color line in this case seemed to be updated once again but also applied in a newly conceived Down South constraining pattern.17 

The work of several interracial committees as well as federal funding kept the issues of black access to beaches alive during the war.  The Interracial Committee of the YWCA offered to work with the city’s recreational department in planning playground programs for black children.  “The needs for a swimming beach available to Negroes, mentioned in the recent committee survey, was urged for consideration by city and county commissioners,” the Miami Herald noted in 1943.  The informal tradition of black use of the area east of Bear’s Cut on Virginia Key was also reinforced by the action of the Navy, which set aside the area for blacks near the end of the war.18

As late as January 1945, though, Virginia Key remained a contentious hodgepodge of land uses and visionary plans.  An array of jurisdictional fights, financial interests, and personalities subsequently competed to define the shape of the key.  An airport and seaport were proposed but Miami Beach, lying directly north of Virginia Key, had strong objections.  Then an announcement was made by Commissioner Crandon in late January that a “half-mile Negro bathing beach, large enough for 100,000 bathers, will be established by the County on Virginia Key.”  As if to underscore what would become a common Down South refrain for Florida segregationists following Brown I in 1954, and Brown II in 1955, Crandon added that this was the “best that the City could do,” for its citizens of color.  The actual and psychological distance between Virginia Key Beach for blacks and the newly projected Crandon Park for whites, as a newspaper article pointed out, was that “Virginia Key Beach is separated from Crandon Park by an expanse of water known as Bear Cut, which is approximately a half-mile wide.”19

Returning black servicemen after the war and Miami’s post-war black leaders were in no mood to continue waiting for beach access as the months dragged on.  The “best that the City could do” translated into the Down South game of waiting and continued racial subjugation.  Black journalist and war veteran Garth Reeves recalled that there was “a hard racial climate in Miami. . . . and maybe if I’d been some place else it would be better than what I was experiencing in Miami.  I was pretty bitter.” Another interviewee noted that, “soldiers came back determined that they simply were not going to take [racial oppression] after having risked their lives.”  Miami’s black leaders echoed this post-war restlessness.20  Old South Miami, and its progeny, Down South Miami, were no longer acceptable options for them.


In tandem with the NAACP, local leaders like attorney Lawson Thomas, Rev. John Culmer, and Dr. I. P. Davis made the tactical decision to combat segregation in general by focusing on securing what they had been promised: a waterfront park.  Their concern was heightened after learning that Broward County officials had written a letter to African American clergy saying that Dade residents were no longer welcome—informal as it was—at Broward beaches.  The message was clear: waterfront recreation in Southeast Florida was off limits to black residents.21

In May 1945, Thomas, who had consulted with Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP in conceiving of test cases against segregation, organized a protest.  As recounted by the son of one of the demonstrators, “There were two women, five men from the NAACP . . . And they were to wade in at the all white County beach at Baker’s Haulover . . . they proceeded to do that.”  Later, Dr. Oscar Braynon, son of one of the participants in the subsequent demonstration, perceptively concluded that “what is significant about that [is that] this happened long before the other cities.  It wasn’t heard at that time. This was 1945 before the war ended . . . So this was very new. Those folks had no idea what was going to happen to them but they were willing to take that chance . . .”22  No other local leaders joined Thomas in the protest and his wife later expressed sadness at the timidity of the other black leaders in their lack of support of the action.  Nonetheless, these few Miami blacks, absorbing the lessons of World War II and the new federal court cases, undertook one of the first documented civil rights actions in Old South Florida almost ten years prior to the court’s desegregation edict in Brown.  Although Brown is often portrayed in national and state literature as the demarcation point for black civil rights action in the twentieth century, in reality local actions over the right to public spaces like the beach in Dade County Florida actually helped lay the groundwork for the awakening of civil rights protests across the Sunshine State that occurred following the Brown decision.

As Virginia Key beach slowly gained amenities (i.e., food concessions, a miniature train, a carousel, dance pavilion, and overnight cabins) and attention as a segregated leisure location for African-Americans, the political climate of the Miami area gradually reflected elements of a New South.  From 1945 through the 1960s, although seemingly out of the media mainstream, the civil rights movement in the Miami area reflected some of the most progressive forces in the urban South, while the simultaneous impact of various federal policies also began to collapse the traditional Old South boundaries of color lines, poverty, and degraded living conditions for African-Americans.  Forces challenging the old racial order included: (1) the influx of some Northern activists—white (notably Jews) and black, (2) the economic consensus that sought to avoid major racial incidents in order to attract Northern tourists, (3) the burgeoning role of labor organizations, and (4) the assertive actions of the Civil Rights Congress, the NAACP’s legal challenges, and the protests of CORE (Congress of Racial Equality).  Yet the very power of all these factors also engendered a prolonged reactionary crusade that sought to link civil rights and the labor movement to communist conspiracies.  The result retarded a local protest movement in one of the regions where it might have been most successful.23 

Nonetheless, there were gains over segregation achieved through negotiation, protests and legal strategies.  For example, Miami hired its first black policemen in 1944, although, as had been the case in other large Florida cities such as Jacksonville, they were only allowed to arrest blacks.  In 1949, fourteen local black leaders began their long challenge of racial exclusion at local golf courses.  Lawson Thomas became the first black judge in the South in 1951, presiding over a court addressing a new black police precinct.  The dominant news media, although often stereotyping black life as violent while ignoring its diversity and accomplishments, nonetheless sought to stifle racial conflict.  This was seen most graphically in the 1956 WTVJ news broadcast, “Incident at Delrey Beach,” in which newsman Ralph Renick staged a round table discussion that forced black and white leaders to discuss problems of access to beaches and pools in nearby Del Rey Beach.  (The program beamed throughout South Florida, suggesting that issues of segregated access to the waterfront could be worked out through biracial dialogue.)  Sit-ins to promote desegregation, led by Dr. John O. Brown and CORE, took place at Burdines Department store in 1959, a year prior to the Greensboro sit ins that gained such widespread attention, and are often used as a demarcation point for such nonviolent actions of defiance in the modern movement.  De jure integration was initiated at Miami’s Orchard Villa Elementary School in 1959, although it became a de facto all-black school as whites refused to send their children to it (the problem of segregated schools continues to this day).  Pools were at first integrated after black leaders merely pointed out to city officials that no ordinance mandated segregated swimming facilities, although the city commission soon rescinded the order of the city manager.24 

Black leadership of Miami’s civil rights movement came essentially from professionals and preachers in the Negro Ministerial Alliance, the NAACP, and CORE.  Due to the repressive climate, however, a large number of middle-class African-Americans shunned involvement.  The Civil Rights Congress, active in Miami and including some members of the Communist Party, was the target of newspaper and TV news attacks, grand juries, and police as well as FBI action in the early 1950s.  In later years, the state legislature’s infamous Johns’ Committee associated the civil rights movement with both communism and homosexuality and sought to access the membership records of the local NAACP chapter in order to harass them.  The Supreme Court, in Gibson v Florida Legislative Investigative Committee (1963), finally ruled the Johns’ Committee’s action unconstitutional.  By then, one Miamian, Albert. D. Moore, had became a close associate of Martin Luther King, Jr. Although it was seldom publicized, King frequently visited Miami and Virginia Key beach to relax.  With such post-World War II developments, Miami had been poised for civil rights gains even prior to the more prominent national actions in other locales.25  

Therefore, even within the context of local repression, black political representation had made slow but substantial gains by the 1960s.  A biracial committee, formed to combat housing conditions in the western portion of Miami’s Coconut Grove, was created in the late 1940s, led by Father Theodore Gibson and Elizabeth Virrick.  Gibson was later elected to the City Commission.  Funeral home director M. Athalie Range, who had cut her political teeth fighting for school desegregation in the late 1940s, became the first black City Commissioner in 1965 and was later appointed head of the state’s Department of Community Affairs by Governor Reuben Askew.  Voter turnout increased, although by the early 1980s, black effectiveness had been compromised by several political scandals involving bribery.26
Central to understanding the social limits that continued to be imposed on African Americans were the structural changes brought about by such forces as technological “progress” and the impact of state and federal programs.  Air conditioning and television, for example, promoted an increasing retreat into the privacy of home life as suburbanization (for whites and blacks) became the trend in the postwar period.  Scholars have shown in recent years that the impact of “redlining” through the federal housing and highway policies reinforced poverty and isolation in Miami — a pattern seen around the state as well.  The federal highway system, notably through the construction of I-95, cut through downtown Miami and had a devastating impact and the black community of Overtown.  Its population fell from 40,000 to 16,000, and those left often suffered joblessness and dispare.27
Social and political tensions were also exacerbated by the rapid influx of Cubans into the Miami area, beginning in the late 1950s.  Government and private assistance given to Cubans, combined with the jobs they were seen to have taken from blacks, and, in later years, the double standard in immigration status given to Cubans verses Haitians, all fed into economic and political resentment that found its most potent symbol in episodes of white police brutality.  Culminating in the riots surrounding the Republican National Convention in 1968, and highlighted later in the 1980 riots, police violence, and subsequent trial related to the death of Arthur McDuffie, Miami’s racial setbacks often seized national headlines.  The hard racial edge that Miami represented became even more pronounced in the late 1990s when the city was cited as having the highest poverty rate in the nation.  Downtown Miami remained a devastated location, largely uninhabited by whites, well into the new century before a new skyline building boom ensued.  Black neighborhoods like Overtown and the West Grove remained places of intense poverty and hopelessness.  And within that context Virginia Key beach became a lost place of community pride in the reactivated New South.  Modern commercial vitality continued the distinct racial and ethnic divides in Miami, perhaps best exemplified in such race-pride issues as the preservation movement behind Virginia Key beach beginning in the late 1990s.28 
Virginia Key Park operated for blacks from August 1945 until after desegregation of all County beaches produced its increasing isolation by the 1960s.  Protests in the late 1950s and early 1960s opened nearby Crandon Park on Key Biscayne and other parks to blacks.  In retrospect, the fate of Virginia Key beach in the era of desegregation is revealing.  It was a vital community location—a place of recreation and romance, religious fellowship, an environment providing invaluable proximity to the natural world.  Yet the very plasticity of its appeal proved its undoing after desegregation opened all beaches to backs.  Staff and amenities were cut back.  Its popularity declined and the beach was finally transferred from the County to the City in 1982.  The City was obliged to keep it open “for public park purposes only” and there was a clause in the deed in which the land would revert back to the County if the deed restrictions were not carried out.  Unfortunately, the County never provided the oversight of its own deeds to force the City to comply.  As a result, the physical condition of the beach dramatically deteriorated.  It was finally closed to the public behind a locked fence.29
By the 1990s, as the City of Miami’s fiscal condition deteriorated, its staff sought to privatize many of the underutilized public spaces on Virginia Key and the rest of the waterfront.  By that time, the island contained a strange array of land uses and zoning classifications.  Long before, parcels of land had been leased out to the University of Miami for a Marine Science School, to a private tourist venture (the Seaquarium), several restaurants, and a major County sewage treatment plant that overshadowed much of the northwestern portion of the island.  There was also a wildlife preserve on the western side and a strange anomaly called Shrimper's Lagoon on the north end that harbored Jimbo's, an unpretentious hangout and drinking location for whites and blacks.30  Within this context, greater Miami continues to be challenged by its onetime promise to reserve Virginia Key Beach as a public place of special significance to blacks.

Even so, as oral history interviews have uncovered in the past half dozen years, after 1945 Virginia Key Beach had provided a growing array of community experiences and recreational amenities for African-Americans.  Never equal to the funds spent on nearby Crandon Park for whites (opened after the causeway from Miami through Virginia Key to Key Biscayne was completed in 1947), Virginia Key beach was, nevertheless, an important public space facilitating racial solidarity until the 1970s.  Large numbers of people went there as documented in numerous photographs from the era.  Recreational and cultural activities made it a kind of a local paradise for many blacks, a special black enclave in a ever-changing urban landscape.  Local resident Fred Brown recalled: 

You had to get on the boat on Fifth Street . . . maybe a 100 or 150 people on the boat.  And they would make two or three trips to get everybody over there. . . .  Certain days you could go over there and certain days you couldn’t. Then they kept fighting until they got a black concession over there.  More like hotdogs, hamburgers.  They had a small, real railroad track with a small train that you could sit in and ride around for the kids to ride around in.  Then they had cabanas, small cabanas that people could rent and take their families alongside the beach.31
The founder of Miami’s Black Archives, historian Dr. Dorothy Jenkins Fields, added that: “The irony of it all was that there was no bridge [or] causeway . . . the currents were so swift that it was frightening. . . .  We always thought, why would [whites] give us the water that had the bad spot, knowing that we were going to bring children.”32

In its prime many nationally known African-American entertainers and leaders had visited the beach, helping to make it a major intra-group arena for fun and fellowship.  On numerous occasions from the late 1950s until the end of his life in 1968, Martin Luther King, Jr. visited what continued to be in many ways Old South Miami.  He often stayed at the Hampton House, the all-black resort in Brownsville, relaxed with friends, fished on segregated boats in Biscayne Bay, and swam at the area’s only “colored beach,” Virginia Key.  From 1945 until King’s era, it was the only place in Old South Miami-Dade that blacks could officially go in order to bathe in Biscayne Bay.  King is even reported to have delivered an early version of his legendary “I have a Dream” speech at the Hampton House.  The champion of civil rights found Old South Miami and the beach, albeit segregated, an exciting and nurturing place to recharge his soul.33
Yet the desegregation of Dade County’s public parks truncated this sort of recreational focus and memory for the black community, and, in the process, resulted in yet another round of Down South stonewalling.  In the three decades following King’s assassination in 1968, tensions grew from the goals of expanding access to open space and pressures for commercialized forms of leisure, all of which subtly involved racial and ethnic identity as well as corporate dominance of urban public land.  Following the revitalization of New York’s Central Park in the 1970s, and the revival of waterfronts in Boston and Baltimore, urban waterfronts became exploding “focal points” for commercial development and public-private partnerships.  The historical landscape of waterfronts changed from their earlier industrial focus into tourist attractions where restaurants, bars, shops, hotels, and parking facilities multiplied.  Many argued, as well, that in a time of urban crisis and lean public revenues, it was smart to develop economic synergism with public spaces that both focused historical memory and expanded cultural tourism.  Charles Birnbaum has recently warned, however, that the national trend in which “the cluttering of reposeful park grounds with activity-oriented ’focal points’ is lamentable and perplexing, not least because park users themselves aren’t demanding change.”  In short, the character of parks was being undermined as nonprofit institutions seeking “free land” concessions or public agencies seeking new revenue increasingly privatized them.  In this light, the recent development and preservation of Virginia Key Park fits into the national contemporary revival of civic participation in the design and revitalization of public parks and the rising interest in black heritage tourism, two goals often contested by corporate entities and public agencies.   Indeed, Virginia Key Park presents sort of a microcosm of the events and issues that have surrounded the revitalization and public memory preservation attempts of numerous other parks across New South Florida and the nation.34

Almost predictably, Miami’s waterfront became a major zone of local conflict when funding for parks eroded in a city with few downtown residents.  City staff had orders to develop much of the largely abandoned and under-planned waterfront parkland by working with private entrepreneurs.  In 1985, a large chunk of Miami’s most famous waterfront park, Bayfront, was taken over and transferred to the Rouse Company to become a popular shopping mall and tourist destination in the downtown area (now called Bayside).  Then in 1996, a County referendum was held to take nearby waterfront parkland for a new arena for the Miami Heat professional basketball team.  The team won after an expensive advertising campaign.  A full-scale assault on waterfront parks was in process by the late 1990s, seen most pointedly in the struggle to preserve the Miami Circle, an ancient Tequesta Indian site at the mouth of the Miami River, and the attempt by the Marlins to take over Bicentennial Park for a new baseball stadium—all contemporary events strikingly similar to those in so many other large cities of the New South.  The attempts to privatize the largely forgotten Virginia Key beach thus fit historically within a larger process of revenue generation and selling off the public’s assets through commercializing Miami’s waterfront.35

By the late 1990s, Miami’s waterfront parks, including the historically black Virginia Key beach, were more threatened with extinction and neglect than those in any other major city in Florida.  A complex array of political and economic developments had affected the site of Virginia Key beach, undermining its value as public space and special memory for the black community.  A city task force called for the creation of an eco-tourist resort on the land that would, arguably, bring revenue to the city.  Decades after integration of public accommodations had been established in law, the former “black beach” had become largely forlorn, abandoned, forgotten and seemingly set up to be leased out by the city as a high-end “eco-resort.”  That land thereafter became part of a broader contemporary struggle by a new multicultural coalition to reclaim and redefine public space along Miami’s waterfront.  Although many blacks had decried the loss of the park’s status in the 1970s, predominantly white environmentalists, led by Mabel Miller and the Friends of Virginia Key, fought both to preserve the natural attributes of the island and to persuade public officials to accede to the deed restrictions up through 1998.  In a manner eerily reminiscent of earlier Down South Florida, their appeals failed to resolve any concrete future plan for the beach or the island itself.  Time had eroded many positive associations by African-Americans to the beach.  It was closed to public use and few of Miami’s movers and shakers seemed to care that actions on it had been delayed indefinitely, or, even worse, simply deferred.36

In 1999, however, the Virginia Key Park issue re-surfaced and signified in compelling ways the importance of remembering the meaning of segregation and the civil rights struggle by African-Americans for recreational equality that surfaced so strongly at the end of World War II.  The new struggle, led first by the Urban Environment League, gained attention in the New York Times, the San Francisco Chronicle, and other national newspapers.  Ultimately, the identification with the land, forged through a sense of community traditions and the unique experience of African-Americans in Miami, was to be revived in a new broad based civil rights crusade to end a new round of Down South stalling after a long hiatus in the Sunshine State itself.  According to Enid Pinkney, an African-American and former president of the predominantly white Dade Heritage Trust: 

a lot of the history of the people who helped the civil rights movement can never be told because people don’t know about it.  You only know about the famous people, the people who became famous in the struggle.  But other people who did things that called attention to the problems of segregation, [while] you will never read about them in the history books . . . they played an important part in bringing about changes in our society . . . It was our beach.  Colored Only . . . [Later in 1999] we rallied when we heard that the City of Miami was going to turn it over to developers. . . .  We took ownership again . . . I think it showed the strength and the depth of the ownership when we said, “Oh no, no, no.  You can’t do that to us because this belongs to us . . . I see it as a steppingstone to means into fuller equality. 37
The new black crusade to which Pinkney referred galvanized  many in the black and progressive white communities of Southeast Florida, including many heritage preservationists, environmentalists and a few academics.  In 1999, as the newly installed President of the Urban Environment League and longtime Director of the University of Miami’s Institute for Public History, I spoke before the City’s Ad Hoc Committee for Virginia Key and stated for the record that, ”What was being overlooked was the historical significance of the park to the black community.  Why shouldn’t the whole park be designated to honor the meaning of the civil rights struggle within the history of Miami?  That would be a perfectly valid reason to deny the privatization of that land.”38

Other middle-class whites were moved by this line of reasoning and soon sought to collaborate with such African Americans as Gene Tinnie, Enid Pinkney, Dorothy Fields and others in creating the idea of a Civil Rights Park for the site. But it was clear to everyone involved that the attempt to make the land into a civil rights park would once again succumb to a Down South destiny unless African Americans themselves strongly defined and led the effort.  It seemed in those early days of the local movement that many people thought any such effort was doomed to indefinite delay or failure if the actual users and heirs of the parks “special” memories did not spearhead a sort of Miami-based, mini-civil rights movement to preserve this largely unparallel place of public interaction.39

The decision was quickly made by the Urban Environment League to campaign aggressively for a civil rights park, and equally so to enlist the aid of African-American leaders to orchestrate preservation of Miami-Dade’s historical beach.  One of the first people contacted had once worked on the Miami Circle demonstration. He was Dinizulu Gene Tinnie, a tall, deep-voiced African-American, a calm man, an artist, writer, and profound thinker.  He later captured the essence of what came to drive the black community of Miami in its effort to preserve Virginia Key beach, its public space of past and now present “special” significance: “one of the strategies that we have to have is looking at our sacred sites, places that have been consecrated by, labored by, the struggle.  There are too many people with too many fond memories, too many people who have been baptized out there, had their honeymoons out there, had their first love affair out there . . . that was a place that brought together an entire black community.”40

Support soon swelled within parts of the black community. While never a deafening roar, it was enough to end the city’s delay in preserving the land as a park. Central to the overall success was the input from Gene Tinnie, who has kept at it to this day, writing columns for the Miami Times, published by Garth Reeves, previously noted before as one of the demonstrators desegregating Crandon Park in the late 1950s.

Significantly, the Miami Herald (the leading media voice of greater Miami) had largely ignored coverage of the issue  from 1997 through early 1999.  Even so, the local history of the Old South practice of blocking access to a waterfront beach and the Down South habit of delaying redress to grievances were surfacing to rescue Virginia Key Park through exposure by both local and national publications.  For example, Miami New Times reporter Kirk Nielson wrote, “Today [1999] the long-closed beach on Virginia Key is a symbol of racial segregation, the black struggle against it, and the need to preserve history.”  Athalie Range told reporter Teresa Mears of the San Francisco Chronicle,  “the struggle, the civil rights issues that have been part of Miami for now over 50 years, need to be remembered . . . I can think of no better way to remember it than by opening this park and doing what needs to be done to bring the citizens back.” Rick Bragg of the New York Times wrote a pioneering article focused on the memories of African Americans rather than on the value of developing the park into an eco-campground.  Drawing on the meaning of the memories of black residents toward the beach, he quoted Range’s comment that, “we forget about these things and when it comes to a point when someone wants to do something else, you remember.”41

Among the many steps taken in the ensuing months was to use oral history reminiscences of the site as a civil rights memorial in persuading the city administration to create another temporary task force to plan for the renewal of the park.  A charrette (or design workshop for the public) was held in January 2000. The City Commission appropriated $25,000 for the project, a pittance in standard terms yet nonetheless an encouraging sign of support.  The charrette submitted an articulate and important message about a new climate for preserving memory and expanding public involvement.  The plan called for both a civil rights memorial as well as natural areas.  This had the effect of ending the long delaying action.  The City Commission responded to the report with an ordinance creating the Virginia Key Park Trust to oversee fundraising, events, and planning for revitalization of the 80 acres of the historical “colored beach.”  Another stride forward occurred in August 2002, when the site was placed on the National Register of Historic Places and was recognized with a State of Florida Historical Marker.  The Virginia Key Beach Park Trust now had its own substantial city budget and planning operation and was led by Range and Tinnie.42

The Trust built on its earlier work by creating a documentary film and oral history testimonies collection that both revealed and institutionalized much of the hidden past.  A Master Plan followed in 2003 and a study for the National Parks Service focusing on its historical significance for possible inclusion in the National Park System had emerged by 2006.  Until her death in November 2006, Athalie Range remained the dominating force behind the African-American community’s commitment to force the preservation of its “special” public space as well as shore up the Virginia Key Park Trust, overseeing its role as a place of African American heritage for future generations.  But, the battle was not over. Public debate soon emerged about whether the rewards of National Park status that would bring national stature and land use protections outweighed the possible loss of local control and jobs related to the park.43

In sum, the lessons involved in this debate provide useful insight into the complex—locally based—civil rights movement and the conventionally cited dates for the advent of the modern movement in Old South Florida, as well as the basic question of how, when, and why Florida cities like Miami must look both forward and backward when debating and deciding the issue of civil rights, “special” heritage, and public land usage.  The proposal for an African American Memorial/Civil Rights Park was brought forward in 1999.  The notion of ending delay in preserving this historic beach as public parkland with a major Civil Rights/Memorial Park was at first ignored by a powerful and quasi-official city committee that seemed to be unrepresentative of the diversity of the City of Miami and, at least initially, unmotivated to preserve a place of “special” open-space significance to generations of Miami’s black residents. This resulted in an important aspect of the heritage of the African American community and the civil rights heritage of the Sunshine State itself being given short shrift in considering usage of public lands.  This issue, when adequately highlighted, subsequently interested people of all backgrounds, because the struggle for civil rights is central to both the minority communities of urban areas and to all humanity interested in broadening the scope of urban planning to include such issues as the right to adequate public space for whom that space holds “special” memories.
Until recently, the silences of Virginia Key Beach have had powerful political and economic ramifications on the nature of Old South memories and New South African-American community life.  The renewal of this waterfront area also illustrates the potential of New South forms of civic engagement in public planning processes that are designed to involve a broad, multi-cultural audience in honoring the experiences and memories of Florida’s historical and still sizable African-American population.  This beach has become a common ground of hope for a better future then the experiences and memories of Old South Florida.  It is also part of a broader effort to redesign the entire island through a new Master Plan process in which public participation by all area residents can help ensure the redefinition of public space as public space.  Virginia Key Beach is, however, a compelling historical place of leisure and protest, fellowship and shared memories.  It remains a major challenge to redesign Virginia Key Beach Park as a usable place of leisure while remaining respectful of its powerful pioneering legacy in Florida’s and the nation’s civil rights movement.  Its place in the order of civil rights experiences transcends not only generations of African-American struggles to end delays and denial, but reflects also universal issues of equality and rights in the long journey from Old South Florida, through Down South Florida, to New South Florida.  When and where, and even if, that historical struggle ended is yet a matter for intellectual inquiry.  Certainly, that issue cannot be confronted without understanding the unique role that Virginia Key Beach has played in Miami’s and Florida’s last half-century of civil rights goals, activism, failures, and successes.
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