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Paul Ransom’s doctor sent him to Miami to escape the cold 
Buffalo, N.Y. winters after diagnosing him with a kidney 
disorder. On Ransom’s first trip, he was introduced to one 
of Coconut Grove’s pioneers, Kirk Munroe. After spending 
days at Munroe’s waterfront home socializing with Julia 
Tuttle and other Miami legends, Ransom fell in love with 
the city. 

In the 1890s, Munroe sold him the parcel of land next door 
on the shores of Biscayne Bay for $1,300 and Pine Knot 
Camp was born.  In 1903, the property became the winter 
campus of Ransom’s New York Adirondack School, aptly re-
named the Adirondack-Florida School.  Ransom’s principles 
were anchored on the ideals of self-reliance, public service 
and developing multiple forms of intelligence. In 1949, 
the Adirondack-Florida School made Coconut Grove the 
sole school campus, and the name was changed to Ransom 
School for Boys. By 1974, the school merged with the 
like-minded Everglades School for Girls into the acclaimed 
Ransom Everglades School known today. 

“From the start, Ransom sought to mold students into 
service-oriented leaders,” explained Penny Townsend, Head 
of School, Ransom Everglades School. The school still sends 
out the same letter to admitted students that Ransom sent 

How to Succeed 
in Business...

by Karen Buchsbaum
A handful of Miami’s oldest business 

have survived, some for well over 
100 years, with one common factor— 

they haven’t been afraid of change.

A Trip South for Health

In Good Company: 
Seven Storied Businesses 
 
Miami has long been a bellwether city, at 
the forefront of dramatic and sometimes 
catastrophic influences. Through it all, the 
area has not just survived, but thrived, and 
that has been in no small part to due to the 
local businesses that have stayed the course 
for so many years.

The oldest company still operating in 
Miami is the Miami Transfer Company. 
In 1896, the new City of Miami was 
incorporated with 300 residents. That same 
year, Miami Transfer company was formed 
to help Henry Flagler transport heavy cargo 
using the mules and horse-drawn wagons 
of the time.  As the 1900’s dawned, they 
provided the only funeral hearse service in 
town. Today, the family-owned company 
has changed hands, but still keeps things 
moving, with more than 250 pieces of 
heavy duty equipment, including rigging 
and cranes, throughout south and central 
Florida.

Things started to really heat-up along with 
the new century.  The railroad was opening 
up a window to the world, and it seemed 
many were looking south, to an unspoiled 
tropical paradise. 

Miami-Dade seems to have had a particular 
draw for those who visited and discovered 
their own new world in terms of better health, 
economic opportunity and/or recreation.

(Left) Frank B. Shutts, Eleanor Patterson and Arthur Brisbane. 
Courtesy of Shutts & Bowen

(Above) Pine Knot Camp; (Right) Ransom schoolhouse. 
Courtesy of Ransom Everglades School
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out to his earliest classes. In that letter, Ransom wrote that 
he sought to produce graduates who are “in the world not 
so much for what they can get out of it as what they can put 
into it.” 

“That powerful ethic has guided Ransom Everglades 
throughout its history,” said Townsend. “It is an exciting 
time at Ransom Everglades.” 

Currently, the school is working to repurpose the recently 
purchased La Brisa property, which includes a 1920s 
mansion and extensive green spaces, into its Upper 
School campus.

The lure of Miami would continue to spin its web, when 
a young Indiana lawyer came down to serve as federal 
receiver for the failed Fort Dallas National Bank of 
Miami. Arriving in July 1909, after a 15-hour train trip, 
Frank B. Shutts found Miami’s heat “unbearable” and the 
mosquitoes daunting, telling his traveling companion “My 
God, this is a terrible place.”

Miami had about 12,000 residents by then, a failed bank 
and the shuttered 150-room luxury Halcyon Hotel. 
Shutts managed to put together an arrangement for new 
management at the hotel and got failed bank depositors 
67 cents on the dollar. They hadn’t expected a penny. 
He still needed one more piece of the puzzle - to convince 
Henry Flagler to hold off on collecting a loan to the bank. 
Flagler agreed, and was so impressed with the well-spoken, 
persuasive young lawyer, he offered him a job - in Miami.  

Shutts had already changed his mind about Miami. 
He liked the people and the opportunity the city had 
to offer, so in 1910, at age 40, he moved to Miami.  
Founding his law firm, he initially teamed-up with Henry 
F. Atkinson, and the following year with William Pruden 

Smith. After Atkinson became a Circuit Judge, another 
sharp young Indiana legal mind, Crate D. Bowen arrived 
to join the firm in 1912. In 1919, Smith was elected 
Mayor of the City of Miami, and the firm assumed the 
name it is known by today, Shutts & Bowen.

It didn’t take Shutts long to become very involved in the 
community. Seeing the need for a new newspaper, he 
borrowed some money from Flagler and bought the failing 
local paper, the Miami Evening Record, and on December 
1, 1910, The Miami Herald opened, with Shutts as its 
guiding hand for the next 27 years.

By 1925, the law firm employed 23 attorneys, and The 
Herald had 80 reporters, publishing more than 42 million 
lines of paid advertising, more than any other paper in the 
country.

But fortunes would not always be so grand.  The Great 
Depression and World War II years were tough and a small 
group of partners held the firm together, one of the few 
to survive those trying times. Today, there are 270 lawyers 
working in seven offices throughout Florida. 

“We’ve tried to stay ahead of the curve, and to look forward 
instead of backwards,” said Bowman Brown, Chairman 
of the Executive Committee, Shutts & Bowen.  “We see 
Florida as somewhat of a unified market,” explained Brown 
about expanding to other Florida locations.  “We have 
focused on Florida, providing sophisticated services where 
needed, and think there is terrific opportunity for us here.” 
“The future is very bright.”

Citing international growth and the strong real estate 
market, Brown concluded, “The future of Florida is 
unlimited, Miami is a great market, as indicated by the 
rush of out-of-state firms trying to come in; a good 
indicator of Florida being a terrific place to practice law.” 

The Miami Evening Record was in trouble.  After seven years 
of publishing, by 1910, the paper was on the verge of collapse. 
That year, Frank Shutts purchased the paper for $29,000 and 
changed its name to The Miami Herald. By 1926, the Florida 
boom made the Miami Herald the world’s largest newspaper 
in volume of business and a new four-story plant with new 
presses was added. The re-fashioned The Miami Herald is the 
oldest continually published newspaper in Miami.

Sold to John S. Knight in 1937, Knight Newspapers 
eventually merged in 1974 with Ridder Publications to 
become Knight-Ridder. Owned by the McClatchy Company 
since 2006, the paper has won 22 Pulitzer Prizes through the 
years. The Miami Herald gained international prestige with 
an international edition and for the development of El Nuevo 
Herald which started as an insert in 1976.

“Over the last 114 years, The Miami Herald has always 
had the pulse of the South Florida community,” said 
Alexandra Villoch, President and Publisher of Miami 
Herald Media Company.   “We’ve reported on our ever-
changing landscapes - both literal and figurative – in 
politics, economics, development, environment, society 
and much more.”

“In addition, we’ve provided the region’s finest news and 
information in formats that have evolved through the 
decades, from print to web, mobile, video, social media 
and radio,” explained Villoch. “We’re a multi-faceted media 
company that’s covering the events of today, but with an 
eye towards the future.”

George Merrick wanted to build a perfect community and 
part of his dream included a university and a major resort 
hotel, both opened in 1926.

For the first 15 years, the University of Miami barely 
survived.  Most would not have prevailed. The first class 
of 646 full-time students were immediately faced with the 
collapse of the land boom that had fueled the growth of 
the area and a devastating hurricane. All followed by the 
Great Depression and World War II.

UM sources credit the survival to one man, the first 
President, Dr. Bowman F. Ashe. He saved the institution 
from bankruptcy and guided the faculty and students 
through a reorganization and World War II into post-war 
expansion and growth. With more than 49,000 alumni 
living in Miami-Dade, the University of Miami is deeply 
ingrained in every aspect of the community.

“By signing their names to the charter officially incorporating 
the University of Miami on April 8, 1925, our founders, a 
provisional board of 15 regents, proclaimed an unshakable 
confidence in the monumental dream of the University of 
Miami. The unassuming document marks the start of a 
journey toward our centennial, in a few short years,” said sixth 
University of Miami President, Dr. Julio Frenk.

Even though times were tough, the law school opened 
in 1928, soon followed by the Schools of Business 
Administration and Education in ’29. The Marine 
Laboratory (now the Rosenstiel School of Marine and 
Atmospheric Science) opened in 1941, and the end of 
the War saw additions of the School of Engineering and 
School of Medicine. After the 50’s, growth in programs 
and enrollment soared.

“I believe it is our responsibility to ensure that the University 
of Miami is here to celebrate not just its 100th but its 200th 
anniversary and beyond,” stated Dr. Frenk. “To assure that 
outcome in the current era of change and disruption in 
education, research, and health care means acting decisively 
and creatively to envision and build our future.”

“My God, This is a Terrible Place.”

Build and They Will ComeNo Shortage of News

(Above) Miami Herald Building, 1962 
Courtesy of The Miami Herald

(Above left) Frank B. Shutts, Eleanor Patterson and Arthur Brisbane 
(Above) The Shutts & Bowen team in its early years, 

Courtesy of Shutts & Bowen

(Above Right) “Keep the World Coming to Florida” 
Courtesy of the University Archives, 

University of Miami Libraries, Coral Gables, Florida
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With 63 doctoral and 104 master’s programs, enrollment 
has grown to more than 17,000 students, and admission 
requirements continue to become more competitive 
every year. Dr. Frenk views Miami perfectly situated as 
a gateway to Latin America and the Caribbean, and sees 
the University as a leader is discourse throughout the 
hemisphere and beyond.

“The University of Miami is uniquely positioned to be the 
hemispheric university,” said Dr. Frenk. “This idea dates 
back to our very beginnings, when our founders spoke 
of a Pan American spirit that should imbue their new 
university. Today that early aspiration continues to unfold, 
even as the bridges that span cultures and continents grow 
in number and strength.”

A dream hotel inspired by Spanish, Italian and Moorish 
influences, with its 93’ tower modeled after the Giralda 
Tower in Sevilla was soon to be part of the Miami-Dade 
landscape. The first phase, a Donald Ross golf course, was 
launched in early 1925, by George Merrick and partners. 
The 400-room Biltmore Hotel would become a Gilded Age 
queen one year later when 1,500 guests danced the night 
away to the music of three orchestras. 

The years that followed welcomed guests like the Duke  
and Duchess of Windsor, Bing Crosby, Ginger Rogers, 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and even gangster Al Capone. 
The resort became a national destination. Guests could 
glide in a gondola along the canals en route to Tahiti 
Beach for a swim on the Bay, stay at the 600,000-gallon 
grand pool for a swim lesson with Johnny Weissmuller 
(before his Tarzan claim-to-fame), watch alligator wrestling 
exhibitions, enjoy synchronized swimmers, and tea dances 
or just relax.  It was the place to see and be seen.

World War II changed everything. With a huge military 
presence in the community, the facility was converted to a 
military hospital.  The hulking Army Air Forces Regional  
 
 

Hospital took quite a toll on the beauty, sealing windows 
with concrete, covering floors with linoleum and painting 
walls with military-issue paint. The facility served as the 
first location for the University of Miami Medical School, 
and was a VA hospital until it was shuttered in 1968. 

It took until 1973 for the City of Coral Gables to obtain 
ownership, and another 10 years for restoration to begin. 
It re-opened in 1987, only to close again three years later 
in the midst of an economic downturn. The Seaway Hotels 
Corporation has been a successful manager of the now 
273-room property since 1992, completing an ambitious 
10-year renovation program.   

“The Biltmore Hotel is a historic landmark that has defined 
the city of Coral Gables for more than 90 years,” said 
Matthias Kammerer, Managing Director at The Biltmore 
Hotel. “As one of the most sought-after luxury hotel 
destinations in the world, we pride ourselves on offering 
guests the very best upon arrival, and consistently strive to 
surpass their expectations.”

The golf course, the expansive pool, quality restaurants, spa 
and fitness center are an integral part of the resort, as are 
regular, free tours of the historic public areas.

“Guests experience a 360-degree approach to luxury when 
staying at The Biltmore Hotel, and we are thrilled to 
continue on our path of innovation for decades to come,” 
said Kammerer.

 
Helen Keller burst on the national scene at the Lions Clubs 
International Convention in 1925, when she urged the 
Lions Club to become “knights of the blind in the crusade 
against darkness.” At that time, the Miami Lions purchased 
property in the neighborhood of Riverside (today we know 
it as Little Havana) to start the Florida Association of 
Workers for the Blind, now known as Miami Lighthouse 
for the Blind & Visually Impaired. Founded in 1931, the 
organization was officially incorporated in 1936, with the 
 

help of Frank Shutts who started a pro bono tradition of 
support that continues to this day. 

Early events to raise money regularly turned out the Who’s 
Who of Miami, and even at the height of the Depression, 
generated enough money to pay a substantial percentage 
of the charity’s bills. In 1942, Helen Keller attended one 
of the Garden Party fundraisers. In this century, Charity 
Navigators, America’s largest charity evaluator, has awarded 
Miami Lighthouse for the Blind nine consecutive 4-star 
ratings, the highest rating possible, placing it among the 
top 39 non-profits nationally, for efficient use of dollars.

Thirty people were served in those early years, and with 
enhanced program and community education, the number 
today has skyrocketed to more than 16,000.  Through 
Miami Lighthouse’s subsidiary, the Florida Heiken 
Children’s Vision Program, free eye exams and glasses are 
provided for underserved children throughout Florida.

President and CEO, Virginia A. Jacko is the first totally 
blind CEO of the organization, and she reports very 
promising results from their newest initiative of combining 
50 percent blind and 50 percent sighted Pre-K students 
together in the same classroom. The Miami Lighthouse 
for the Blind is nationally known for programs helping 
those losing vision maintain skills. Like so many before 
her, Jacko came to Miami as a visitor to participate in those 
programs, “fell in love with the Miami Lighthouse mission 
and the local community, and never left.”

“We provided nearly half a million dollars in seed money 
for the University of Miami to start Bascom Palmer Eye 
Institute,” said Jacko. Dr. Bascom Palmer, a member of the 
Miami Lighthouse Board of Directors from 1947 to 1952, 
asked the board for money to fund his research and serve 
the indigent.  This collaboration continues today, and the 

Argus II artificial retinal implant is a perfect example of 
the results of that successful alliance. Jacko summed it up, 
“Miami Lighthouse for the Blind continues to be at the 
forefront of new gee whiz technology, and we are proud of 
our on-going association with Bascom Palmer.”

The organization has shifted culturally because of 
tremendous technological changes in both medicine 
and the world at large. “Technology has been a major 
factor,” said Jacko.  “What began as a sheltered workshop 
transitioned into a rehab facility to mainstream adults in 
the workplace.”  The organization has bilingual instructors, 
collaborates with academia, trains professionals and 
conducts research in related fields.

“Because of our legacy of 86 years, we have very deep 
community roots,” explained Jacko. There is regular 
collaboration with universities, and Miami-Dade County 
Public Schools for adult education, GED and ESOL 
programs and the new Pre-K program.  

“Technology and education allow us to prepare visually 
impaired students for academic success in our schools and 
to mainstream blind workers into competitive integrated 
employment,” said Jacko.

Services are provided from blind babies to seniors with 
age-related eye disease. The Lighthouse Learning Center 
for Children™ is scheduled to open later this year and will 
provide daily services for children from birth to age five

From the early days until today, people are drawn to 
what is happening in Miami. Visionaries, opportunists, 
dreamers, all share the desire to be a part of making history. 
They don’t call it the Magic City for nothing.

References: 
Shutts & Bowen, LLP, A Centennial History 1910-1920 

A Gilded Age Playground

 
 

Two page letter with photograph from 
Helen Keller to Miami Lighthouse for 
the Blind, October 6, 1942

Courtesy of Miami Lighthouse 
for the Blind

The Community Still has Special Needs

Babe Ruth and Al Smith teeing off at Biltmore. 
Courtesy of the Biltmore Hotel

Miami Lighthouse for the Blind, Mid-1940s  
Courtesy of Miami Lighthouse for the Blind 
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“My first memory of Joe’s was sitting around the family 
table on Sundays about 4 PM, before the restaurant 
opened for dinner,” said Steve Sawitz of Joe’s Stone Crab 
on Miami Beach. “My sister and I always ordered chopped 
tenderloin, which is what we call a hamburger, medium.” 

Sawitz, the great grandson of Joe’s founder, is the fourth 
generation of the Weiss family to own and manage the 
legendary restaurant. Today he still loves that chopped 
tenderloin, just without the bun.

“As a kid “I did not like fish, didn’t go for the stone crabs,” 
Sawitz explained. “But I do like them now.”

Reflecting on what has made Joe’s so successful, Sawitz 
described the Joe’s dining experience, “You are part of 
something when you come here, it’s like you are a part of a 
play and eating stone crabs is part of the act.” 

Locals from Miami-Dade all lay claim to Joe’s, making 
it a key player in Miami-Dade, not just Miami Beach. 
Hungarian-born Joe and his wife Jennie came south 
in1913, in hopes of helping Joe’s asthma. When they 
arrived in Miami, Joe could not breathe, so he took the 
ferry to Miami Beach and as fate would have it – could 
breathe. He had been a waiter and Jennie a cook in New 
York, making it a logical step to operate a lunch stand 
at a local bathing casino. Five years later, he and Jeannie 
opened Joe’s Restaurant in the front portion of the 
bungalow they lived in.

It wasn’t until 1921, that a visiting fish scientist from Harvard, 
asked Joe if he’d ever used “these stone crabs from the water,” 
the Bay was full of them. If anyone had, no one knew about 
it, and Joe didn’t think anyone would eat them.  And, no one 
knew how to cook them. After much discussion with the 
visiting scientist, Joe threw some in a pot of boiling water. 
When they started serving 4-5 claws chilled and cracked, with 
hash brown potatoes, cole slaw and mayonnaise (for about 
$1.25) they had an instant hit. That meal has been part of 
their recipe for success ever since. But not their only key to 
fame and prominence in the restaurant world.

In 1953, Bill Ussery opened a Studebaker dealership 
in Coral Gables, and four years later opened one of the 
original Mercedes-Benz dealerships in the U.S.

“I am so proud of our legacy of family-ownership, and 
believe this truly makes a difference to our customers,” said 
Bob Brockway, Chairman and CEO, Bill Ussery Motors.  

“With the arrival of Paula and Bob Brockway’s son Cole 
into the business full-time, we are now a fourth-generation 
family-owned business that has been putting the customer 
first for more than 60 years,” said Nicole Waters, 
Marketing Director, Bill Ussery Motors Group. “We have 
a long-standing history of community and philanthropic 
involvement throughout South Florida.” 

Even though economic downturns can dramatically impact 
the auto industry, “We are fortunate to have a clientele that 
is loyal to the brand and our store,” explained Waters.  “We 
have a wide selection of models for our clients to transition 
to and from as their lifestyle changes.” 

Growth has included a dealership in Cutler Bay, and 
an investment partnership with Infinity of Coral 
Gables.   “We are looking to expand in the years to come 
and providing cutting edge technology including electric 
vehicles,” said Waters. 

Company owner, Paula Brockway said, “Cole will be 
dedicated to making sure our companies retain their 
unique focus on community.  It is who we are.” 

“I think the best way to deal with competition is to be the 
best you can be and you have to know what that is.” Said 
Sawitz. “We had a tremendous head start because we were 
the first ones here.” 

In the early years, Joe’s didn’t own any land, but as the 
heydays of the Beach passed, they were able to seize the 
opportunity to buy property and expand their size, offer 
more menu items, a takeaway service and overnight 
shipping. 

After Joe died, his son Jesse took over the family business, 
and Sawitz has fond memories of great discussions with his 
gregarious grandfather during long road trips crisscrossing 
America. “We drove and drove, we were always moving.  
I loved spending time with him,” Sawitz said.

Joe’s is known for having long-term employees, and Sawitz 
explains the importance of paying bills on time, checking 
food when it arrives, and making things from scratch. 
“There is no substitute for integrity,” he says.

“Growth doesn’t occur as a result of making oneself bigger, 
growth is a product of developing doing things better,” 
said Sawitz. “Raising value as opposed to prices promotes 
growth. I think it is important to do things right and, 
more important, to do the right thing – for our employees, 
family, community and suppliers.”

Maintaining their own fishery has been a vital part of Joe’s 
success. “We want the best and biggest fleet and you have 
to pay for it,” explains Sawitz. They currently have around 
20 vessels to supply the more than half a million pounds of 
stone crabs they serve annually.

Joe’s currently partners with others on Joe’s restaurants in 
Chicago, Las Vegas and Washington DC. Sawitz doesn’t 
rule out more expansion, even the possibility of local 
expansion. Citing the obstacles of ever increasing traffic 
in Miami-Dade, Sawitz said, “The next generation has its 
work cut out for it.” 

Sawitz credits his mother JoAnn for being the glue that 
held the family together. “I hope to be one fifth of what 
they were,” he said. “My grandfather, and then my mother, 
did a great job keeping the restaurant open, viable and 
interesting.  You can’t take the things you love and cherish 
for granted.”

In the meantime, what other favorites besides chopped 
tenderloin, does Sawitz enjoy from Joe’s?  While he and 
his wife do love the smoked-on-site BBQ ribs, and he’s a 
big fan of the Cod, his most favorite dish is oatmeal with 
peanut butter. He has it every morning at Joe’s Take Away. 
“I’m really a breakfast guy,” he says.

Everyone Knows Joe’s

The
Post War
Boom  
 
 
After World War II, many of the service men 
and women based in Miami-Dade stayed. 
Others returned home to the area, eligible 
to attend college on the GI Bill. Building 
took off, university enrollments soared and 
prosperity took hold.  President Eisenhower 
started building an interstate system of roads 
so Americans could easily move around the 
country, and travel by airplane was gaining 
popularity.  
 
The geopolitical environment resulted in an 
initial arrival of more than 100,000 educated, 
hard-working Cubans, many of whom stayed 
in Miami.  All these factors, and more, fueled 
growth in Miami-Dade. 

Postcard, 1957 & Matchbook, ca. 1960 

          
      Courtesy of Joe’s Stone Crab

Every Family Needs a Car

Studebaker dealership, ca. 1953 
Courtesy of Bill Ussery Motors
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Before the War, higher education costs were out of reach 
for many citizens.  Junior colleges offered an alternative to 
meet the educational needs of a rapidly changing culture, 
combining short vocational training programs with job 
placement, and re-educating those who needed to upgrade 
or change occupations.

After years of trying to establish a junior college in Miami, 
Dade County Junior College opened its doors in 1960, 
with 1,428 students taking classes in makeshift classrooms. 
Any county resident with a high school diploma was 
welcome, and the College was the first integrated junior 
college in Florida. By the mid-60s, close to 15,000 students 
filled the classrooms at the original North Campus, and 
construction was underway for campuses in Kendall and 
downtown Miami. By the end of the decade, the junior 
college was the largest institution of higher learning in 
Florida and the fastest-growing in the nation. 

Now known as Miami Dade College (MDC), the 4-year 
institution has the largest campus-based enrollment 
in the U.S. with more than 165,000 students and 300 
degree options. MDC evolved with the community, 
adding programs where demand dictated. Medical and 
Inter-American campuses opened in the 70s, and a 1984 
partnership with the local school district created the, now 
nationally acclaimed, New World School of the Arts.  
Numerous academic programs were created for part-time 
students and those needing continuing education.

The community has MDC to thank for the creation of the 
Miami Book Fair and the expansion of the Miami Film 
Festival, both internationally-acclaimed events. 

 “Miami Dade College truly is a beacon in our 
community and nation, respected across America as a 

national model of excellence for its quality and access.  
As Democracy’s College, MDC provides high quality 
teaching and learning experiences that are accessible 
and affordable to meet the needs of our diverse student 
body and prepare them to be responsible and successful 
citizens,” said Dr. Eduardo J. Padrón, President of MDC.  

The College has played a significant role in protecting, 
restoring, maintaining, and managing the unique 
heritage and historic sites found in Miami.  Extensive 
refurbishment will soon begin on the historic David W. 
Dyer courthouse, converting it into an educational and 
cultural hub in downtown Miami. MDC also owns or 
operates the National Historic Landmark Freedom Tower, 
the Tower Theater and the Koubek Mansion and Gardens, 
as well as the celebrated Lynn and Louis Wolfson II 
Florida Archives.  These are accessible, well-utilized 
facilities that continue to serve the community at large,  
as well as the faculty and students of MDC.

Dr. Padrón emphasized, “We are very proud to be 
stewards of Miami’s History with four significantly 
historic buildings and the renowned Lynn and Louis 
Wolfson II Florida Archives at the College.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
MC Harry & Associates, an architectural firm, was founded in 
1957 by Milton Carlisle Harry, whose innovative work at Miami 
International Airport in the 70s helped put the firm  
on the map with cutting edge airport design.

Now under the direction of longstanding AIA members, 
Thomas Carlson and James Piersol, the firm focuses primarily 
on public sector projects, including many requiring historic 
restoration. 

“Milton was a great mentor and a tremendous teacher, he could 
draw a perspective, upside down, on the table right in front of 
the client,” said Piersol.  

Sharing more remembrances about their founder, Carlson 
said, “He was an extremely talented and creative architect who 
knew the importance of training his staff in the varied nuances 
of the profession. It was this legacy of mentoring that has been 
the foundation of the firm’s continuing success.” 

That tradition, creativity and work ethic launched in the 50s, 
has flourished in the decades since with the firm maintaining 
a stable workforce of about 30 employees.

The architects at MC Harry currently work for nearly all 
local municipalities, school districts and universities in South 
Florida.  Their work includes local libraries, fire stations 
and schools. Notable work includes the FIU Green Library, 
MDC North Campus Science Complex, and many historic 
restoration projects. 

“It’s a very broad practice, and architecture is a very unique 
business,” explains Piersol. “We are always being challenged  
to create something of interest or solve an unusual problem 
for the client, and doing it all within the client’s fixed budget.” 

Much of their work involves renovations and expansions of 
occupied buildings. “Going in and repairing an occupied 
building is like doing heart surgery on a runner in a 
marathon,” said Piersol.

Piersol’s enthusiasm is most evident when discussing 
the historic preservation ventures on which MC Harry 
collaborates. They recently completed restoration work on the 
exterior of the Dade County Court House, Vizcaya Museum 
and Gardens’ main house courtyard and skylight, Coral 
Gables Venetian Pool complex, and the adaptive re-
use transformation of the 1920s-era Glen Archer High 
School into a new City Hall for Key West.  Current projects 
include Coral Gables Merrick House and the endangered 
Dorsey Library in Overtown.

“We are in our third generation of ownership and have 
added three additional partners in the last five years,” said 
Carlson. “I think things are just going to get better and 
better in Miami-Dade.” 

Piersol summed it up, “After over 40 years of work, we are 
still having fun.”  

Education and 
Growth Go 
Hand-in-Hand

Building for the Future 
& Preserving the Past

(Far left) MDC historic photos. Courtesy of MDC
  

(Near left) Miami International Airport, ca. 1975
Courtesy of MC Harry
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