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The Fine Print 

The Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre in 

Miami, Florida opened in early 1949 

and lasted in some form until late 1994. 

For me, it was where I called home 

from 1972 to early 1989. we lived on 

the second floor, you can see here, by 

external stairs that were added later. 

Read through this part one special 

issue to learn more. I’ll include even 

more in the part two special issue later. 
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Tropicaire… Home! 

While I remember the 

night movies, I probably 

remember the flea markets 

even more. How can you not 

remember every weekend 

swelling up with thousands of 

people and cars everywhere to go 

to the flea market! The crowds, 

the noise, the overall craziness 

that for me defined the 1980s. 

 

My elementary school was a few 

blocks away to the far side of the 

property, and I simply walked to 

school from late 1978 through 

1985. For that matter, I even had 

to walk to a spot near the 

elementary school to catch the 

school bus to go to my junior high 

school, from 1985 to 1988. I also 

caught a school bus from in front 

of the Tropicaire to Coral Gables 

for high school, from the fall of 

1988 to February 1989. I did start 

summer classes at the high school 

the summer of 1988 and took the 

city bus to the school as it was 

just a few miles straight down 

Bird Road. 

 

By necessity, I have broken up 

this special issue into two parts to 

make the overall project 

manageable. I’ll plan to have the 

second half out as soon as 

possible. 

At the time of this special issue 

release in late December of 2024, 

it will have been 30 years to the 

week since the Tropicaire  

Drive-In Theatre was torn down 

to be replaced by a large outdoor  

“Key West style” shopping 

center. I was there on the day they 

had a catered ceremony of the 

start of the demolition. 

 

The Tropicaire was literally my 

home from birth to February 1989 

when Mom and I moved to 

Jacksonville, Florida. Many of 

you getting my de Stolfe Journal 

probably did not know that I am a 

native Floridian having been born 

in Miami. For that matter, Dad 

was also born in Miami in the 

early 1940s and had even more to 

do with the Tropicaire well before 

I was even born. Dad lived in 

Florida in the mid century when, 

as he put it, truly a “tropical 

paradise”. Dad originally lived in 

several places in central Florida, 

south Florida, and the Florida 

Keys, having moved several times 

in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s.  

 

By the time I came around, the 

Tropicaire was already starting a 

transition where drive ins were 

not as popular as they once were 

as compared to seeing movies in a 

regular theater. What sustained 

the place was having weekend 

flea markets, originally called 

“swap meets”. 

Palm tree 

from the 

Tropicaire. 



Tropicaire 

I have brought up this 

topic on various 

occasions throughout 

the years in my journals, 

and now is the time to 

give full discussion to it. 

I was born in Miami, 

Florida in 1972. At that 

time, my parents were 

living in quite the 

unusual place, the same 

place where I would 

also live for the 

following 16+ years. 

We lived in a drive in 

theatre. Wait… what? 

Yes, quite literally in a 

drive in theatre. On 

these pages, I will 

provide a history of this 

theatre—and various 

other tangential things 

relating to South 

Florida—in this special 

issue of the journal. 

This special issue comes 

out on the thirtieth 

anniversary, to the 

week, of when the 

theatre was torn down. 

At least half of the 

information in this issue 

is actually new to me as 

I was researching to get 

my facts straight. I will 

include personal stories 

and thoughts as 

appropriate, but I want 

to give as much factual 

information as possible. 

So, let’s go! 

This photo is from the later 1980s, maybe 1987 or 

1988. Yes, I had bright red hair in the 70s and 80s! 

Also, horizontal stripes are never flattering! 

Photo by: Robert A. de Stolfe 

This is me with our cat, Gator. I guess this was early 

1980s. I was maybe ten years old and chubby.  

Gator was not impressed! 

Photo by: Robert A. de Stolfe 

Otch, Owtch, Owch… 

whatever... 

These photos were taken from the second floor where we lived. On the left was where a Marines recruiting 

trailer was located next to the building. On the right shows a building that was last Mary’s Carpets, and was 

previously a La-Z-Boy store. Across the street was Tropical Park. 



New Theatre 

Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 



New theatre 

Building And Opening Of The New Drive In Theatre 

The official gala 

opening of the new 

Tropicaire Drive-In 

Theatre was on 

Tuesday, February 15, 

1949. It was located in 

southwest Miami on 

Bird Road and Palmetto 

Road across from the 

Tropical Park race track, 

with a formal address of 

7751 Bird Road, or later 

also 7751 SW 40th 

Street. An article in the 

Miami Herald provides 

the best description. 

 

Tropicaire, the drive-in 

theater in a garden, will 

open Tuesday night on 

Bird rd. at Palmetto, 

opposite the Tropical 

Park race track. 

Equipped with the most 

modern facilities, 

including 800 individual 

RCA in-car speakers, 

the theater consists of 

14 paved, full vision 

ramps. 

 

Surrounding the parking 

area are broad lawns 

and paved driveways 

which are being 

landscaped with trees 

and shrubbery to give 

the appearance of a 

tropical garden 

surrounding an 

amphitheatre. A unique 

feature is the hanging 

gardens, exotic palm 

trees set high above the 

ground against the 

screen tower, a 

brilliant, living mural 

visible from Bird Road. 

 

W. L. McComas, Wood 

Kirkpatrick, and D. K. 

McComas are the 

officers of the 

corporation which has 

built and will operate 

the theatre. 

 

A snack bar and soda 

fountain will prepare 

sandwiches and drinks 

to be consumed at the 

bar or be delivered to 

cars by attendants. 

Under the direction of 

Lloyd Cross, and [an] 

experienced 

concessionaire. 

 

Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 



New theatre 

Not until recently did I 

even understand the 

name of the theatre! The 

name is a compound 

word of tropic and aire, 

referring to the tropical 

climate of South 

Florida! I had always 

wondered why it was 

spelled “…caire” 

instead of “…care”! 

(Talk about dense or 

clueless!) Elsewhere in 

Florida, there was an 

unrelated Tropic-Aire 

Motel. And to clear up 

the air, so to speak, 

“tropic air” simply 

means hot and humid! 

Also notice that the 

name is “Theatre” not 

“Theater”! 

 

As part of the grand 

opening festivities, the 

main movie was If You 

Knew Susie featuring 

Eddie Cantor and Joan 

Davis, showing at 7:05 

PM and 9:30 PM. Also 

included was Bet Your 

Life featuring Leon 

Errol, a comedy, and a 

“sensational aerial act” 

at 9:00 PM by the Sky 

King atop a swaying 

flagpole 168 feet high. 

They gave out 

souvenirs, gifts to the 

adults, and toys for the 

kids. I would really like 

to know what these 

things were and if any 

of them still exist! 

 

 

 

The construction of the 

building and screen 

were of cinder block 

and concrete, typical 

materials used in South 

Florida. On the ground, 

a two story long and 

narrow building was the 

base made in a Florida 

Art Déco style. The first 

floor of the building 

contained the offices 

while the second floor 

was basically a two 

bedroom apartment 

where the owner/

manager lived. Internal 

stairs went from the first 

floor to the second floor 

with another set of stairs 

that went from the 

second floor to the 

almost flat roof hidden 

behind a high parapet. 

Between each floor and 

the roof were these flat, 

fairly wide concrete 

projections. More about 

those later in the 

journal. On the back 

wall of the building rose 

the screen way up into 

the sky. Unfortunately, I 

don’t know the overall 

dimensions of the 

building nor of the 

screen. The screen had 

seven step tapered 

pilasters that went from 

the top of the screen 

well into the ground. 

Being South Florida, the 

whole structure had to 

be hurricane proof and 

was reinforced with 

very thick rebar (about 

2” diameter) and poured 

The Miami Herald. Tuesday, February 15, 1949. Page 24. 

The Miami Herald. Wednesday, February 9, 1949. 

Page 25. 

The Miami Herald. Tuesday, February 15, 1949. 

Page 24. 



New theatre 

concrete. The wider 

parts of the pilasters 

partly defined the rooms 

in the main building 

since they were wider at 

the bottom and step 

narrowed going to the 

top.  

 

The back of the screen 

was completely flat and 

painted white, while the 

front of the screen was 

painted light green and 

the main building 

painted pink, a color 

scheme that remained 

until some point in the 

early 1980s. (I 

personally remember 

that old color scheme 

before the entire 

structure was repainted 

sometime in the 1980s.) 

Above the roof parapet 

along the base of the 

street side of the screen 

was the “hanging 

gardens”, which were 

six built in curved 

“planter box” containers 

that originally held palm 

trees and various other 

tropical plants. Above 

that were three rows of 

channel lettering with 

neon lights showing 

“Tropicaire”, “Drive-

In”, and “Theatre”. The 

Tropicaire and Theatre 

words were the same 

size in green neon, 

while the Drive-In 

words were larger in 

orange neon. Also, the 

inside of the metal 

channel lettering was 

painted roughly to 

match the neon colors.  

 

The main building had 

single pane metal 

windows and four larger 

sections in the middle of 

a textured glass block. 

These type of windows 

were all over Florida 

and are still around on 

older buildings. Also the 

glass block was a core 

feature of Art Déco 

design that is also found 

all over Miami and 

especially South Beach. 

(Just watch old episodes 

of Miami Vice.) The 

entire structure was set 

back from the road a 

ways with driveways 

and large sections of 

grass and various 

plantings of trees, palm 

trees, and shrubs.  

 

 

 

The original neon sign within channel lettering on the front of the screen. The hanging garden was below 

originally containing palm trees and other tropical plants. Many of the palm trees were still there in the 1980s. 

Photo by: Robert-George de Stolfe 



New theatre 

Postcard about the Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre. (Found on eBay) The text shows: 

“Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre—Bird and Palmetto Roads (South West 40th St. and 77th Ave.), Miami, Florida. 

Accommodating 700 cars and 400 walk-in patrons. Tropicaire is the entertainment spot for the Southwest 

section of Greater Miami. With it’s extensive tropical landscaping it has aptly been called “The South’s Most 

Beautiful”. Phone 87-5811.” 

The photo was taken with Ektachrome by Clark A. Brandenburg of Miami, Florida. Dextone postcard. 

Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 



New theatre 

Found on Facebook 

Found on Facebook 



New theatre 

Behind the screen along 

the ground was a walled 

area with grass and 

plantings, the tropical 

garden that the article 

described. Further back 

were many rows of 

humps (yes, that is a 

proper technical term) 

to allow a car to sit at an 

angle upwards facing 

the screen. About 

halfway back was the 

projection booth 

building and a 

concession stand behind 

that. The rows were in 

an arc spreading out 

wider and wider to the 

back. In the middle of 

the humps in between 

every two cars were 

stands of a concrete 

base and metal pole 

each with two speakers 

on cords to hang on 

your car window, either 

the passenger side or the 

driver side depending 

on which side of the 

stand a car was. The 

speakers were basically 

mono just to be able to 

hear the movie. Much 

later on, the theater was 

set up to locally 

broadcast the movie 

sound on an AM radio 

channel.  

 

 

 
Original glass blocks from the Tropicaire Drive-In 

Theatre, originally installed in 1948-1949. 

This speaker was made by Projected Sound of Plainfield, 

Indiana (southwest of Indianapolis). The factory was 

located at 469 Avon Avenue and is no longer in business. 

Similar speakers show to be cast aluminum. 

Window speaker from the Tropicaire Drive-in Theatre. 

Each stand had two speakers, one for each car parked 

on either side of the stand. 



New theatre 

Along the street, Bird 

Road, was the marquee 

that showed what 

movies were being 

shown each week. The 

first and original 

marquee was different, 

resembling closely to 

the marquee at the Dixie 

Drive In Theatre (more 

about the Dixie later in 

this journal). But I 

suspect that they had to 

tear down that marquee 

when Bird Road was 

widened, probably in 

the 1950s. The 

replacement marquee 

stood until Hurricane 

Andrew basically 

shredded that one in 

1992. The marquee after 

that was a different type 

and only stayed for 

about two years until the 

theatre was torn down. 

 

 

Original marquee Circa 1950s Summer of 1989? By: RG de Stolfe 

These photos show 

the stands where the 

speakers were 

originally. The 

speakers were 

replaced with using 

an AM frequency to 

broadcast instead on 

vehicle radios. 

By: RG de Stolfe 

After Hurricane Andrew, 1992 

Photo by: Robert A. de Stolfe 

December 1992 

Photo by: Robert-George de Stolfe 

Replacement marquee, 1993-1995 

Photo by Robert-George de Stolfe 



Film presentations 

Found on Facebook 



Film Presentations 

The theatre typically 

showed two movies 

every night, a double 

feature, changing the 

movies basically every 

week. The group that 

owned the Tropicaire 

also owned and ran 

another drive-in further 

south in the county 

called the Dixie Drive-

In Theatre. More about 

the Dixie later in this 

journal. 

 

When the Tropicaire 

opened, the screen was 

only as wide to show 

films that were basically 

the same as a 35mm 

film proportion. (Dad 

was able to explain a 

whole lot better the 

various movie 

proportions and when 

they came out! I am not 

really sure what they 

were.) After Cinerama 

came out in the early 

1950s, it established a 

newer standard in 

presenting films with its 

curved screen and three 

synced projectors. This 

specific type of 

presentation was only 

available at Cinerama 

theatres. Later, a more 

simplified, but still wide 

screen format, soon 

would replace Cinerama 

and the shorter 

proportioned screen. By 

some point in the 1950s 

(I’m thinking possibly 

by 1954 as the theatre 

was showing 

CinemaScope films, but 

I’m not really sure), two 

sizable “wings” were 

added on each side to 

extend the screen area 

and shape to show the 

wider panoramic films. 

Also, these wings had to 

be added in such a way 

as to also be hurricane 

proof like the main 

building and to show 

seamless on the 

presentation side.  

This photo from the 1960s shows the full width screen to show Panavision or CinemaScope films, among others. 

Photo by: www.flashbackmiami.com (Miami Herald) 

Wing Addition 

Wing Addition 

Speaker stand with speakers. 



Film Presentations 

In the 1950s and 1960s, 

management created 

monthly pamphlets to 

promote what films 

would be shown and to 

give other news. One 

side was for the 

Tropicaire, while the 

other side was for the 

Dixie. When I found 

these pamphlets on 

eBay, I never knew they 

even existed, but the 

information on them is 

fantastic. One major 

thing I was not aware of 

was the continual 

messaging each month 

of going to church every 

Sunday! Another 

interesting thing I found 

in the newspapers was 

that the theatre had 

hosted Easter services. 

One particular article in 

1956 promoted Easter 

sunrise services starting 

at 6:00 AM, sponsored 

by 11 churches of 

varying denominations. 

I can only imagine what 

that was like. 

Birds eye view from the back of the property showing the screen, the snack bar, and rows. 

Photo by: source unknown 

The Miami Herald. Saturday, March 31, 1956.  

Page 13. 

Photo taken of the theatre after sunset with the neon 

sign lit up and additional spotlights on the palms. 

This photo also shows the building interior lit. 

Photo by: source unknown 



Film Presentations 

These photos appear to be staged for promos. Based 

on the movies shown on the marquee, they date these 

photos to the fall of 1963. 



Film Presentations 

Found on eBay. 



Film Presentations 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, January 13, 1957. Page 139. The Miami Herald. Wednesday,  

April 25, 1962. Page 56. 

The Miami Herald.  

Saturday, July 5, 1980. Page 30. 

The Miami Herald. Saturday, 

March 5, 1949. Page 4. 

The Miami Herald. 

Saturday, March 31, 1956. 

Page 18. The Miami News.  

Friday, January 9, 1970. Page 18. 



Swap Meet 

Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 



Swap Meet 

Starting on Saturday, 

September 8 of 1962, 

the Tropicaire theatre 

hosted weekend “swap 

meets”. Today, we call 

them flea markets. All 

along the humps and 

even along the sides of 

the property were 

booths, simply rented 

allotments of space, for 

people to sell their stuff. 

The swap meets were 

basically meant for 

people to sell used stuff. 

However, over the 

decades, people would 

also sell new items. On 

Saturdays and Sundays 

from the early morning 

until the mid afternoon, 

the flea markets would 

go on. People then had 

to tear down their 

booths and clear out for 

the area to be ready for 

the movies after dark. 

The flea market had an 

admission fee for people 

to shop besides the 

vendors paying a fee for 

a booth to sell. People 

who came to shop 

would park all over the 

grass in the front or 

drive to the very back of 

the property where there 

were several dirt 

parking lots. Every 

weekend, auto 

congestion was 

constant, and the 

number of people were 

like ants scattering 

everywhere!  

 

 

Just to note here, I was 

born in 1972. Mom and 

Dad had been living in 

the theatre for maybe a 

couple of years by this 

point. My bedroom was 

near the exit, and near 

the exit was a large 

booth that had tire 

service. Every weekend 

starting very early in the 

morning, there was a 

box truck parked upon a 

concrete slab where 

they would change tires 

on peoples’ cars. I can 

distinctly remember the 

popping sound when 

they break the tire off 

the rim with the 

pressurized air escaping. 

I can remember the 

rubber smell from the 

new tires. My bedroom 

window was right above 

where the work was. 

Also, right below my 

bedroom on the first 

floor was a storage 

room accessible from 

the outside where the 

marquee letters were 

stored. 

 

It would turn out that 

the flea market would 

outlast the presenting of 

movies. Eventually, the 

management would 

allow flea market 

vendors to leave their 

booths set up for as long 

as they rented their 

booths. Typically, they 

would take their items 

for sale home but leave 

their canopies, tables, 

etc. The flea market 

continued right up to the 

day the building was 

torn down. 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, September 6, 1962. 

Page 50. 

My bedroom 
Tire service 



Swap Meet 

This is a view of the flea market 

from the back of the property. By 

this point, vendors were able to 

leave up their tents for as long as 

they rented the booths. Otherwise, 

they would have to clear out for 

another vendor. 
Shoppers had to pay an  

admission fee for the flea market. 

Photo found on Facebook 



Swap Meet 

Circa 1970s, Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 

Palmetto Expressway Emerson Elementary School 

Tropical Park Racetrack 

(horses) 



Photo taken at the flea market on July 23, 1964 by Miami Herald. 

How many of these items for sale do you remember? 

Swap Meet 



Swap Meet 

Photo by: Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre 

Circa summer 1989. 

Photo by:  

Robert-George de Stolfe 

Circa 1970s 

Photo by: 

Tropicaire 

Drive-In 

Theatre 



Swap Meet 

On these pages are a series of photos of the flea market taken in the mid 1980s by Robert-George de Stolfe. 



Swap Meet 



Swap Meet 



Swap Meet 



Movie Woes 

Photo found on Facebook, Miami Herald 



Movie woes 

By the time the 1970s 

came and went, drive-in 

theatres were just not as 

popular as they once 

were in the previous 

decades. The Tropicaire 

was no exception. By 

1980, the theatre could 

no longer afford to show 

first release films like 

they did decades earlier 

and would show films 

many weeks or months 

after the first release in 

regular enclosed 

theatres. Also, the 

Tropicaire shortened the 

days to only show films 

Thursday through 

Sunday, instead of every 

night. The Tropicaire 

also resorted to showing 

more “skin flick” 

movies just to be able to 

get attendance, but even 

then very few. These 

skin flicks were more 

typical of the culture of 

the late 1970s, but they 

were probably less 

“scandalous” by today’s 

standards than in the 

1970s and early 1980s.  

To answer your 

question that I know 

you are asking. No, we 

did not watch movies all 

the time! In fact, as I 

recall, we rarely 

watched movies there. 

Maybe once every year 

or two? We did watch 

movies in regular 

theatres though. And to 

be honest, by that point, 

there really were not 

many movies we had 

even heard of let alone 

wanted to watch. We 

did get in free of course 

when we did go to 

watch a movie.  

 

By the 1980s, enclosed 

theaters, what we would 

just call normal theaters, 

were just a much better 

place to go to watch 

movies, and the old 

nostalgia of drive ins 

just wasn’t there 

anymore. Also, the 

multiplex theaters 

showed many films at 

once, whereas the drive 

ins could only show one 

film at a time, even if 

they had a double 

feature like the 

Tropicaire did. The 

Tropicaire at least did 

have the flea market, 

which made a whole lot 

more money than the 

theater did by the 1970s 

and 1980s. In an article 

in the Miami Herald, 

Bill Buchholz, the 

manager in 1980, stated, 

  

“If we didn’t have the 

flea market here, the 

movie business would 

not carry the property. I 

frankly think it would 

pay to close the theatre 

down, but we don’t want 

to. It would put people 

out of work.” 

 

The owner, Keith 

McComas, stated in an 

article that the theatre 

“would have 1500 to 

2000 [people] on a 

good night. Now we are 

lucky if we get 200 

people in there on a 

Friday or Saturday.”  

Admission in 1987 was 

$2.50 for adults with 

children under 12 

admitted free. 

 

By the early 1980s, 

inflation and low movie 

income made many 

drive ins end up selling 

to developers as the 

properties were of more 

value to a developer for 

the land than for how 

the land was being 

previously used. The 

Dixie Drive-In ended up 

going that route and was 

torn down in 1979, and 

the Tropicaire would 

eventually go that route 

after about another 

decade, being a holdout 

until the 1990s, but with 

several twists! 

This was a double feature shown at the Tropicaire 

in early 1979. I would call these movies smut! 

The Miami Herald. Friday, January 12, 1979. 

Page 185. 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, July 20, 1980. Page 163. 



Movie woes 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, July 10, 1980. Page 14. 



Movie woes 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, July 10, 1980. Page 15. 



Movie woes 

I remember these ladies! I did not necessarily know 

their names, but I would occasionally walk here and 

sort of hang out for a while. This was the drive up 

box office with glass block and neon. The Dixie 

Drive-In had an almost identical box office. 

 

I can remember one time in the summer hanging out 

there and they had this coiled ring on a little metal 

holder that smoldered. It was burning a type of 

incense to repel mosquitoes, a big problem in south 

Florida! 

This is the Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre in its more 

rundown state in the 1980s, which is mainly how I 

remember the theatre. The lower building and the 

planters were repainted, something that Dad did in 

the early 1980s, as I recall. I was still rather young. 

The neon sign still shows Theatre, which would 

change by the late 1980s. Also by then, the upper 

part of the screen would be completely repainted, 

which ended the original green and pink color 

scheme of its earlier days. That part was 

professionally painted I think. 

Photo by Robert-George de Stolfe 

This is how I always remembered the marquee. 

Photo by Robert-George de Stolfe 



Yo-Yo Plans 

The story and fate of the 

Tropicaire Drive-In 

Theatre became more 

interesting as a series of 

events occurred starting 

in 1987. The Miami 

Herald reported that on 

Thursday, July 9 that 

“the Metro Commission 

approved zoning 

changes that would 

allow developers to 

build a 287,000 square 

foot shopping center on 

the 28 acre Tropicaire 

site, now used Thursday 

through Sunday nights 

for last run pre video 

movies and on the 

weekend days for a flea 

market.” The article 

stated later that Bill 

Ogden, who was the 

president of Brancroft 

Development, had 

hoped “to build a “Key 

West style” shopping 

plaza of about 50 stores 

and more than 1100 

parking spaces… [and] 

be called Tropicaire 

Center. This will happen 

in six months, said 

theatre owner 

McComas.” Well, 

developers most always 

think progress happens 

at a rapid pace. But, 

they would soon find 

out some additional 

news that made the 

plans come to a 

screeching halt! 

Meanwhile, the movies 

and the flea markets 

continued as normal. 

Closer to the end of 

1987, advertisements in 

the paper provided 

coupons to get into the 

weekend flea markets 

free. The theatre did 

stop showing movies 

after the last weekend of 

1987 with the last movie 

shown called Stakeout. 

After that, the 

Tropicaire no longer 

showed in the 

newspaper movie 

listings. 

The Miami Herald. Friday, July 10, 1987. Page 33 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, July 12, 1987. Page 554. 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, December 27, 1987. Page 124. 

The Miami Herald. Saturday, July 4, 1987. Page 151. 



Yo-Yo Plans 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, February 28, 1988. Page 46. 

The Miami Herald. Tuesday, 

December 15, 1987. Page 169. 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, 

November 12, 1987. Page 124. 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, 

August 6, 1987. Page 102. 

Palmetto Expressway x This guy’s house 

I remember this guy! His house as on the way to my elementary school 

down the street and would walk past his house nearly every weekday. 

After school, I would sometimes stop at his house before going home. As 

I recall, he made wood musical instruments by hand.  

More info about this catwalk later. 

Catwalk 
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Palmetto Expressway 

Photos by Robert-George de Stolfe 
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By February 1988, more 

than six months after the 

rezoning of the 

Tropicaire land, another 

development sideswiped 

the shopping plaza 

plans! The Florida 

Department of 

Transportation made 

plans to make 

improvements to the 

Palmetto Expressway 

that would start in about 

two years, putting it at 

around 1990 at the point 

of the article. The 

Palmetto Expressway 

was a ten lane highway 

that was built in the late 

1950s from Palmetto 

Road. It is also known 

as State Road 826. The 

article stated that “the 

wrecking ball was 

schedules to destroy the 

39 year old theatre later 

this year to make room 

for a Key West style 

shopping center.” But 

with FDOT’s plans, the 

shopping center would 

not be built, and 

“everything is on hold” 

said Jim Miller, the 

Tropicaire manger. By 

early 1989, a news 

update noted “The 26 

year old flea market will 

remain open until it is 

sold, said manager Jim 

Miller. At the present 

time, we have no plans. 

We’re just going to sit 

on our butts.” After a 

few months, the 

Tropicaire apparently 

rebranded the flea 

market as shown by new 

advertisements in the 

paper.  

 

At this point, I need to 

make a personal note. In 

mid February of 1989, 

Mom and I and the cat, 

Gator, moved from the 

Tropicaire to 

Jacksonville, Florida. 

We moved to my 

Mom’s mother’s house, 

my grandmother’s 

house. I never again 

lived in the Tropicaire, 

but there were several 

times when I did go 

back to visit. More later 

in this journal.  

The Miami Herald. Friday, April 21, 1989. Page 73. 

The Miami Herald. Sunday, May 21, 1989. Page 542. 

A bumper sticker made by the retooled Tropicaire Flea Market. 

de Stolfe Journal,  

April 1989. 
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So by mid 1989, FDOT 

found itself in a pickle 

of sorts. FDOT planned 

to expand the Palmetto 

Expressway in 1987 and 

to start roughly two 

years later. However, 

“budget cuts eliminated 

the money needed to 

buy land… and the 

agency already 

committed to buy the 

old drive-in – at a cost 

of $18 million”. The 

conflict here is that the 

agency was also going 

to build a $17 million 

parking garage for the 

Metrorail ridership. The 

article stated that “one 

has a priority of 100 and 

the other has a priority 

of about one”, basically 

stating that the garage 

has more priority to 

make the Metrorail 

users have a place to 

park their cars in order 

to use the Metrorail. 

The article also notes 

that the budget was cut 

because “The state 

Legislature refused to 

let the transportation 

department borrow 

money for its work plan 

in the 1989-1990 

budget.” 

 

Despite this, that didn’t 

mean that everything 

was okay for the flea 

market! In the couple of 

years after the movies 

stopped, the flea market 

expanded aggressively. 

This meant more 

people, more noise, 

more traffic, and just 

more of everything. The 

residential neighbors 

took notice and made 

many complaints about 

the flea market. In 

addition, the flea market 

was seeking to expand 

with additional features 

that also required 

zoning approval. 

However, the Dade 

County Zoning Appeals 

Board rejected plans to 

expand the flea market 

to include additional 

days and change hours, 

along with adding 

carnival rides. This 

proved to be a big win 

for the residents around 

the flea market property. 

The driving force 

behind a lot of this was 

Bill Ogden, the 

developer who wanted 

to buy the theatre/flea 

market to build the Key 

West style shopping 

center. My Dad was still 

living in the Theatre 

during this time, and I 

recall him saying one 

time that he did not like 

The Miami Herald. Tuesday, July 11, 1989. Page 19. The Miami Herald. Monday, January 2, 1989.  

Page 23. 



Yo-Yo Plans 

Mr. Ogden. Ogden 

apparently tried again a 

few months later to get 

permission to partially 

expand the flea market 

after negotiation with 

the surrounding 

neighbors. The flea 

market request went up 

for a vote with the 

commissioners passing 

in favor with a 3-2 vote. 

One minor addition 

happened in December 

1989 with the opening 

of a “Food and Plant 

Oasis” in the previous 

area of the theatre 

garden below the 

screen. 

 

With the FDOT not 

buying the Tropicaire 

property, by 1991, 

Ogden sued FDOT for 

reneging on buying the 

property since the 

developer could not buy 

the property to build the 

shopping center. There 

is more to it than this, 

but another zoning 

hearing sought to make 

the flea market 

permanent. Some of the 

neighbors were fine 

with the flea market, but 

many others did not like 

it. Back in 1987, the 

zoning approved to 

make the land into a 

shopping center, but the 

interest by FDOT to 

expand the Palmetto 

Expressway just made a 

weird yo-yo effect of 

what to do. An article 

noted “the owners have 

delayed construction of 

the stores because the 

state Department of 

Transportation is 

planning an off-ramp 

for the site. If that exit 

ramp is to go forward, 

then we don’t want to 

build a shopping 

center… when they take 

the right-of-way, there 

wouldn’t be much left.” 

Well, people and 

government can make 

plans, but sometimes 

nature demands respect 

or perhaps attention! 

Something would blow 

in, in a big way! 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, November 5, 1989. Page 90. 

The Miami Herald. Thursday, 

November 5, 1989. Page 17. 

The Miami Herald. 

Friday, July 20, 1990. 

Page 190. 

The Miami 

Herald. 

Thursday, 

November 2, 

1989. Page 

105. 
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Dad’s car 

Christmas, December 1992 or 1993 

Photo by: Robert A. de Stolfe 
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Santa’s Enchanted Forest, Tropical Park 

(across the street from the Tropicaire) 

Christmas, December 1992 or 1993? 

Photos by: Robert-George de Stolfe 

Dad’s car 



Hurricane Andrew 

National Weather Service 



Hurricane andrew 

The eye wall of 

Hurricane Andrew as a 

category 5 hit South 

Florida at about 5:00 

AM on Monday, August 

24, 1992. The hardest 

hit area of Florida was 

Homestead, a city about 

30 miles southwest of 

Miami proper, but the 

entire southern half of 

Florida, especially south 

of Lake Okeechobee 

was severely affected. 

The hurricane would 

continue through the 

Gulf of Mexico and hit 

New Orleans and go 

through Louisiana and 

Alabama. With nowhere 

really to go, Dad stayed 

put inside the drive-in 

theatre. Beforehand, he 

got gas for the car and 

parked the car in the 

back storage areas 

below the screen. He 

also prepped the front 

porch of the plants that 

were there and put the 

familiar duct tape on the 

windows in an X pattern 

as with previous years. 

One running joke for 

years later was to never 

try to cut cord again 

with a dull steak knife! 

(I’ll let you figure out 

the rest!) From what 

little I remember about 

what Dad said about 

going through the 

hurricane was that the 

entire building shook 

really hard, after all the 

high screen was like a 

giant sail! I did say at 

the beginning that the 

building and screen 

were built to withstand 

strong hurricanes! The 

building itself survived 

with no issues to speak 

of, but most everything 

around the building was 

quite trashed. Dad’s car 

also survived with no 

apparent damage, or at 

least very minor 

damage. He kept driving 

the car at least to 2000. 

With how the electrical 

service was set up, the 

theatre had no 

electricity for about two 

weeks, even though 

there was electricity in 

surrounding areas. 

During this down time, 

Dad did help to take 

supplies that he was 

able to get to areas 

where it was needed. I 

think most people there 

tried to do that in the 

days after the hurricane 

passed. On interesting 

thing to note here is 

during the downtime of 

having no electricity, 

Dad read through the de 

Stolfe Journal, issue #14 

Summer 1992. I think I 

mailed it out just prior 

to the hurricane hitting! 

 

Dad took these black 

and white photos after 

the hurricane passed. I 

do not have the 

negatives, so I had to 

scan the proof sheet I 

did have of the 

negatives, which is why 

it is contrasty.  

The Miami Herald. Sunday, August 30, 1992. Page 2. 
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These are photos taken by Dad in the days after Hurricane Andrew. I did not have the original negatives,  

so I had to scan the proof sheet, which is why they are slightly blurry and contrasty. 



Hurricane andrew 
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Dad’s car 
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From de Stolfe Journal, Winter 1992 

From de Stolfe Journal, Spring 2024 From de Stolfe Journal, Winter 1992 

From de Stolfe Journal, Winter 1992 

These are items from the de Stolfe Journal about Hurricane Andrew. 



In the next issue 

Because there is so 

much to cover about the 

Tropicaire, I needed to 

break up this special 

issue into two parts for 

quality and to be as 

thorough as possible! 

 

The next part of the 

Tropicaire story is the 

final demise of the 

building and the moving 

of the flea market. Also, 

I will cover the finished 

shopping center and 

include some tangential 

things about South 

Florida. In addition, I 

will cover a related 

drive in called the  

Dixie Drive-In Theatre. 



Final Thought 

The de Stolfe Journal is a publication made by  

Robert-George de Stolfe. The first issue was published in March 

1986 as the de Stolfe Journal and published irregularly until 1998 

(17 issues total). The Candid version of the Journal started in July 

2012 through December 2018 (over 60 regular and special issues). 

Now back to the original name starting in 2019, archives of all 

issues—including the original ones (1980s-1990s)—are available on 

the website: www.destolfe.com 
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Dixie Drive-In Theatre 

Related to the Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre is another 

theater called the Dixie Drive-In Theatre which 

opened in 1950. It would appear that they were 

formed within a year or two of each other. The next 

issue will cover in a little more depth about this 

theatre and about the de Stolfe relation to it. 

You can see the similarity between the  

Tropicaire Drive-In Theatre and the  

Dixie Drive-In Theatre, especially in the early days. 

http://www.destolfe.com

