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The year was 1949, and | was ten years
old. Fort Lavderdale was still a sleepy
seaside bown thal tourists came to and
plaved in during the winter. [t had always
seemed tome that during the summer you
could fire a shotgun down Broward Boule-
vard and not hit anything: at least [ al-
wayvs wanted to try, especially after see-
ing & Randolph Seott movie at the old
Sunset Theater, The Sunset Theater sat
on Andrews Svenwe at the end of Easgt Las
Mas Boulevard, in the wery heart of
downtown Fort Lavderdale, It cost nine
cents togo to the Bunset Theater; after six
Pumd., the price went all the way up to
fourtean cents,

Next door to me lived 5 kid my age
namid Bobby Lee. W lived just off East
Sunrise Boulevard, which, in those days,
wins o two-lane road that snakes still
crawled across and most folks stll called
Tenth Strest. The Gatewsy Shopping
Center was la the future, its location still
accupied by the remnants of what, only a
few years earlier, had been the Clyde
Beatty foo.

Bobby Lee, like me, was o freckle-faced
cracker kid. I think, in |-:r|.'-l|:i.ng ha:]-:. that
he had much more perve than [ did, For
instance, he was the one who came up
with the idea of breaking into the old
Alamo nightclub. The truth is, when he
talked about it I was scared, but | didn’t
weint to let him know it.

The Alamo was located south of where
the UDI-E"'-\-&_H" Thealer now stands. [t was
rumorad to have been a gambling play-
ground for gangsters back in the 305, By
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the late 40s it steod alone behind a swamp
where the animals from the Clyde Beatty
Zoo had played. That was all light years
befare some foal invented condominiums,
which stand there today.

Babby Lee kept talking about breaking
inte the old building. 1t seemed like he
wasalways daring me to follow him on his
dangerous childhosd adventures. Finally,
because | was more afraid of what he
would tell the other kids if 1 didn't go, 1
agreed. We got onto our Schwinn bakes
and hewded salemnly townrd our destiny,

A staarway led up to the second floar of
the Alama, where o window offered o Wiy
ingide. The Alamo stood there all alone,
puiet and ot of the way beside the swamp,
[t was spooky. There was nothing in the
surrcunding area except palmettoes,
sandspurs, pine trees, and white sugar
sand. Today, the sugar sand is all gone,
buried beneath concrete, condominiums,
and clciani sod.

Without hesitation, Bobhy Lee started
upthe stairway, | wias scared to death, but
I was more afraid not to follow him. AL the
top of the stairwny, he was able to pry the
window apen ns though he had been doing
this his whole life. Quickly, he slipped
inside. Althowgh I was near panic, [ fal-
lowed, pushing my little form through the
window.

The room was dark, but somahow wa
were able to find cur way down an inside
stairway Lo what had once been a bar and
poid room. There were poo] balls still on
the table, | remember taking one of them
with me. [t was my plunder: having it, 1
would be mhle to prove to the ather kida
that [ really did have the raw courage Lo
eneak into the Alamo

God knows how long this room hed been
sitting in the dark, or how many sins had
probably been committed there, The ghosts
af Al Capone and his henchmen ssemed
verywherne. l"i:l'.\|||.|]_'|.'I CONVIEEITE el ves

ard Coinlians.

af the ol -so-cistand past,

I this autebiographical article, cuthor Bryan Brooks combines lighthearied
memaories of Ais Fort Lagderdale ehildhood with more somber reflections on the
destruction of a beloved way of life by rapid population growth and over
development. His recollecfions are sure to slir memories for many longlime Brow-
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View northward toward Sunrise Boulevard, ¢. 1950, showing Gateway Theater
under construction (centerd and new residential subdivisions, A small patch
of woods still surrounds the old Alamo Club at bottom left.

that we had conquered the Alama, we left,
our manhsod intact.

Mot Inng after this adventure, we got
Buna. A1l redbloaded men had guns, or at
least in 1848 we thought 0. The Lone
Ranger had a gun, and so did Wild Bill
Hickock and Lash Larue, They always
had those neat-looking Winchesters in
saddle holsters, and we longed for the day
when we could earry Winchesters of our
awn. The next thing | knew, Bobby Loe
had abrand new Daisy Ked Ryder BB gun
that leaked pretty much like n Winches-
ter. And the next thing my mother knew,
I haad conned her into getting me one too.

But what was there to shoot at? The
Indians all lived on reservations, even
back im 1949, It would be a long time
befare either one of us realized that marbe
the Indians were the good guys and that
our ancestars might have been the bod
guys, doing some highly questionable
thng'a. lilea hu‘vEEH:ng Jusk abaut EVErY
treaty ever signed with the Indians. But
such ideas were the enlightenment of the
future. In 1849 | was ten, and, together
with my pretend Winchester, 1 was look-
ing for action.

Baobby Lew had the answer—hirds. We
wauld shoot birds, Inour children'a minds
they became the enemy. In later years |
waunld “wimp out” and becorme an enviran-
mentalist, shuddering, even now, ot my
childhood mind set. But then | wanted to
do what f.hﬂu.ghL every real man does—
shoot semething.

Every Hed Eyder BB gun could handle
fifty or sixty BBs. But | soon learmed that
accuracy was something elze. We must
have hunted our neighborhood to death

before we shot the first bird.

The streets in our neighborheod had all
been laid out, but at that time there were
very few houses on those blocks, Bobby
Lee's family snd mine had the only houses
standing in our area except the big, white
stucco house on the corner, That house
belonged to the Chief Deputy Sheriff of
Broward County, Bob Clark, and we were
afraid of him. Years loter 1 would hear
and resd all kinds of things about his
controversial career. The rest of the lots
were covered with palmettoss, sandspurs,
and sugar sand, with an sceasional pine
Lres,

Just when | thought shooting BEs wasnt
gaing to be any fun after all, Babby Lee
cami up with a mission=—shooting wood-
peckers. He said that the Florida Power
oand Light Company in downtown Fort
Lauderdale would pay us one dollar for
every woodpecker we shot, It seemed, he
explained, that woodpeckers were destroy-
ing the wooden power pales that the elec-
trical lines were strung across. To hear
him talk, by shooting woodpeckers we
would be serving mankind, making life
better for our fellow Americana.

I canjured up all kinds of fantasies. |
would be mch. C-ljln‘l'.ru:}' to what aother
little boys would say about girls, 1 AL-
WAYS liked girls, With all my money, [
wioald be their hero. [ could afferd to take
them with me to the Sunset Theater for
the rest of my life. In those days, the
power company business office was lo-
cated next doar Lo the Bunset Theater, an
arrangement | thought was extremely
convenient, There was even a malt shop
on the other side of the theater, [ knew

then that there was a God, and He livedin
Fort Lauderdnle,

B0, on Spturday moroungs we would
crawl oot of our beds, cur trosty Red
Ryder BB guns in ouwr hands, and hunt, It
took & long time, but finally—sadly—I
shot a wood pecker. This wason Saturday.
Suddenly 1 was faced with a problem,
What would [ do with the poor wood-
pecker until Monday when Florida Power
and Light opened for cash business?

I quickly came up with a sclution. I
snuck the woodpecker into our refrigera-
tor, hiding it in the freezer section in a
brown bag so my mother wouldn't see it |
remember walking around that whole
weekend with a swagger, a manly walk, I
was earning money by shooting seme-
thing: | was "Man, the hunter,”

However, an Mnnﬂ.ﬂ.}- mr.]min,g I had to
make pnother decizion. What to do with
my wn-:ldpuﬂ.h::r while 1 was in schosl? 1
decided to smuggle it into sehool with me
inside of a shoe beot. T went te schaol at St.
Antheny's, whichwas located then, asit is
taday, on the corner of Northeast Second
Street and Northeast Eighth Avenue, In
those days it was a combination high
schoal and grade school. Today it serves
solely as o grade school.

My teacher was a Domminican nun named
SBister Elise, She was very tall and very
stern and hard.'lg,' svier gmiled. But some-
how | made up my mind to get through
this day and become rich. My dreams
almost ended for me that afternoon in
gchool when Sister Elise cought me look-
ing at the box underneath my desk. She
quickly grabbed the box and locked in-
gide, | thought her glasses would fall off,

Without thinking, 1 blurted out, "Sis-
ter, I'm workin' for the Flerida Power and
Light Company, Woodpeckers hurt the
power pales, ya know. [ gotta turn this
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bird in after sehoal.”

Heaven knows why she believed that;
perhaps she was inshoek. | remember the
ather kids amirking at me as she yelled,
You, Mr. Brooks, get that thing out af my
classroom!” I ran outside and tucked the
shoe box under the portable classroom,
happy that I had not been separated from
my prize.

After school 1 got on my bike and ped-
aled downtown. This particular Monday
seemed to be a busy day in the Florida
Power and Light Company office, and
there was a lang line. With my shoe bax
tucked under my arm, | waited patiently
in that line. There | was, a child holding a
ahoe box witha dead woodpecker insadeit,
waiting in line with all of the adults wha
weri there Lo pay Lheir Light bills. Some-
how, at that moment, [ felt very adult
myself, In o few minutes | had managed to
wark my way tothe front of the line. When
my burm came, the lady behind the counter
could hardly see me because | was so
little, Then, bravely, | opened the box and
plunked the dead woodpecker onto the
COURLER.

For the rest ol my lifie, U'll remember the
look on her face - pure terror. Before 1
could say o word, she screamed, [ tried to
explain that | was free-lancing as a bounty
hunter for the Florida Power and Light
Company, but she never stopped scream-
ing. In the midst of all of this screaming,
1 remember bravely asking her for my
dallar.

The next thing | remember, a man wha
worked for the Florida Power and Light
Company was leading me and my shoe
box and my woeadpecker outside. The door
was quickly shut, and | was alone and

broke, standing outside on Andrews Ave-
nue, a precious few feet from that child-
hiod kingdom kaown as the Sunset Thea-
Ler.

There was a certain childhosd inmo-
cence that was lost on that day. | remem-
ber hating Bobby Lee, who laughed when
[ told hien what had happened. My mother
found out about my misadventurs and
nearly killed me. These were the days
before Dr, Spock, and | considered myself
lucky to be alive. Happily for me, Gister
Elise never mentioned anything abaut a
woodpecker again, and | never brought
another shoe box to school.

The yvenrs quickly passed. Bobby Lee
and [ grew up and quickly moved into
adulthood, launching carcers in different
parts of the world, Theold Sunset Theater
was torn down as dewntown Fort Lauder-
dale, much like ather downtowns in other
cities, began to disintegrate. The post-
Warld War IT flight te suburbia was in
mation. The Gateway Shopping Center
was Fort Lauderdale’s first large subure
ban shopping center; others scon followed.
Then, through yuppie evolution, large
shopping malls appeared and multiplied
in south Florida

The mangroves off East Sunrise on
Middle River, where Bobby Lee and 1
fished for snook at dawn, disappeared.
Our fishing hole had been close to the
Alamo, and, with the woodpeckers and
SUAT uund,hndp.upﬁc‘iu] I A g fior L
cracker children.

The magical island on East Las Olas
Boulevard was dredged away forever, This
island had been another special place for
Bobby Lee and me, a watershed, child-
hood place to cast small, yvellow feathers

acrass the dark, exploding waters on hot
Florida summer nights, and fight for tar-
pon. When [ returned from duty in the
Mavy, it had all simply disnppeared.

The Fort Lauderdale 1 grew up in
changed forever as more and more people
came here, [t seemed to me that the more
peaple who came here, the more they
brought with them the very things that
they had been running here to escape. But
they are here, and, thanks to air condi-
tioning, airliners, and Anally I-85, they
will nower stop coming bere. The old South,
with all of its slow ways, is forever gone, at
least in Fort Lauderdale,

Sometimes, when ['m in my car cn East
Sunrise Boulevard, | can still see two ten
year old boys with their Red Ryder BB
guns walking mlertly through the pal-
metto serub on some brave mission. | can
still see the old Alamo nightelub standing
all alone in the woods by the swamp. I'm
aware that the only sound [ hear is the
wind as it whiatles through the palmet-
toes and pine trees; | can still feel the
saftness of the sugar sand beneath my
bare fect,

But then a hern honks, and, like & tima
wnrp,] am back tothe reality ofthe 1990s.
The light has turned green on Sunrise
Boulevard at the Gateway Interchange. A
full six lanes of traffic are piled bumper to
bumper. The cars are full of people wha
hive all come from someplace alse. The
air is thick with autemobile noise and
exhaust,

All of the people in all of the cars seem
to be looking suspiciously at each other.
Same of them seam to be looking at noth-
ing at all, alone in their air conditioned
modules. I wonder if maybe that is be
cause nobedy but a few old crackers like
ee, and the Indians before me, has any
ethnic roots here.

I ook in the rear-view mirror, seeing
the impatient driver who has caught me
daydreaming. He looks like he is in &
huarry; it seems like everyone isin o hurry.
[ wender where they are all geing? Sud-
denly I fisel very old, alone, lost, and, yes,
frightened.

Where is Bobby Lee? Where is the soft,
Flarids sugar sand? Where are the man-
groves and the snook? [ look at myself
quickly in the rear-view mirror, but all I
soe is 0 middle-nged fuee loaking back.

It is hot, and the traffic is stacked up.
There is nothing arcund me but cars,
concrete, and noise, Sadly, I put the carin
gear, and, with cnly my memories, | drive
BWAY.
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