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A DREAM OF BROOKLYN

I have recurring dreams that visit me during the hours of rest.  Usually they are not very 
pleasant.  They make me uneasy and even sometimes frighten me.  When I wake I sometimes 
remember them and sometimes I may feel a little down because of residual, wispy, emotional 
remnants that linger during the day.  

 But, if I tell myself, “ Hey! It was just a dream.”  I can shake the feelings and snap back to 
my usual good humor.  I’ve had these recurring dreams scores of times for scores of years.

For example, I dream that I am back in school and things are not going well.   I’ve cut a 
class and have to study to make up for it but can’t find the textbook.  Then, in the dream, I’ve 
cut a lot of classes and worry about falling behind.  Then I’m so far behind that I despair of ever 
catching up again.  Then I finally find time to go to class but it’s been so long that I’ve forgotten 
the room number - then it really gets  bad when I can’t even remember my professor’s name!

Another recurring dream is that I have started smoking cigarettes again even though it’s 
been many years since I had an urge to light up.   This is 
not a dream that makes me sad because, in my dream, I can 
start and stop smoking at will.  The dream is an endless 
cycle of quiting and restarting.  Sometimes I smoke them 
for months before remembering that I don’t have to smoke 
and that is a relief because, in the nightmare sequence, I re-
ally don’t even want to puff on the nasty things. Erasmus Hall High School
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The funny thing is that, in my dream, Daisy isn’t mad at me.  In real life she’d kill me or I 
might just do it myself.  

 Then there’s the one about being lost.  As you will see, this one is a whizzer.
While there are some variations, the basic theme is that I am on foot and can’t remember 

where I parked my car.  I need to find it because I have to get back to Daisy, you know.  But I am 
either not familiar with the city or I’ve forgotten the route.  I’m very tired and footsore.

I ask passersby for directions but I can’t remember the street names.  I trudge on and get 
increasingly lost, tired and frustrated.  

 Then, oftentimes I segue into a slightly different scenario.  Now I’m in a schoolhouse or 
public building and need a rest room because I have to pee.  But I can’t find a suitable bathroom.

There are lots of possibilities but some are ladies rooms, some are occupied, others don’t 
have a door and are too public.  Some are dirty and others have out of service signs on the doors.  
I’m getting desperate!

But finally, I find a place.  It may not be perfect but now I’m not so choosy.  So I stand over 
the toilet and prepare to pee.   Then, just as I am about to relieve myself, I wake up!

Yeah, yeah! I know it’s a lousy story but its true and, so far, I wake up in time.  Daisy tells 
me she’s getting ready for the night I forget to wake up.  

I’ve dreamt about the Coast Guard.  I haven’t had a uniform on for over twenty years, my 
dream is that I’ve been called back to active duty and have been assigned to a unit and given 
a job to do.  Trouble is I can’t get my uniform together.  Sometimes I can’t find black shoes.  I 
don’t have the right insignia.  Maybe I wear white socks or don’t have the right hat.  Something 
blatant that I won’t get away with.  So I wake under a cloud of incompetence.

The theme that unifies these dreams is that I feel 
incompetent and dissatisfied when I wake.  A persistent 
cloud will follow me around unless I deliberately snap out 
of it by telling myself, “It’s just a dream ‘Tupid.  I have 
nothing to worry about!” Then I feel happy and relieved.

“Tupid,” by the way comes from my Dad.  As a tod-
dler and above he’d call me William T. (for Tupid) Serle, 
Jr. whenever I did something dumb.  It was just a joke and 
I never took it too seriously.  Just as he intended.  But it’s 
stuck in my head even so!

I do have one dream that is rather joyous in nature.  
In it I return to Martense Street in the Flatbush section of 
Brooklyn, New York.  Billy at twelve. Probably an eighth 

grade school picture circa 1950.
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We lived on Martense from 
my seventh summer until I finished 
my freshman year at Erasmus Hall 
High School.  Our apartment was 
on the first floor of a three-story 
building midway between Bedford 
Avenue and Rogers Avenue.

This was a happy part of my 
life because I had lots of friends 
on the street and my family life 
seemed good.  I can easily recall 

every nook and cranny of the neighborhood.  I knew shortcuts, secret places, the names of every 
child on my block, and many of the adults as well.

I can give you names and properties of every kid on the block but I’ll spare you for now and 
just name a few.

If you stood on the southwest corner of Martense Street and Rogers Avenue, you’d be in 
front of the Bohacks Grocery.  Larry and Gene were the owners and sold us groceries on credit.  
We could order anything we needed and Mom would pay for it on her way from work on Fri-
days.  If the order was large they’d deliver.

Joan Lane lived in the apartment building on the northwest corner of the same intersection.  
Frankie Hennegan lived in the first apartment on the left as you walked west toward our apart-
ment.  Peter Robbins lived across the street.  Then, back on my side, again, lived Eddie Ford, Pat 
Leone, little Frances, and Huey Develin, my best friend, on the left of my house, Vince and his 
sister Maureen Sullivan, Billy Whalen, John McNichol, Edward Talley, Raymond Lee, Bobby 
O’Conner, Billy Ferry (who was called “Fiendish”), the Cousins boys, and so on.  See the chart 
on page 24.  I have stories to tell about these people who were my life outside of my family.

Huey, two years older than me, was my best friend.  Our bedrooms were on the same air 
shaft - just a few feet apart.  Sometimes, after bedtime,  we’d play “Can 
you hear me now?” with paper cups and strings.  Once one of us got a tele-
graph with batteries for a gift and we’d try to talk by Morse code.

Maple trees and a few sycamores shaded both sides of the street.  Cars 
were parked on both sides of the street as well with hardly a space ever 
available.  

We played on the street: stick ball, Johnny jump-jump, chestnuts, 
ringalevio, tag, blackjack, and other games outdoors in good weather.  We 
rode bikes, roller skated in the streets, and had scooters that our Dads made 

Since our families lived 
on the ground floors 
we had exclusive use 
of the back yards.  
Here Huey and I were 
working on cleaning 
the yards. THis was 
rare since mostly back 
yards were ignored 
and messy.
       Note the laundry 
and roof lines. This 
was  typical. No one 
owned a clothes drier.

Huey Develin

Maple-seed nose 
done right. Split 
the fat end, spread 
slightly and lick if nec-
essary. Then press it 
on your nose.



Bill’s Journey ~ Brooklyn Dreams

Page 22  

from a board, a single roller skate split in two parts (one part 
for the front and the other for the rear), a wooden crate, and a 
stick for the handle.  It was steered by leaning left or right and 
stopped with the heel of your sneaker.

We roamed the neighborhood.  We put maple seed pods on 
our noses and played a war-like game called Chestnuts.

I just got the rules for ringalevio off the internet.  Ringa-
levio is a variation of Hide and Seek.  There are two teams: 
runners and chasers.  

Chasers stand inside a circle, eyes closed counting to one 
hundred while the runners hide in the area.  The chasers begin 
to hunt and when a runner is tagged he is taken to base.  

The idea is to capture all runners but a speedy runner 
can save his team by stepping inside the circle (without being 
caught) and shouting ringalevio! Then the captives scatter again.  When all runners are captured 
the players change sides.

Monopoly was for rainy days.  When it snowed, the Flexible Flyer sleds came out.  Many 
days we’d go to the Holy Cross school yard to play basketball and run around.  Further afi eld 
were the Brooklyn Ice Palace, Saint George Hotel indoor pool, and Prospect Park.  There were 
many theaters in the neighborhood including our favorite the Flatbush Theater where movies 
were ten cents.  The dime would cover three features, cartoons, a newsreel, and, on Saturdays, 

live performances by local singers and dancers.
My next door neighbor, Huey Develin, was a big 

part of my Flatbush experience.  We were best friends 
for the entire time we Serles lived in Flatbush.  We’re 
still in touch.  Today Huey remembers my birthday 
and many of the scrapes we got in.

It was a rich environment thanks to the many 
children.

So...back to my dream...I encounter strangers 
on Martense Street and look in their faces for a sign 
of recognition.  I tell them that I used to live on this 
block.  “Right there.”  I would say and point toward 
my building.  They nod and move on, not caring, and 
not speaking.  In my dream I come to the realization 

 Holy Cross Church 
in 2005

A fancied-up roller skate scooter. 
Most were a little plainer
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that too much time has passed and my friends moved 
on.

I wake with a tear in my eye.  Just sleep, of course 
for I’m not really sad - I’ve moved on too.  

Daisy and I married in 1974.  It was a dramatic 
and tumultuous time for us involving war with David 
Younes, her ex, who got it into his head to kidnap Kris, 
the sweet four-year-old he and Daisy had produced.

There were two awful episodes.  First he left her 
in Lebanon, his country of origin.  We got her back.  
Then he took her with him to Bahrain, a Persian Gulf 
emirate.  We found them, traveled there and stole her 
back.  These incidents are the subject of the novel, 
Stealing Ali, which you may want to read.  Visit steal-
ingali.com for a taste.  It will be available on Kindle 
and through Amazon.

Fast forward...F-f-f-f-f-f-f...to 2005.  
 

A dream come true - Kris’s daugh-
ter Maddy was celebrating her 7th 
birthday at American Girl in Man-
hattan.  We, Kris, husband Dan, 
Maddy, Mackenzie, 13, Garrison, 
9, Daisy, and I stayed at the Keck’s 
Manhattan apartment.  (Their home 
is in New Jersey but they had an 
apartment in Manhattan that year to 
facilitate Dan’s business.)

During the girls-onlyparty at 
American Girl, we boys needed 
something to do and I talked Dan, 
who is very familiar with New York 
City, into taking the subway to 
Brooklyn to explore the old neigh-

Garrison in front of Johnny McNichol’s house - 2005

Billy’s home again this is the door to our old 
apartment building.  160 Martense Street.
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borhood with me. Grandsons Garrison and Mackenzie came along.
I didn’t even know if the old neighborhood still existed as we set off on our subway journey 

from Manhattan to Flatbush.
As we climbed the exit stairs to Nostrand Avenue the bustle of my own home town was 

overwhelming.  What had, once upon a time ago, been mostly a white neighborhood of Italian, 
Irish, Dutch, and European ancestry, was now a rich mixture of dark colored skin and a babble of 
languages from warm countries.

The English we heard was seasoned with the lilt of Haitian, African, and Caribbean accents.  
The little shops were much like those I remembered but serving the exotic needs of the present 
population.  The unseasonably warm March sunshine was a welcome surprise.  The previous day 
had been windy and wet.

Dan said he was hungry so we ducked into a Subway Restaurant and ordered sandwiches 
to fuel our next steps.  I suspect that Dan was just nervous and needed the rest room.  The girl 
behind the counter, alone, told him that it was unavailable.  I guess her motivation was to keep 

Dan, Mackenzie and Garrison 
waiting for the train as we headed 
for the wilds of Brooklyn.

Since we were travelling in the 
middle of the day, there were 
no crowded trains or platforms.  
The rail cars were clean and well 
maintained.

Riding the subway is a 
key part of the New York 
City experience for me.  It 
is fast, inexpensive and 
reminds me of my youth-
ful traveling on the IRT 
and BMT.



Bill’s Journey ~ Brooklyn Dreams

Page 25     

strange whites at a distance.
Since Dan was suffering, she directed him to a nearby shop and he departed, leaving me 

alone with the now nervous boys.  I engaged the girl in conversation and told her that I used to 
live on Martense Street.  She reciprocated and told me that she’d lived across the next intersec-
tion for her whole life.  She must have been seventeen or eighteen years old I thought.

I asked if the neighborhood was dangerous and she replied in a slightly ambiguous manner.  
She said that the police were really quick to respond.  She told us about a recent disturbance.  I 
felt she meant to be reassuring.  

Dan returned unscathed.  We ate quickly and set out for Martense Street, which was now 
just a few blocks away.  The closer we got, the more excited I became.  Everything seemed just 
the same if not better - only the people had changed.  I guess many whites moved away from 
change.

When I arrived at my dream corner, I stopped to look around.  The fish store, Bohacks gro-
cery, the Italian restaurant, the tailor shop, the White Castle buildings were still there - only the 
lines of business, the color of the people, and languages on the signs had rotated a bit.

While the avenues were busy with pedestrians and shoppers, the streets were quiet.  I saw 
that the maple trees that used to line the Martense Street were mostly gone but every single struc-

The first church in Flatbush was built in 1654, by 
order of Governor Stuyvesant. He directed that it 
should be sixty or sixty-five feet long, twenty-eight 
feet broad, and from twelve to fourteen feet under 
the beams; that it should be built in the form of a 
cross, and that the rear should be reserved for the 
minister’s dwelling. The second church in Flatbush, 
on the same spot, was erected in 1698. It was of 
stone, facing the east, with a steep four-sided roof, 
in the center of which was a small steeple. The 
present church was designed by Thomas Fardon 
and built from 1793-98.

The  church now occuping the site has been in 
continuous use, for religious purposes, longer than 
any other in the city. The first church in Flatlands 
was erected in 1662, and in Brooklyn in 1666. 

The Flatbush First Dutch Reformed Church Com-
plex was designated a landmark by the New York 
City Landmarks Preservation Commission in 1979.

I shot this photo of the church on our walk-about. 
Note the Mackenzie truck in the shot. That’s the 
name of Dan’s company.  This one belongs to 
someone else.



Bill’s Journey ~ Brooklyn Dreams

Page 26  

The chestnuts we used were horse chestnuts - hard brown 
nuts in a prickly casing. We would be willing to climb iron 
fences or scale roofs to get to a chestnut tree. The trees were 
very big and often not too accessible. My favorite tree was in 
a cemetery. We got chased away a lot by “Parkies” and hom-
eowners.

After shucking the prickly green seed casing we would use 
a nail to bore a hole through the nut and steal a shoestring from dad.

HOW TO PLAY - Each player has a chestnut hanging on its string. Players take 
turns at hitting their opponent’s chestnut. If you are it, let it hang 
from a string wrapped round your hand. Hold it still at the height 
your opponent chooses.

The striker, wraps his chestnut string round his hand and 
swings it down to hit your chestnut with it.  If a player misses 
hitting an opponents chestnut they are allowed up to two further 
goes. If the strings tangle, the first player to call “strings” gets an 
extra shot. If a player hits an opponent’s chestnut in such a way 
that it completes a whole circle after being hit - called ‘round the world’ – the player gets 
an extra turn.

If a player drops a chestnut, or if it’s knocked out of his hand, the other player can 
jump on it; but should its owner first shout ‘no jump’ then the chestnut, hopefully, remains 
intact.

The game goes on in turns until one chestnut breaks. The survivor assumes the 
score of all its victim’s precedent foes and is called a Killer.

In a contest between two fresh chestnuts, the Killer would have a score of 1. If our 
one-killer then beat a chestnut which had previously beaten 5 opponents, our nut would 
then be a six killer.

HARD CHESTNUTS - When placed in water, chestnuts with internal damage will float 
due to lack of density. Kids who want  ‘killer’ grade chestnuts discard floaters and use 
only the hard ones at the bottom of the sink.

You could try  the following ways to cheat:
  • Soak your chestnut in vinegar.
  • Bake your chestnut in the oven.
  • Use an old chestnut from previous years.
  • Apply clear nail polish.

I tried hard but usually wound up with sore knuckles and owned few killers.

Ready to take a swing

THE GAME OF CHESTNUTS
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ture I’d know as a child was still in place and looking good.  The buildings sported fresh paint, 
clean curtains and stoops.  There were now sturdy bars in all ground floor windows.

I was snapping pictures as we walked.  I shot my old home building and also the apartment 
houses where some of my friends lived.  Alas, unlike in my dreams, I didn’t encounter any live 
people on the street to explain that I used to live there.

I tried to tell Dan and the boys that the iron bars on all the windows and doors were a just 
cultural import from Caribbean islands; only a Latino tradition and not necessarily due to ex-
cessive criminal activity.  They weren’t buying that story.  They felt that the neighborhood was 
dangerous.

We toured Church and Flatbush Avenues.  The Holy Cross Church and schoolyard looked 
good.  That’s where most of the kids on the block attended school.  The First Dutch Reformed 
Church I’d attended had not changed.  Erasmus Hall High School looked the same.

.
Guess What!!!??? - Everything looked just the same except for the iron fences and bars all 

around.  There were no iron fences in front of the houses when I lived here.  The fences and the 
bars were nicely painted.

I was so excited and energized that I wanted to go further and do more.  Dan and the kids 
were less enthusiastic.  I saw a lot but, someday I’d like to go back and wander again.

In a short time Dan convinced me that we should leave before the local residents discovered 
us and did us harm.

My view - Flatbush, in the great Borough of Brooklyn, was fine and dandy.  I want to go 
again and see the rest of my old haunts.  It may be harder to get Dan as a bodyguard next time.  
The kids, from the far-out suburbs of New Jersey, felt that they had a slum experience.  

And then another remarkable thing happened.  Huey Develin, my best friend found me 
through the internet and we have become regular e-mail correspondents.  He even put me in 
touch with Eddie Ford and Johnny McNichol.  Maybe more about them later.

I attended Sunday school at the First Dutch Reformed Church.  When I was about twelve, 
I got mad and quit.  I figured a few things out in my head one day as I walked along Flatbush 
Avenue.  I remembered the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy, and Santa Claus.  Boy, they had me 
fooled for a long time.  I was a big kid, for my age - tall and gangly, and when I finally confront-
ed my mother about Santa she said, “Thank God! You are too tall to believe.”

Mom, Dad and Jan, and Nana, didn’t seem too upset about my epiphany, so I stayed away 
from church and Sunday School.  As it happened I was the only member of my Sunday school 
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class attending actual church.  The 
kindly minister told the entire 
congregation that we were going 
to Hell.  His face got real red as 
he shouted that we were sinners.  I 
already knew that and didn’t need to 
be told so forcefully.  

Funny.  He seemed so nice 
before and after the services.  And 
he was a beautiful man with a face 
flushed red and lots of wavy white 
hair.  He was warm and gracious to 
all at the door but inside he was way 
too tough for me.

I liked the church Sunday school.  We learned about the bible, brotherhood of mankind, and 
the history of our old church.  I recall the teachers taking us to a local synagog each year so that 
the Rabbi could explain about the Torah and the Jewish faith.

The First Dutch Reformed Church had a beautiful big, brass, pipe organ that seemed to fill 
the wall facing the congregation.  I would sit in the balcony and try to sing along.

Although I began this chapter with Martense Street, I have many memories of earlier times.  
We lived on East 46 Street from when I was between four through seven-years old and on Brook-
lyn Avenue when I was two and three years old.  It amuses 
me that I sometimes remember sixty-plus years ago better 
than I remember yesterday.

World War II tales - My first memories are when we lived 
on Brooklyn Avenue in a two-story dwelling attached to 
another, mirror-image apartment under the same roof.

If you turned right when going out, you could see 
Kings County Hospital where Brooklyn Avenue ended.  It 
must have been a half-mile away.  

I was four-years old when we left there.  I recall that 
the electric would go off during air-raid practice whilst 
helmeted men with flashlights prowled the neighborhood.  
Distant sirens would wail and searchlights grazed the 
clouds.  Nana and I would sit on the stairway with a shield-

Dad’s first assignment after Kings Point was on board a 
Victory ship. The name Victory Ship was adopted in 1943 for 
the Liberty ship’s replacement. The  steam-propelled Victo-
ries were 455 feet in length with one propeller. 

They were an enhancement of the previous Liberty ship 
design; in particular, they had a higher speed, 17 knots  com-
pared to 11 knots, and longer range. The higher speed was 
particularly important because it made them harder prey for 
U-boats. They also had electrically powered auxiliary equip-
ment rather than steam powered. They were oil fired.

The Victories were armed with a 5 inch stern gun for 
use against submarines, a bow-mounted 3 inch anti-aircraft-
gun and eight 20 mm cannon. 
These weapons were manned by 
United States Navy sailors.

Dad was Chief Engineer when
the war ended.

“Tupid.”
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A highlight of our walkabout 
was P.S. 246. When I trans-
ferred there in 1945 the 
building was pretty new; still 
fresh and shiny. It still looks 
clean and new more than 
six decades later. My sister 
Janice attended too but she 
was grades ahead of me.

Martense Street 2005 - Photo taken standing right in front of our apartment. When we lived here the 
streets were lined with lush maple and a few larger sycamore trees.  The bars and gates were not yet 
installed.  Few trees now remain on the street.  The street was for ringalevio, stick ball, stoop ball, sled-
ding and such.
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ed flashlight.  I don’t remember Mom, Dad, or Jan being there.  
During the war years, cars had the top of their headlights painted black or masked.  Gas and 

cigarettes were rationed.  Mom could get cigarettes when Dad came home from a voyage since 
the Merchant Marine has special privileges.  When she ran short she had a little machine that 
rolled ciggies using Prince Albert Tobacco from little cans.

I bought my Dad a round can of Prince Albert pipe tobacco for a Christmas present.  Al-
though it was supposed to be a surprise, I made him guess.  I  even gave him a clue.  “Daddy.  It 
begins with a ‘tah’  and ends with ‘bacca.’”

He guessed.  I cried.  lol.
Once I found a paper-wrapped bar of chocolate xLax on the dining room table and ate the 

whole thing with predictable results...maybe we won’t go there.
I remember eating waffles in the many-windowed breakfast nook and fighting with Janice 

over who got the best spoon.  One had a little lady with wings on the handle and the other was 
adorned with an eagle.

We moved to a nice two-story brick house on east 46th Street near Flatbush and Avenues 
N in the Flatlands section of Brooklyn.  I attended P.S. 204 and the Second Dutch Reformed 
Church.  I have a few memories here including a neighboring young man who returned home in 
an army uniform one day, walking along with his duffel bag on his shoulder.  The neighborhood 
went wild.  Kids swarmed him and I, in my excitement, fell off a porch and cut my ear.  I bled a 
lot and had to run home for a band aid and a Purple Heart.

 This was a detached house and must have been bigger than our previous dwelling.  We 
stayed there until I was seven and I have vivid 
memories of certain days.

We were near Floyd Bennett Airfield and 
a Navy Hellcat buzzed a house across the street 
from us.  Story was that the pilot’s girlfriend 
lived there.  The plane was huge and very loud.  
It cleared the roof by inches.  I was speechless.  
On another famous occasion one of these big 
planes landed on Flatbush Avenue and Jan and I 
went to see it sitting on the trolly tracks.

‘Twas here that Dad studied the at Merchant Marine Academy to become a licensed ma-
rine engineer and soon after left to sail on Victory ships.  He made many voyages until he came 
ashore in 1954.  He was quickly promoted to Chief Engineer and held a Coast Guard Reserve 
commission as a Lieutenant Commander.

We moved again in 1945.  I was seven and learned that we had to move because the owner 

Navy Hellcat
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of the brick house in Flatlands wanted to sell it and was asking $6,000.  Seems a bargain now but 
Mom and Dad couldn’t or wouldn’t do it.
On the day the war ended thousands of people gathered on Church Avenue having an impromptu 
party.

Huey Develin was the first kid I met on the block the day we moved to Martense Street.  He was 
a little older, stronger, rougher and tougher but we got along fine.  We played with the kids on 
Martense Street and, over the years, had many experiences, excursions and adventures together.  

I remember playing on the roofs of our adjoining apartment buildings together.  
There were probably ten buildings, all identical or mirror images.  Taking his little dog 

Blackie up there was fun.  Blackie would run and run, jumping over the little walls that separated 
the buildings.  This was fine until Blackie came to the end of Huey’s building.  He jumped over 
the parapet and into space since the next building was one floor shorter than our buildings.

Blackie seemed unhurt but we were afraid of the owner of the building next door and scared 
of Huey’s mother Rita.  The guy next door was Huey’s landlord.  Our solution was to get a length 
of string and a wire hanger.  We rigged a hook and line and managed, with great effort, to hook 
Blackie’s harness and get him back.  Phew!

Places to go, things to do.  With the other kids on the block we took regular excursions to our 
favorite places.  The beautiful indoor, salt water St. George Hotel swimming pool, the Brooklyn 
Ice Palace, Prospect Park, and the Flatbush Theatre.

We had to walk to the 
Brooklyn Ice Palace.  It was 
enormous and we would get 
exhausted and cold after a few 
hours.  While they cleared the 
ice of slush it was time for a rest.  
It was there, in that little restau-
rant, that I discovered the joys of 
a cup of coffee.

Here’s the coffee proce-
dure: 1 -  Find a seat where it’s 
warm.  2 - Buy a 5¢ cup and add 
enough sugar to overflow the 
cup.  3 - Put in plenty of milk.  4 
- Stir and drink the syrup you’ve 

We took the subway right to the St. George Hotel and entered 
without having to go outside in the cold.  I think it was fifty 
cents for admission and a locker.  There were mirrors on the 
walls and ceiling, a high waterfall at one end of the end of 
the salt water pool, steam rooms that smelled like eucalyptus 
leaves and high diving boards.  Whatta deal.  We’d stay until 
we were too tired or hungry to go on.  Then the subway would 
take us back to Flatbush a few blocks from home.
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created.  5 -  Pour the spilled coffee from the saucer back into the cup, add sugar and repeat steps 
3, 4, and 5-   Ask for a free refill.  When our feet warmed up we’d go skate some more.  

Coney Island Beach and Jacob Riis Park were the easiest beaches to reach.   For some 
reason we never used the Coney Island Beach but we did go to the amusement park there and 
neighboring Steeplechase Park many times.  

I have vivid memories of begging Mom to let me go on the Cyclone roller coaster but she 
resisted for years.  I was too young she said, but I thought that she was a coward.  Then, one fine 
summer day she relented and took me on a slightly smaller coaster ride.  I threw up on her lap 
just before I fainted.  She was right 
after all.

Look up Steeplechase Park on 
the internet.  I loved all the rides 
mentioned but only got to ride the 
Steeplechase ride once.  It was scary 
for me.  I was big for my age but 
too young for this too.

The first time I remember the 
surf was at Manasquan Beach in 
New Jersey.  We spent a week in a 
cottage there but I got bit by a crab 
the first time I went into the surf 
and refused to go in again all week.  
Then while they were packing the 
car I discovered how much fun the surf was and they had to come in and drag me out.  Tupid!

Prospect Park was a big asset for Brooklyn.  Like Central Park in Manhattan but closer to 
home.  Its six hundred acres included a lake, woods, hills, and fields.  I remember a few incidents 
there that had a little emotional impact on me.

At about three years of age Mom and I were walking and I got a little ahead of her.  She 
slipped behind a tree to see what I’d do.  (By the way we have always been a family of jokesters 
- she didn’t start it.)

When I looked around and didn’t see Mom, I burst into tears.  I was immediately surround-
ed by strangers trying to help.  Brooklyn has always been a friendly place.  Mom reappeared 
right away but a little chagrined.  On that same day, I walked off the path and started down a 
steep grassy hill.  Mom said, “Billy! Don’t go down there...”

As she spoke I took another, bigger step and in the blink of an eye I was off and running, 
out of control, taking bigger and bigger steps until I crashed in a heap.  I was a little bruised and 

Taken at 
Billy Whalen”s 
house.  Since 
I still have a 
baseball glove 
it must have 
been early 
spring or late 
winter.  Come 
summer my 
glove was his-
tory- a victim 
of a school-
yard mugging. 
Holy Cross 
wasn’t just 
Holy!

If you squint 
you can see 
a stairwell 
leading to the 
basement en-
trance under 
the stoop.
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very dirty.  What a day.
When I was seven we moved to Martense Street I went to Prospect Park with a bunch of 

friends and got separated from them.  The park was about a mile away.
I was tired and decided to walk home on my own.  I got lost by turning the wrong way on 

Nostrand Avenue.  Finally, near dark I sat on the sidewalk to rest.  A passersby took pity on the 
little lost kid and took me home so that they could figure out how to call my mom.  When Mom 
arrived, worried but full of gratitude, she found me sitting with a large black family in their 
apartment.  They refused to take the money she offered as a way of saying ‘thank you.’  I love 
happy endings.

When I was a teen we’d ride bikes to the park.  One night I walked over with Huey Develin 
to pass the time.  I climbed a tree and was sitting there when a patrol cop passed by.  He rousted 
us and gave me a little lick with his stick for having cigarettes rolled up in my tee shirt sleeve in 
the latest fashion.

The fights.  I have never been one to fight with others (except for my sister Janice).  I usually 
went out of my way to avoid strife.  But I did get into a few scraps.  Once Peter Robbins and I 
were rolling in the gutter, pummeling each other.  I’ve no idea why.  When his father came on 
the scene I figured I was in trouble.  I was amazed when he said to us, “Boys will be boys.  Don’t 
hurt each other,” and walked away.  I think Peter was surprised too.

There was a bully on Rogers Avenue who used to chase me.  He threatened me and called 
me names.  After some time in planning retribution, including imagining me beating him up 
with some metal shower curtain rings on a string.  (I know - it’s silly) I finally was goaded by 
my friends into confronting him.  When I did, I walked up to him, emptyhanded, and said, “Hey! 
You wanna fight?” He turned and ran.  Boy was I surprised.  He never bothered me again.  

My worst fight brings me shame.  Johnny McNicol wanted to beat me up because I’d sto-
len his girl friend Valerie Lake.  I didn’t blame him.  She was tiny, cute and was a good kisser.  
Johnny was a little bit older and very intense.  I was afraid of him.  So when he confronted me 
I had a pair of pliers in my pocket and pinched him rather than hold a fist fight.  He said I was 
a dirty coward, with his lovely Irish accent.  He was right.  Then Valerie dumped me when she 
found out that I was only thirteen.  She was fifteen.

Later Johnny and I must have made friends again.  I remember him teasing me about being 
in love with his older sister.  After I moved to Farmingdale and had some money burning a hole 
in my pocket I visited him in Brooklyn and bought his pool table for three-hundred dollars.  It 
was a massive Atlantic table with real slate.  It cost me twenty-five dollars to have it hauled to 
Farmingdale.  We put the table in the basement where I used it a lot with John Ruggerio, Finn 
Andresen and Albert Walters.  I sold the table for one hundred and fifty dollars when my folks 



Bill’s Journey ~ Brooklyn Dreams

Page 35     

sold the house and moved to Florida.
Camp life.  Some of my best times were at Camp Grant 
for Boys.  Three years in a row I spent four weeks at this 
camp and then, the fourth year, when I was old enough 
to be a scout, I spent the summer at Ten Mile River Boy 
Scout Camp.

 Camp Grant was sponsored by the Boys Club of 
America.  I missed hanging with my buddies in Brooklyn 
but had good camp experiences.  They had a big “War” 
canoe which would take about fifteen boy paddlers out on the Long Island Sound.  We’d paddle 
for miles as we sang:

Our paddles clean and bright.
Flashing like silver.

Swift as the wild goose flight.
Dip, dip and swing.

Dip, dip and swing them back.
Flashing like silver.

Swift as the wild goose flight,
Dip, dip and swing.

Dramatically, huge porpoises would brush the bottom of our boat.  We could see the head on 
one side and the tail on the other all at the same time.  One giant animal!

We’d put ashore on a beach with no houses in sight and go wading in a clear river with a 
soft sand bottom near cattail reed marshes.  It was a beauty spot and a precious time.  Those-
peaceful feelings remain with me. 

Campfires, storytellers, naked boys swimming at night in Long Island Sound, hot dogs, and 
bug juice.  The recipe for bug juice involves cranberry juice, sugar, and lots of water.

When I was twelve and in the Boy Scouts I went to camp for eight weeks at Ten Mile River 
camp on the Mohawk River.  
That too was fun.  My tent 
mates could be a little naughty.  
I remember sneaking off with 
them on several occasions to 
visit a country doughnut shop 
at night long after taps.  I guess 
I’d remember if we got caught.  

The beach at the Camp Grant looked 
something like this with sand cliffs on 
the Long Island Sound.

This place  looks something like the place we called Wading River. 
On the Sound’s edge there were lots of cattails giving way to a 
sandy beach.
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Although I never got promoted to first-class rank I lived by the scouts oath most of my adult life.
Remember a Scout is Trustworthy, Loyal,  Helpful, Friendly, Courteous, Kind, Obedient, 

Cheerful, Thrifty, Brave, Clean, and Reverent.  Fifty years later I devised and used a day plan-
ner guide for myself that had the initials  T L H F C K O C T B C R on the top of the page.  I 
used this daily guide every day for the years that I owned Fun Things To Do In The Mountains to 
remind myself to do the right thing.

The 4th of July.  Each year in late June, when I lived on Martense Street, firecrackers, cherry 
bombs and sparklers would suddenly become available for sale.  They were illegal so it was an 
underground market conducted in the shelter of basement doors.  Police cars would respond to 
neighborhood complaints and cops made young boys turn  their pockets inside out to find fire-
crackers and matches.

I remember a number of incidents.  I had to turn my pockets out one day but I had just emp-
tied them in a basement entrance so I was okay.

Once upon a warm July evening a bunch of us pre-teens were playing with sparklers on the 
corner of Martense Street and Bedford Avenue.  A sparkler was thrown and made a beautiful arc 
in the darkness to land in the curtains of an apartment.  To our horror it created a little blaze.  

The fire was instantly doused but the man of the house charged after us, a herd of about 
ten kids.  I ran down the dark street as fast as I could but soon heard him breathing hard as his 
outstretched hand began to close on my shoulder.  “I’ll see which of youse little bastards can run 
da fastest,”  he grunted.  Terrorized I executed a hard right turn between two parked cars and 
crashed into another runner.  I went sprawling under the car and my fellow runner fell into the 
arms of the chaser.

“Gottcha!” he yelled and hauled the boy away for punishment.  I was hidden under the car 
and stayed that way for a while.  Phew!

Another time, on a cold winter day, a few of us were discussing the best way to set off a 
Cherry bomb.  These little explo-
sives had a real punch.  Set off 
under an empty tin can the little 
bomb would launch the can dozens 
of feet into the air.  

There was a boarded up, 
unused door on the side of the 
Bohacks Vegetable Market on the 
corner of Rogers Avenue which 
had a knot hole at a convenient 

Cherry bombs: These spherical salutes were 
powerful enough to cause a legitimate safety 
concern.  Eyes and fingers were lost to 
these explod- ing toys of yesteryear, 
until they were banned in 1966.  
Cherry Bombs were charged with 
five to ten  times the  explosives a stan-
dard inch-and a-half paper firecracker. 
 High potency Cherry Bombs are now illegal in 
the United States.
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height.  We decided to light the cherry bomb and poke it into the hole.
When it went off there was a crash as cans fell off shelves.  After a moment of stunned si-

lence, watching the pretty smoke ring that puffed out of the hole, we, wisely, decided to run.
I wasn’t too worried because Larry, the owner, had gray hair so I figured he probably 

couldn’t run too fast.  But he came charging down the street after us and I saw that, not only 
could he run fast but I was the slowest kid on the block.  I scampered over the snowbank left by 
the plows after the last blizzard and wasn’t physically captured.  Larry pointed his big forefinger 
at me and yelled, “Billy Serle.  Your mother will hear about this!” 

I don’t remember my punishment.  Afterwards, Larry and I would be on friendly terms  
again.  When I gave Larry or his partner Gene my Mom’s list of groceries they’d write the cost 
of each item with a pencil on the side of a paper bag and then add the long column of number 
faster than a machine.  I really admired that skill.

There are way too many other notable events in my Brooklyn life that won’t be mentioned 
here. Maybe in the next edition.

I fell into unfortunate company when I met Freddie Gypp.  He was a bad boy in Boy Scouts 
and was asked to leave the troop.  In protest, I left with him.  That was a mistake because I really 
loved being a Scout.  

Freddie had some awful habits.  He smoked cigarettes and was willing to teach me.  I 
learned to inhale in the balcony of the Kings Theater on Flatbush avenue while skipping school.
He was a habitual truant from Erasmas Hall High School and encouraged me to join him.  So I 
played hooky a lot when I was a freshman and it did nothing to create a good Grade Point Aver-
age for either of us.

In addition to going to matinees, I spent my truant days riding rental horses in Prospect 
park, and reading books.  Days off from school were grand opportunities to read escapism litera-
ture like Daniel Defoe or Edgar Rice Burroughs.   

My life in Brooklyn ended in the summer of 1952 when we moved to Farmingdale, Long 
Island.  Away from Brooklyn, I missed being with the best friends I ever could imagine but I had 
to make the best of it - and I did.

John McNicol and I recently got to meet each other again.  We had last seen each other 
when I bought his pool table in 1953 - more than half-a-century ago.  Daisy, John, John’s girl-
friend Barbara, and I had a great visit.  He looked good.  I think it was more than good for all of 
us to share memories about childhood.

We relived some old guilts.  For example, John felt implicated in the theft of my bicycle 
somehow.  (see Odd Jobs  I)  It was stolen in a different neighborhood and John, somewhere, 
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sometime, put in a bid for a bike being auctioned.  Go figure.  John - I’m sure the theft of my 
bike didn’t have anything to do with you.  I’m long over it.  And I still felt bad about our fight

As we four sat at Carmine’s Restaurant in Manhattan I started singing a song that John had 
taught me when I was a nine or ten year old boy; Paddy McGinty’s Goat.*  I remembered about 
seven verses.   

John and Barbara were amazed that I knew the song.  We quietly sang several verses to-
gether at the table:

“Now Paddy McGinty was an Irishman of note, 
He fell into a fortune and bought himself a goat. 

Of goat’s milk and plenty he was sure to have his fill, 
Until he brought the Nanny home and found it was a Bill...”*

John had found his song in the heart of a friend.

*There are many verses.  
Look online for more lyrics.

Another Friendly Lunch - 1993 
We took a bus from Puerto Excondito 
to Puerto Angel with some people we 
met at the hotel.  Having this sketch 
in my portfolio brings them back to 
mind as well as the peace and joy of 
the day.

February 1993.  Father Larry, Monsignor 
Kelly,  Bernice, Bill, Chris, and Daisy.  I 
don’t remember who the dude in the 
hammock was.


