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MIAMI 
 

by Mauro della Porta Raffo 

 

 

Located on the east coast of southern Florida, 

the city is the capital of Miami-Dade County. 

It has less than five hundred thousand inhabitants, but nearly six 

million counting the greater metropolitan area. 

 
Despite the widely-held view of Miami Beach  

as being as one with the city of Miami,  

this is not so, it being in fact an autonomous municipality.  

 

 

The discovery of Florida 

 

Legend has it that the one-time Governor of Puerto Rico, Juan 

Ponce de Leon, was sexually impotent. Having heard that there 

existed a 'Fountain of Eternal Youth' in those unexplored parts of 

North America, the drinking of which would have cured his grave 

problem, he became, five hundred years ago on 2
nd

 April 1513, 

the first European to set foot in Florida.  

It was the Sunday of the Resurrection, known in Spanish as the 

'Pascua Florida'.  

He was not cured. Unfortunately he found neither the mythical 

fountain nor the water of Bimini, which had the same powers but 

was located, alas for him, on one of the same-named islands in the 

Bahamas where, to this day, countless people still flock to drink in 

the hope of regaining their lost virility. 
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The years from 1817 to 1858 witnessed the opposition to the 

United States of the Native Americans who had gradually settled 

in Florida. 

Called 'Seminoles' but belonging to different tribes, they fought so 

bitterly that the Second War of 1835 to 1842 (the First having 

started in 1817 and ended the year after) was one of the longest 

conflicts ever fought by the USA, its length coming between that 

of the War of Independence and that of the Vietnam War. 

Since the subject of these few lines is Miami, those distant events 

are worth remembering because they led to the construction of the 

city's only historic monument: Fort Dallas, located in Downtown.   

It was a city that did not yet exist, its official foundation date 

being 28
th

 July, 1896.  

(At the time many people proposed that the new settlement should 

be named 'Flagler' in honour of Henry Morrison Flagler, a 

magnate who had invested heavily in Florida and especially in its 

railways. 

It was Flagler himself who rejected the idea). 

 

 

 

Miami, before 

 

In its final edition published in Paris in 1961, the Raymond Cartier 

masterpiece 'Les Cinquante Amériques' dedicates a meagre four 

pages to Florida and only a few, unflattering lines to Miami, 

mainly regarding its attractiveness to tourists and its 'clientele': 

"The Miami style is called 'florid-Mediterranean', which dispenses 

of the need to describe it further. 

Miami has four beaches, ninety-one salt water pools, twelve parks, 

fifty tennis courts and five golf courses, two of which are private. 

A quarter of all the hotel rooms in Florida, distributed between 

dozens of enormous buildings, are to be found on this strip of sand 
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which was, until 1913, a small and almost impenetrable island 

covered with tropical plants. 

The crowds of Miami, unlike the elites of Palm Beach, cannot be 

blithely recommended for their distinction. 

Those who go there essentially represent the glitzy, loud and 

recent face of America. 

New York is the main supplier of people to this large Floridian 

city, prompting the saying that Miami is an extension of the 

Bronx. 

Neither in Miami nor in any other part of Florida can anything be 

found on a peer with Californian literary and artistic life. 

The few attempts to establish the film industry there have failed. 

In 1921 some businessmen from the Pacific coast founded a 

locality that they called Hollywood, but it was nothing more than a 

speculative real estate venture that produced a small town of 

yachtsmen. 

Apart from its orange trees, Florida and Miami provides America 

with nothing more than tanned skin". 

And however much you try, it is difficult to find any high level 

literature or films dedicated to the city which, being solely a less 

than first-rate tourist resort, was presented accordingly. This 

includes the Billy Wilder comedy masterpiece 'Some Like It Hot' 

the epilogue of which in fact takes place in Miami. 

From another particular perspective, a certain inferiority of Miami 

can be deduced that lasted right up to the end of the 1950s: neither 

of the two parties that dominated the American political scene 

wanted it as the venue for a Convention which, for those who are 

unaware, is the national congress at which both Republicans and 

Democrats confirm their choice of candidate for the presidency. 

This would take place - how and why we will see later - only in 

1968 and 1972 for the former and in 1972 for the latter. 

But what had changed in the meantime? 
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1
st
 January 1959, elsewhere 

 

"Television pictures this time. 

A long column of guerrillas enters Havana, ragged but victorious, 

on 1st January 1959. 

If I remember correctly, not many people turned out to cheer them 

in the streets. 

Perhaps they did not yet believe in the night-time escape, a few 

hours earlier, of Batista. 

They certainly did not know what the future held. 

They hoped… they waited. 

At the head of the rebels marched Ernesto Che Guevara and 

Camilo Cienfuegos (Fidel was on the other side of the island and 

would arrive in the capital only a week later) and, incredibly, Errol 

Flynn, the Hollywood actor of Tasmanian origin. 

Attempts were made to interview him. 

Questions dictated by understandable curiosity: 'Did you really 

take part in the fighting?' 

To the more banal: 'Are you tired?' And so forth. 

I don't think he wanted to talk. 

He mumbled a few unremarkable words. 

I recall that in those moments I hoped that he'd really fought 

alongside Che and Castro, whilst being simultaneously assailed by 

the suspicion that it was just a clever charade to revive an acting 

fame that had been in decline for some time. 

I never found out the truth". 

These were the words with which, in the chapter of my book 'Il 

Continente della Speranza' (The Continent of Hope) dedicated to 

Cuba and Fidel Castro's revolution, I described the historic 

moment when the history of the Caribbean island was rocked, 

later also sending shock waves - though few could barely suspect 

it at the time – that would affect the history of Florida, Miami and, 

in truth, the entire United States. 
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Miami, later and today 

 

Marco Rubio. Born in 1971 - the son of Cuban immigrants, first-

generation American, lawyer, formerly member of the House of 

Representatives - the conservative Republican Marco Rubio, now 

a senator in Washington after his clear electoral victory in 2010, 

had by 2012 become one of the contenders to be on the 

Republican ticket for the White House alongside Mitt Romney. 

In view of Barack Obama's success on that occasion, the fact that 

Paul Ryan was preferred in the end can be seen as stroke of luck. 

Rubio can now entertain the possibility of running himself in 2016 

when, without an outgoing Democratic president to contend with, 

the chances for an exponent of the Grand Old Party should be 

greater. 

But why, while discussing Miami, should we dwell on the subject 

of the young senator? 

This is quickly explained: the fact that his ever-rising career began 

there is a demonstration of how the city, but really the whole of 

Florida, has become a foothold for Hispanics and for Cubans in 

particular. 

Following the already mentioned rise of Castro in Havana, a large 

number of Cubans who opposed and were opposed by the 

resulting regime moved by any means possible, and for many 

years legally, to the nearby peninsula. 

And this situation has not only produced 'Rubio-style' figures. Far 

from it. 

For many years Miami has been, and still is, one of the world's 

underworld capitals, especially as regards the drugs trade.   

To the extent that Brian De Palma, when planning to shoot a 

remake of the cult film 'Scarface' which Howard Hawks had 

originally set in Chicago - the definitive 'gangster city' - thought of 

nowhere else but Miami. 
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It is true, moreover, that thanks also to the highly successful TV 

series 'Miami Vice' - which narrated the stories and adventures of 

two policemen who had infiltrated the underworld in order to fight 

it - a certain and seemingly lasting reawakening has occurred in 

the city in the artistic, fashion, film and musical spheres. 

A further demonstration that immigration has totally changed 

Miami (including by later waves of Haitians and people from 

other States of the USA, and not ignoring the presence of Italian-

Americans and tens of thousands of Italians in general) is provided 

by the world of professional sport. The teams have all been 

founded in recent years: the 'Miami Dolphins' (American football) 

in 1966; 'Miami Heat' (basketball) in 1988; the 'Miami Marlins' 

(baseball) in 1993. 

 

 

Certainly, if the already mentioned Raymond Cartier were able 

today to update his meagre four pages about the land discovered 

by Juan Ponce of Leon five hundred years ago and the few lines 

dedicated to Miami, he would have much more to write about. 

Also considering the distinctive local Latin American creativity 

that, though not quite constituting a 'school', offers many varied 

and diversified artistic talents particularly in the field of 

performance art. 

This might seem an obvious statement that could be applied to any 

other State or city across the USA, but this is not the case. 

States, cities and civilizations live, prosper, decline and die. 

Florida and Miami are now in fine form. 

Let’s hope they enjoy it! 

 

Varese, 10th November 2013 


