
People often wonder why preservationists are concerned 
about green spaces. Why are they concerned about the 
health of the Everglades, the survival of native hammocks 
and rock lands, and the existence of parks? It’s because 
preservation of green spaces is an equally important 
part of preserving a legacy. Who could imagine Miami-
Dade without its canopy of trees, parks, beaches, and the 
associated wildlife many take for granted.

Most counties manage less than 10 parks, but the 
Miami-Dade Department of Parks, Recreation and Open Spaces 
has 270 parks and additional conservation lands 
under their management, a total of more than 34,000 acres. 
Th e department also manages 61 Federal, State and local 
grants worth more than $25 million.

Today, the Miami-Dade system is the third largest in the 
country, and it all began in 1930, when William J. Matheson 
and his son Hugh donated 85 acres off  Old Cutler Road 
to the County. Th is tropical hardwood hammock became 
Matheson Hammock Park (1), the fi rst public park in 
the county and one of seven designated Heritage Parks. 
Almost six times its original size, visitors enjoy many 
bay-front amenities. 

Following the Great Depression in the 1930’s, President 
Roosevelt’s Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) employed 

single, unemployed young men to work on environmental 
projects throughout the U.S.  In 1936, the CCC worked to 
construct coral rock and limestone buildings at Matheson 
and to build structures at Greynolds Park (2), another 
Heritage Park, on the Oleta River in the northeastern part 
of the county. Primarily 110 acres donated by A.O. Greynolds, 
the property was once a Seminole Indian trading post and 
later a rock quarry; some of the oolitic limestone was used 
to build the stone structures still in use. Open to the public 
in 1936, the county’s Historic Preservation Board designated 
Greynolds Park a historic site in 1983. 

Haulover Beach Park (3) became the fourth major park 
in the County system when it was acquired in 1935, with 
the beach-front portion added six years later. Th e advent of 
World War II delayed public access until 1948, but the park 
was put to good use with Coast Guard vessels on the lookout 
for German U-boats lurking off  the coast. Th e distinctive 
Lighthouse Restaurant in Streamline Moderne style was 
repurposed as today’s Ocean Rescue Lifeguard offi  ces. 

One signifi cant thread of consistency during the parks’ 
development was the creative leadership of William Lyman 
Phillips, considered by many to be the Dean of Landscape 
Architecture. His work included fi ve of the Heritage Parks: 
Greynolds, Haulover, Crandon, Matheson Hammock, and 
Fruit and Spice.
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Homestead Bayfront Park (4) is a charming destination 
created on land donated in 1938, by James Sottile, owner 
of South Dade Farms. The public can access 90 of the 
park’s 1,200 acres.  Neighboring Biscayne National Park, 
Homestead Bayfront Park has many inaccessible areas that 
are home to protected natural zones and coastal wetlands. 
During WWII the site was leased to the Air Force and 
afterward, with the addition of an atoll pool, marina, and 
other facilities, the park opened to the public in 1955. 

The Matheson family expanded its largesse in 1940, with 
the donation of 1,700 acres of former coconut plantation 
along the north side of Key Biscayne with the restriction it 
be used as a public park. In exchange, the country agreed 
to build a causeway to connect the Key to the mainland 
and in 1947, the new Crandon Park (5) and Rickenbacker 
Causeway were opened to the public. Visitors enter the 
park on a designated State Historic Highway to enjoy 
beautiful beaches, birdwatching, trails, an Audubon-
certified 18-hole golf course, marina, and tennis center. 
The park also gave birth to Zoo Miami in 1948. 

In 1935, Mary Calkins Heinlein, born into a pioneer 
Redland family, convinced the County to begin efforts to 
purchase 18 acres in Redland, the first lasting settlement in 
south Miami-Dade. Design plans were completed in 1944, 
and Heinlein was named the first superintendent  

of the Preston B. Bird and Mary Heinlein Fruit & Spice 
Park (6). Today the 37-acre park showcases more than 500 
varieties of exotic fruits, herbs, spices, and nuts, including 
180 varieties of mangos. The Park is part of the Redland 
Historic District and also home to a 1906 schoolhouse 
used as the Welcome Center, and the Bauer-Neill Mitchell 
House which serves as a café.

The most recent treasure to become a Heritage Park, the 
Deering Estate (7), was originally built in the 20s by 
Charles Deering (older brother of Vizcaya’s James) and 
purchased by the County and State in 1985. The 444-acre 
estate is an environmental, archaeological and historical 
preserve on Biscayne Bay and is on the National Register 
of Historic Places. 

Recognizing that preserving history extends beyond brick 
and mortar is fundamental to conserving the best of 
Miami-Dade for generations to come. Dade Heritage Trust 
encourages our members and supporters to visit Miami-
Dade’s Heritage Parks and become advocates for their 
proper maintenance and necessary enhancements to service 
a growing community. Information about these beautiful 
public spaces and opportunities to support Miami-Dade 
County Parks can be found at miamidade.gov/parks.

So, how did you do? How many were you able to name?
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