VERSAILLES HOTEL
3425 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH

. Contextual History

The stretch of oceanfront property from 21st to 44th Streets in Miami Beach
was first platted in 1916 by the Collins/Pancoast family. Zoned for hotels and
apartments, this area was only sparsely developed until the 1930s when, within
a decade, Chicago architect Roy F. France (1888-1972) designed over a dozen
buildings that virtually created the mid-beach skyline. These included the
Whitman, Ocean Grande, and Shoremede Hotels (all now demolished), the
Patrician, the Sovereign, and three “skyscrapers”: the Sea Isle (now Palms Hotel),
the Cadillac, and the Versailles. His Saxony and Sans Souci hotels were added in
the Postwar years. All of these are now included as “Contributing” buildings in
the Collins Waterfront Historic District, designated by the City in 2000.

Il. Specific History

The Versailles property occupies the entire oceanfront block between 34th
and 35t Streets. The hotel as it was first designed in 1940 consisted of the 16-
story (including cupola) Art Deco-style tower at the northwest corner of the
property, with a one-story lounge and dining room extending to the east, and a
(salt-water) swimming pool deck on the south. Due to a curve in Collins Avenue
at this point, the tower was, and still remains, a prominent visual landmark.
This construction, containing 141 hotel rooms and one apartment, originally
cost $300,000. The hotel opened in January 1941 for seasonal occupancy, from
December to April. Within a year of its opening, the U.S. entered World War II,
and while hundreds of Miami Beach buildings were leased for military use at

that time, no record as been found that the Versailles was one of these.

In 1955, Roy F. France & Son designed an eight-story addition to the
Versailles, containing 132 more hotel rooms, for then-owner Daniel Lifter,

president of the Liflans Corporation. This addition, built during the Beach’s



Postwar Boom, was designed in Postwar Modern style and cost $700,000. An L-
shaped structure at the southwest corner of the property, it obliterated a section
of cabanas and what was originally an open yard, and partly blocked the view of
the tower from the south, but the original building and swimming pool remained
intact. In the 1950s, hotels in Miami Beach were becoming all-inclusive resorts,
and the Versailles followed this trend by putting retail space and a nightclub in
this addition.

I1l. Architecture

As one of France’s three landmark “skyscraper” hotels, all built in 1940,
the original Versailles closely resembles the other two: the Sea Isle (Palms) and
the Cadillac. All three have a soaring vertical shaft that has a lozenge-shaped
footprint:, and on the east and west elevations, the center portion is
symmetrically flanked by three setbacks on each side. In the Versailles, the
setbacks on the Collins Avenue elevation alternate between round and square
edges, while in the rear all the setbacks are square-edged. This arrangement of
setbacks allowed the Versailles to advertise “floor on floor of spacious, sun-
flooded rooms...90% with corner windows,”® which literally doubled the chance
of catching a night breeze in that era before air-conditioning. Early photographs

show the rooms’ windows were awning type.

Unlike the Sea Isle or Cadillac, the Versailles is topped with a copper-
domed open cupola that strongly resembles the one on France’s National Hotel
at 17th Street, built the previous year. The bottom two floors on the west
elevation are faced in stone, and the entry was originally quite plain, with no
porte-cochere. Two plain square pillars supported an overhang above a narrow
porch, then a flight of steps interspersed with planter bins led down to the
driveway. Channel-letter neon signage was mounted two stories up over the front

door.

1 Advertisement, circa 1940.



Roy France’s 1940 plans for the Versailles were found on Microfilm
#14269 in the Miami Beach Building Department; in addition, a brochure
produced in 19412 includes a plot plan, two floor plans, and several interior and
exterior photographs. One of these views shows the original one-story rear
extension fronting the beach. Adjacent to the vertical tower, first a plain, square
cocktail lounge projects to the south; next is a plain, square corner of the lobby
lounge; and lastly there is a rounded end of the dining room projecting eastward.
Wrapped around all of these in the 1941 photograph is an expansive, sloped,
apparently canvas awning. This area is labeled on the floor plan as a “dining
terrace.” The Building Permit Card (#17141) documents architect Albert Anis
“enclosing dining room terrace” in 1945. This project, costing $13,000, is borne
out in later postcard images that show this area enclosed and without the

awnings.

The same 1941 brochure shows that the original lobby merged into an
open lounge area at the rear, providing entering guests an immediate view all the
way through to the ocean. From the front door, the reception desk was set into
the wall to the right, and the elevators were to the left. The eastern walls of both
the lobby-lounge and adjoining dining room are lined with floor-to-ceiling
windows, embodying Roy France’s design philosophy: “Let in the air and sun.
That's what people come to Florida for.”3 Nonetheless, the Versailles took
advantage of technical progress and added an “air cooling unit” in 1947, and air-

conditioned the cocktail lounge in 1948.

The 1955 Postwar Modern style addition, designed by France when he was
in partnership with his son, is clearly of another time. Plain and recti-linear, its
distinguishing feature is the way the bottom two floors telescope out toward

Collins Avenue, where a boxed-in mosaic art mural wraps around the southwest

2 Curt Teich Postcard Archive, Lake County Museum, Wauconda, lllinois.
3 Obituary, Miami Herald, Feb. 17, 1972.



corner of the second story. The mural is signed “Stewart Studios N.Y.C. 1955;”
no further information about it has so far been found, but it appears to be an
abstract depiction of the sun god with his horse-drawn chariot and attendant
figures. (It may be a play on a plaster bas-relief of the Sun King applied to the
east facade of the Fontainebleau Hotel in 1954, that has been replicated and

slightly relocated on the recently-remodeled Fontainebleau.)

Plans for the 1955 addition to the Versailles were found on Microfilm
#47326. These document that the porte-cochere was added at that time; it still
survives in an altered state, tapering out over the driveway, with convex edges,
but it was originally supported by a V-shaped pylon, and its underside was

studded with down-lights, as seen in a 1950s photograph.

Some changes were made to the hotel lobby at this time as well; since the
new addition adjoined the lobby at the site of the original reception desk, the
desk was moved to the west wall, on the south side of the front door. A “plant

bin” was also installed in the middle of the lobby floor.

In place of the original reception desk were put two stairways; the first led
down to a “lower lobby” in the addition that extended along a windowed wall on
Collins Avenue. Set in the interior was retail space for a coffee shop, beauty
parlor, florist, drugstore, gift shop, and stores for jewelry, sportswear, shoes, and
men’s and women'’s apparel. The other stair curved up to an “upper lobby” that
overlooked the swimming pool to the east, and another set of steps to the west
led up to the windowless area behind the mural wall. This area contained a
cocktail lounge with dance floor, an amoeba-shaped bar, and a television room

where guests, without in-room TVs, could enjoy black-and-white entertainment.



IV. Architect Biography

Roy F. France (1888-1972)was born in Hawley, Minnesota, worked as a
draftsman in Chicago as a young man,#4 and studied at the Armour Institute of
Technology (1905-6) and the Chicago Technical School.> Several buildings from
his early career, some in Tudor and Gothic styles, are preserved in Chicago’s
historic districts.

After France and his wife took a train trip to Florida in 1931, they moved
permanently to Miami Beach where, inspired by the sunlight and sea air,
France’s design style changed drastically. Here he first worked for Chicago
publisher William F. Whitman, who had an oceanfront home at 32nd Street and
invested in local real estate.6 France’s Indian Creek Apartments and Whitman
Hotel (both now demolished) across Collins Avenue from each other at 33rd
Street were followed by dozens of hotels and apartments throughout the City, in
Med-Deco Transitional, Art Deco, and Postwar Modern styles. His son, Roy
France Jr., worked as his partner for several years but died in 1957.

Many of France’'s Miami Beach buildings have been demolished but
twenty still remain between 24th and 44th Streets, in the Collins Waterfront
Historic District. His surviving buildings include:

National Hotel 1677 Collins Ave.

Cavalier *“ 1320 Ocean Drive
Pines & Palms Apts. 2463 Pine Tree Dr.
Sea Isle Hotel 3025 Collins Ave.
Saxony “ 3201 Collins Ave.
Cadillac “ 3925 Collins Ave.
Sovereign  “ 4385 Collins Ave.
Casablanca “ 6345 Collins Ave.

---Carolyn Klepser, researcher
August 9, 2011

amended Aug. 15, 2014

4 Obituary, Miami Herald, Feb. 17,1972.
5 Keith Root, Miami Beach Art Deco Guide; MDPL, 1987, p.32.
6 Interview with Whitman’s son Dudley, 1998.
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q@[ﬂ{ Garden Patio is a popular renclezvous.
‘Bordering our privice salt water swimming pool,
feaweing our own sperial fleering and cooling
plant for your prowetion and enjoyment.  Parasol
shaced eables malce it an ideal spoc for our guests
to lounge while enjoying a cockmil or you iy
enjay baving your brealfase or luncheon served in

this delightful armosphere,  Priva B if . i i i
ightfu phere rivare cabauas if you In addition o an entive block af private bathing beach,

there is an ever-ninning st water pool wich its cibana
colony.  Bachers are permired o dress in their o

and use one of the elevators dicect to the bathing heach.
Persons in beach attire, if properly covered, are inviced
o dine on the wrrace and the apron of the pool.

desire.

Thir cool aud jvitivg lobby gprests
FOR G arrio

The smeart ref couvencr wightly for
formal  and  sepi-formal dinver
dancer fu the Guif Stream roou

The lownge is veslly an
extension of the lobly
a looks ot over the

breakers

B RACING the edge of the e, this
Wil magnificent, lofty and fireproof serue-.
Uure of 150 sunlit de luxe bedrooms,
each wich pustel ciled rub-shower bath, commands
an ever-interesting view of this beauriful island re-
sort.  Movel architecural designing enables one’
o see the ocein from nearly every spacious room,
Every conceivable faci Wenienee anici-
paces the comforr of Yersailles guests—each room
aving steam hear, ranning ice warer, adio, tropi-
cal deors and windaws, and generous closers. In
addidon w suef bathing diveedly from guests'
rooms, there is a lnege ever-changing pool of sea
water. Cabanas are available by the week or
manth.  The cuising is continental French under
the personal supervision of “a chef tained in
Europe, supplemented by our own privae wine
cellar,

Typical bedroam floor

Luvarrians and  confortuble  appointments

vich i ealor end desicn mabe wach coned-

frroaf decping roon o SPecfous wind afpes-
g w5 a Living rogm

THJ—Z VERSAILLES opens in mid-December and
operates with full service uncil April 15th. Itisa
new building (completed in January, 1941) and its

A LOBBY the sive of the boilding extends from
the enerance right to the warer, where a wide rer-
race sweeps the high rde mark. There is a cozy
cockiail lounge off the lobby, and opposire ic the
now-famous Gulfseream coom, where both mble
’hore and a ln enrte service are available uncil mid-
might. During dinner, dancing w 2 well-known
orchestea is augmented by appearances of leading

sSLXfeen stories contain an appealing variety of gquiet

and pleasznr room arrangements, each looking eut
i an ever-inceresting and colorful panorama of

ocean, bay, and the island of Miami Beach.

The manugement of the Versailles is again wnder
the direction of Fred T, Abel wha has, since 1926,
plaved host to chis councry's foremost families win-
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This late 1940s postcard shows the back
of the Versailles Hotel, which faces the
ocean. The symmetrical rows of curved
windows graduate towards the center of
the building, resulting in smooth vertical
lines. (Published by Curt Teich.)
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This current photo shows the front of
the same building as it appears today.
The effective use of color emphasizes
the long vertical rows of curved
windows. The ultramodern tower on
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VERSAILLES HOTEL, 3425 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH

AT MIAMI BEACH

The new Versailles Hotel . . . on the Ocean in the
tropic island of Miami Beach . . . has the almos-
Dhi"l’ﬂ of a smarl French walering p!ut'u. Distin-
g:u:sllul Flcl\Ll'l chel and cuisine . . . JI'I\pUrlf_'rJ vin-
tage wines .'m(l fiqur»rs served in the Qcean front
dining room and terrace. Continental verve and
gayety centering around the Cabana Club, SWimming
pf-('{, ;mrf pr:\'nln LIC.'RIL'!]. _\:\'Jlur carnivals, dancing,
spcum[ enterlainments, Floor on floor of spociols,
sun-flanded rosms . .. singly or en suile . . . 90% with
COmner windows. R.ulm_ sleam !1(-&;!. ranning ice water
in every room nr:r{ ,a=-||n‘|prnu|"-:| \\.‘!”:‘- iilhl ﬂcmrs.
Spnrls Room and Solaria on the ool of the hotel.

For reservations and  injormaiion write (o

Fersailles Horel, Miami Beach or in New York,

Call our office 610 5th Ave. Circle T-3038

RESTRICTED CLIENTELE

JLVERSATLL

ON THE C EAN AT THIRTY-FIFTH STREET
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VERSAILLES HOTEL, 3425 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH
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1940’s MICROFILM
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1950’s MICROFILM
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VERSAILLES HOTEL, 3425 COLLINS AVENUE, MIAMI BEACH
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-
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) - - Nationsl Swimming Fool Sorm, will ingtall mechanical equipment:
Jorgeneen & Behreifler, engineers: Peter Nordyke, contractor:: Pool 35' x 105!
# 15278 STEN - on eantllewer: Olavde Ssuthern Dorp: 3 20G.. Des. 29,1040
£ 18245 Rempdelling: Crover Hodge, contractor! & B, 004, . Oet.11, 1341
£ 170L2 Reroving storm zutbter: WU, Llsholszon 3 530, Hev. 14, 1%L2
# 18182 Interlor partitions 1n bagenent: @iller Contr.lo. # 200, Mar.l4, 1944
# 182897 Falrting, exterior: H, Xicholreon, psainter: & 2,975, . Auz.22,1940
# 19322 Remove paint £ palnt ewlmming peol! 4, Fetri, nalnter § 1,000, .Nov. 13, 1944
# 194EL Hefrlgeration: Herton R. Gzager # 4,800, Dec., Lth, 1G44
# L9498 Fainting (interior] #. Ylcholson, polnter F 5,000, Dea,dp, 100G
# 19942 Wall - 5 £% khich, 90 £t leng, Giller Contractins Qoi & 200, .Apr1l 23, 1945
# 20115 Congrete hleck wall: 30 x 5 - Miler Jontractlng Co! § Lo, . May 21, 1945
# 20171 Painting & eleening paph! Ludmar, Gorp: E 175, ,Ma¥ 22, 1545
# 20560 Inelosing dining room terrace! Albert Anle, archilteat:
Arkin-Prufert Conistr.Co. - Richsrd A Beleham , engr  § 13,000, July £, 1545
# 29881 Heoeire to botlsr room floor - Arkin $ 2,00C, .July 21, 1946
Y¥erin # zo01c atr Ooollng Tunit - Keldolre 05,200, Juky 24,1547
# 253086 Palrting - Louls ¥itouer, painter § 1,007..0 Cat. 27, 1947
# 25090 Ssndvlaeting - Acerr Commany — # 309, Hov. A4, 1947
locktall Lounge# 271B6  Air Condltloning = @ibbag Englrneering Comoany ¥ Z,500... Msy 4, lobd
¥ 28195 Painting - outelde - Sam Goidord F 2,000, 8ent, 5, 15LE
. # DEPER  Sendblasting — fesTr Commany ] BOD. . Sept.18, 13HE
# 23443 me-rsofing — Tver-Our, Iac. /—' *1,500..0et. 13, 18b@
e —TTTT e .
Plumbing Permits: -
Panl 4 1452e 3, £, MeCeughan® 20 Seun guttare, Ootober 23, 1640
4 1L527 Frrzit Yyptes: 1 Sewer srnrectlan: Hovegher 13, EGLO
4 1800k Alex.Drr,)r. 2 Water closcte, 2 Lavetorles, & sinka, 2 urinels, 4 flaay draine,
. 12 wagte dreins, 1 dish washar, Osteher 27, 1941
Aoe Telet # 1eben  Alex, Orvr,Jr. 1 Steam vreaser, Desember 19, 1541
& 17068 Alex, Qrr, Jr. 1 water cleaet, 1 lavatary, Augumet 3, 1543
# 17155 Alex. Orr, Jr. 1 @as weter heater, October 20, 1543
# 17525 Alex, Orr, Jr. 1 Jas water heater, March 28, 1544
&4 717871 Alex. Orp, Jp, 1 Leundyy tray, 1 Sand Tran, Mzy 15, 1%Lb
#1781 Alex. Crr, Jr. 2 -mter closete, 2 lavetorieg, June 12, L4 jR=
;,4_ 17787 Alex. Orr, Jr. 1 Sbrk, 1 greage trap, 1 sand tran, 1 pae range, ? bake avene, 10-5-
F 17880 Alex, Drr, Jr, 2 water -lodets, 2 levatarles, reget 3 ginks, 1 gresse trap,
1 fleo- draln, 2 safe waese érelns, Octoper 2E, 1946
# 18799  Mark~-T-"Spop: 1 waler elozei, 1 lavatery, November 23, 194C
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