
STILTSVILLE, an outcropping of brightly painted stilt homes standing one 
mile off the coast of Miami, has captivated the imaginations and the hearts of Floridians 
for decades, from urban legends about its wild days as an outpost for Prohibition-era gambling 
and drinking to treasured memories from the actual caretakers who have fought to preserve the 
area, now a national park, for generations. 
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rooms, and wooden window shutters are all that 
protect each elevated bungalow’s inhabitants 
from the elements should an afternoon storm 
roll in.

To the uninitiated, Stiltsville is the mari-
time equivalent of Neverland, a fairy-tale-like 
venue where boys and girls never grow up and 
can escape from mainland monontony. It’s been 
that way since the 1930s, when Eddie “Craw-
fish” Walker and a following of fishermen would 
congregate in the first shack in the middle of the 
bay, embracing Old Florida’s bucolic values. The 
idea of Stiltsville was then born, a concept of a 
Neverland of sorts that has stood the test of time 
against all odds—including threats from Mother 
Nature and mankind—for nearly 90 years.

“Once you reach this part of the bay, Miami is 
over,” says Julian Siegel, a Fort Lauderdale resi-
dent who has escorted his two sons, Ashton, 15, 
and Hudson, 13, to Stiltsville with their troop 
of nautical Sea Scouts. “There are no skyscrap-
ers, no high-rises, and you’re in at the edge of 
the world. It’s the most amazing sensation to be 
out there in the middle of the water. It makes you 
wonder what type of craziness took place during 
the rum-runners’ time.”

Lore has it that Crawfish Walker built a stop-
ping point for fishermen going in and out of 
the bay, where he’d sell bait, beer and chowder. 
As more and more fishermen stopped by, more 
structures were built, including vacation homes 
for families looking for their own oasis in the bay. 

Far enough away from authorities on dry land, 
yet a close jaunt from the 
city, it also proved an ideal 
location for Miami’s play-
boys, who operated under 
the premise that what-
ever happened in Stilts-
ville stayed in Stiltsville. In 
1938, a social space called 
the Calvert Club opened, 
inviting the elite to take 
their revelry onto the water. 
Two years later, another 
social venue—the multi-
story Quarterdeck Club—

The seven wooden structures piercing 
through the turquoise-blue waters 
of Miami’s Biscayne Bay make for 
one of the world’s most majes-
tic—if rarely visited—destinations. 
For the few who’ve traveled to the 

water-enriched community of Stiltsville, these 
seven structures represent an antidote to the hus-
tle of Miami’s big-city scene. And for the even 
fewer who’ve set foot in these rustic, primitively 
equipped cabins, the site is a chance to relax and 
enjoy the 360-degree views of water typically 
offered by private islands while actually barely 
being on land at all.

About a mile from Key Biscayne’s southern tip, 
Stiltsville’s pastel-colored houses seem to hover 
above the bay’s glistening water, resting atop tall, 
stilt-like pilings that stand on seagrass flats. Boat-
ers who stumble upon the structures have said 
they come out of nowhere, without preamble, a 
subdivision of seven homes with no entrance or 
exit signs.

The houses, a waypoint for hundreds of 
seagulls, have no electricity. Cross winds pro-
vide air conditioning. Drinking water and ice, 
highly coveted commodities, are imported from 
the mainland. Rustic bunks line the walls of bed-
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opened. If those walls could talk, they might 
describe a rocking scene with gambling, drink-
ing and exotic dancers.

The good times rolled well into the 1960s 
and 1970s, when the famed Bikini Club opened 
with—you guessed it—bikini-clad women blan-
keting the area. Miami Dolphins part-owner Earl 
Smalley had created a see-and-be-seen party-like 
atmosphere at his Stiltsville home. It’s even been 
rumored that the late Sen. Ted Kennedy held his 
bachelor party at one of the homes there.

Over the last decade, the watery enclave has 
evolved into a tamer destination, where families, 
groups of friends, nature lovers and even corpo-
rations congregate for good old-fashioned cam-
pouts over the water and under the stars. But 
stories of the old days have been passed down 

through generations like treasured heirlooms.
At its height, Stiltsville was home to 27 struc-

tures, mostly owned by well-to-do individuals 
who had the means to care for the uninsured 
buildings. Most of these homes succumbed to 
hurricane damage or fires, leaving the seven 

remaining buildings to 
carry on the commu-
nity’s storied legacy. 
Though its location in an 
oasis in the middle of a 
bay might seem perfect, 
ironically, Stiltsville is 
nearly defenseless before 
the ravages of powerful 
storms, including Septem-
ber’s Hurricane Irma. At 

Above: Anastasia 
Ashley on the dock 
in a suit by Fleur 
Swim, shorts by J 
Brand, and tote by 
Sensi Studio.

Right:  
The construction of 
the A-frame house 
uses remnant 
wood from a 
church in Miami 
and from the old 
Quarterdeck Club.
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one point a category 5 hurricane, Irma’s trop-
ical-storm-strength winds hit Stiltsville with 
enough impact to damage nearly all of the struc-
tures’ docks and railings, as well as the roof of 
one bungalow. As of this writing, only one of the 
seven structures has been repaired enough for 
public use. 

FORCES OF NATURE, AND MANKIND
As a teenager growing up in Miami in the 1980s, 
Kevin Mase remembers thinking how fun it 
would be to own a Stiltsville home. His friend’s 
uncle owned the house called Bay Chateau and 
would often invite Mase to come by to provide, 
in Mase’s words, “some free labor” by pressure 
washing the home and tidying up. Despite the 
incessant upkeep needed to maintain an over-
the-water property that regularly took heavy 
beatings from the salt water and whirling winds, 
even as a teenager Mase saw the upside to own-
ing a Stiltsville cabin.

“Going out there on the weekends formed an 
impression on me when I was young,” Mase says. 
“As much as I like progress and new things, I also 
like how things used to be, and Stiltsville rep-

This page:  
Ashley bonds with 
a Stiltsville pup. 
Lots of repairs 
(and TLC) are 
still needed five 
months after 
Hurricane Irma 
ripped through 
Biscayne Bay.

Opposite from left: 
The day’s catch on 
display on ice in a 
clawfoot bathtub 
at Stiltsville Fish 
Bar; chefs Jeff 
McInnis and Janine 
Booth named 
their latest venture 
after Stiltsville, the 
location of their 
first date; a fish 
bar crowd favorite, 
sweet corn 
spoon bread with 
poached lobster 

resents that. You can appreciate the environment, 
you can appreciate the clarity of the water and 
jumping in, swimming back to the structure. You 
feel like you’re a million miles away from civili-
zation.”

An opportunity to buy a place came nearly 
a decade later, and Mase and three high school 
friends pooled their money to purchase Bay 
Chateau. Built in the 1960s, it’s a two-bedroom, 
two-bathroom home with a small kitchen and 
sunken-floor living room and dining area. On a 
clear day, its bright yellow exterior and sea-foam-
green roof can be spotted miles away.

As the friends’ interest in the structure waxed 
and waned over the years, Mase’s commitment 
has remained so steadfast that five years ago he 
became the chairman of the Stiltsville Trust, a 
nonprofit organization created to care for and 
maintain each of the remaining seven buildings 
and uphold their legacies.

The trust was founded in the early 2000s 
out of what the homeowners and some politi-
cians felt was a necessity: They wanted to keep 
Stiltsville away from the destructive hands not 
of Mother Nature, but of mankind. The story 
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As chefs Jeff 
McInnis and Janine 
Booth see it, their 
newest dining 
concept shouldn’t 
be revolutionary, at 
least not in Florida. 
Both McInnis, a 
Florida native, and 
the Australian-
born Booth longed 
to celebrate the 
coastal traditions 
of fishing and 
eating responsibly 
caught fish; they 
were raised to think 
this way. What’s 
more, the two 
Top Chef alumni 
wanted to revive 
the dying art of 
the independently 
owned, locally 

sourced fish market, 
something McInnis 
grew up with in 
Florida’s Panhandle.

“The area has 
been screaming 
for a good, locally 
focused fish house 
for some time,” 
McInnis says of 
Miami Beach. “We 
have some great 
seafood places 
around us, but they 
tend to serve tuna, 
hamachi and other 
flown-in fishes, 
and they’re done 
in Japanese style. 
We wanted to bring 
back the idea of 
serving local fish 
that’s simple but 
beautifully prepared, 

whether by us or 
the consumer.”

The result is 
Stiltsville Fish Bar, a 
seafood restaurant 
and fish market 
under one roof 
that opened last 
September in Miami. 
The pair named 
the restaurant after 
Stiltsville, the iconic 
village of seven 
houses built on 
stilts in Biscayne 
Bay, because it 
was the location 
of their first date 
and a place that 
Booth describes 
as “magical.” The 
4,000-square-foot 
space has a dining 
room, complete with 

a bar and lounge, as 
well as indoor and 
outdoor seating. (A 
rooftop expansion 
is also in the works.) 
In addition, there’s 
a fish market where 
shoppers can drop 
in to purchase daily 
catches, along with 
the same sauces 
and accoutrements 
that the chefs 
use to prepare 
meals from the 
restaurant’s menu.
McInnis and Booth 
are no strangers 
to the chef-driven 
restaurant concept. 
Their Southern-
inspired Root & 
Bone restaurant 
opened in 2014 in 

New York City’s hip 
East Village. But this 
time, instead of their 
much-lauded fried 
chicken, the pair are 
hedging their bets 
on the fresh catches 
of the day.

They work with 
eight different 
fishing fleets, from 
Stuart to Key West 
and the Gulf of 
Mexico, for the 
seafood, which is 
either line-caught 
or caught with a 
net smaller than 
10 feet by 10 feet. 
Each night, the 
menu includes what 
was hauled in by 
the fleet that day; 
sometimes, that 
involves a species 
the chefs have never 
heard of.

“The other day, 
the fishermen 
brought in kingklip, 
which is an eel-like 
fish that swims 
thousands of feet 
under the sea,” 
McInnis says. “I’ve 
never worked 

with it before, but 
we were able to 
prepare a beautiful 
presentation.”

“You will never 
see salmon or 
tuna, or anything 
that comes out 
of Japan or the 
Mediterranean, in 
our restaurant,” 
Booth adds. “We 
really want to help 
the local fishermen 
that we’re working 
with. People know 
their salmons and 
their tunas, so it’s 
amazing for us to 
promote the fish 
that we love, but 
aren’t known to 
locals.”

Booth and 
McInnis say nothing 
is ever frozen in 
their restaurant. 
Well, except for one 
thing. They explain 
that the restaurant 
only has one freezer, 
measuring about 2 
feet by 2 feet. After 
all, they have to 
keep the ice cream 
somewhere.

stiltsville fish bar opened  
(on dry land) in Miami earlier this year

THE OTHER 
STILTSVILLE
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goes that sometime in the early 1970s authorities 
began to consider some type of regulation of the 
otherwise lawless Stiltsville. In 1976, the Florida 
Department of Natural Resources recommended 
letting all Stiltsville leases expire on July 1, 1999, 
essentially shutting down the community when 
the clock struck midnight on July 1 and prepar-

ing for its eventual demolition. To compound 
matters, owners were instructed to remove the 
homes at their own expense, forced to pay for 
a demolition that they didn’t even want. Add-
ing the proverbial salt to the wound, in 1985 the 
National Park Service acquired the land at the 
bottom of the bay, which meant that each lease 
was now in their hands. Residents had to pay 
$1,000 each year to “rent” their own homes.

For Stiltsville families who had seen their 
homes pass through generations of hands, the 
idea that only one more generation could enjoy 
Neverland didn’t sit well. From the perspective 
of the National Park Service, private use of park 
property could not go on. After several more 
years of squabbling between homeowners and 
government officials—which gave way to lease 
extensions, eviction notices and several sides pit-
ted against one another, including an emergent 
Save Old Stiltsville rallying support group—
the two parties eventually reached an agree-
ment. Since the mid-2000s, the structures have 
belonged to the National Park Service, the for-
mer homeowners maintain the responsibility of 
caring for their buildings, and the structures are 
available for public use via permits approved by 
the Stiltsville Trust.

To most people, relinquishing ownership of a 
home to become caretaker of a space shared with 
the public is the equiva-
lent of having your res-
idence ripped from you 
while strangers meander 
through it every so often. 

When people get introduced to Stiltsville for the first time, 
when you open the structure to them, it’s meaningful. 

They remember that moment forever.
—kevin mase

This page:  
Ashely paddles  

between Stiltsville 
structures in 

Biscayne Bay.
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But if that’s the compromise Stiltsville caretakers 
needed to make to save the homesites, then they 
would do it a thousand times over.

“These structures are the identity of this com-
munity,” Mase says. “There’s a sense of commu-
nity out there. The houses are all unique and dif-
ferent, but yet they are all the same because they 
represent Stiltsville. It’s my identity to Miami.”

In fact, Mase and the other former owners 
seem happy to share their love of this slice of 
paradise with others who would normally never 
have the chance to set foot in one of the wooden 
bungalows. To date, the structures have hosted 
boy scout troops, school groups, burials at sea 
and at-risk kids from Miami who had never seen 
the ocean before.

“You have a sense of pride, a sense of duty 
to introduce people to Stiltsville,” Mase says. 
“When people see Stiltsville for the first time, 
when you open the structure to them, it’s mean-
ingful. They remember that moment forever.”

FIGHTING FOR ITS FUTURE
For retired firefighter Charles Davis, there are 
two obstacles keeping him from moving away 

from Florida: the boating lifestyle and Stiltsville. 
Raised in Miami, Davis had heard of this mythi-
cal place, where one’s troubles melt away along-
side the undulating bay current, as a child. But 
it wasn’t until he retired after 25 years with the 
Coral Gables Fire Department that he started vis-
iting Stiltsville.

“A friend had said that now that I was retired, 
I needed to buy a boat,” Davis says. “And if you 
buy a boat, you need to go to Stiltsville. To put 
it in perspective, in Miami, there’s bound to be 
someone who just cut you off in the middle of 
I-95 or someone who just had a bad day at work. 
And guess where I’m at? I’m on the dock listen-
ing to a bird chirp. It’s a very tranquil place where 
you can be removed from the rest of the world.”

Davis joined the Miami Springs Power Boat 
Club, a group of 75 boat 
enthusiasts, many of 
them firefighters, teach-
ers and police officers, 
who socialize both on dry 
land and on the water. 
The Miami Springs 
Power Boat Club takes 

Above: Stiltsvillians 
feel a deep sense 
of community 
and responsibility 
to maintain the 
structures.

Left: No more 
bootlegging, but 
the good times still 
roll out on the flats.   
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party, but they love it. In turn, they receive the 
rare experience of truly living the salt life: fishing,  
snorkeling and jumping off the docks into the 
crystal-blue waters.

To be sure, because Stiltsville is part of the 
National Parks Service, caretakers emphasize 
that nothing natural can be disturbed by people 

or taken from the area. After 
last year’s storm, the troop was  
devastated to hear of the  
damages to the structures—so 
much so that they sent a boat 
full of scouts to clean up the 
debris around Stiltsville. For  
Siegel, it’s the least they 
could do to help preserve  
Neverland, where his boys can 
still be boys for a while longer. 

“To know that you 
have this treasure that so many peo-
ple love and care about, and at a whim 
Mother Nature can erase, it’s devastating,”  
Siegel says. “Once it’s erased, it belongs to 
Biscayne Bay. So we need to treasure it for as 
long as we can.” 

care of Stiltsville structure No. 7. Prior to last 
year’s devasation by Hurricane Irma, the Club 
had sprawling dock space for about 15 boats—
quite expansive when compared with the other 
structures, which accommodate one or two 
boats. The club hosted epic get-togethers for up 
to 200 guests, including fishing tournaments for 
kids and civic groups.

“One year, a [mentally  
disabled] girl reeled in a 
fish with some help, and she 
earned herself a trophy,” says 
Davis, who has served as 
the group’s commodore on 
and off for the past 12 years. 
“Later, we received a letter 
telling us how the tourna-
ment made her year and how 
she was showing off her tro-
phy to everyone. Stories don’t get much better  
than that.”

The narrative has changed tremendously since 
Hurricane Irma blew through Florida. Davis says 
the club’s structure isn’t ready for the public. The 
house and the docks received several hundred 

thousand dollars’ worth of damage. Along with 
other caretakers, Davis believes another rallying 
call to save old Stiltsville is in order. This time he 
hopes that donors will contribute to the Stilts-
ville Trust to salvage these structures from the 
latest chapter of destruction.

It’s something that Siegel hopes comes to  

fruition. The Fort Lauderdale dad’s two sons, 
Ashton and Hudson, look forward to going out 
to Stiltsville with their troop to perform ser-
vice projects on the Miami Springs Power Boat 
Club’s structure, like repairing rotted wood, 
cleaning seagull poo and other jobs. It’s a work 

In Miami, there’s bound to be someone 
who just cut you off in the middle of I-95 or 
someone who just had a bad day at work. 

And guess where I’m at? 
—Charles davis


