
Al Mathieu – Your Story  
 
My Name is Al Mathieu, and I am from Brownsville, Brooklyn. I was born in Kings County 
Hospital in Brooklyn, New York. I first lived on 11 Hull Street in Ocean Hill  
I went to George Washington Carver, Public School 40. I was never informed in the public 
school system about the greatness and success of George Washington Carver’s inventions and 
achievements. In elementary school, I use to get my work done. At times, I would submit my 
assignments earlier than most of my classmates. Out of boredom, I would goof-off and become a 
distraction to others. The teacher would ask that I use self-control and be quiet, and I would talk 
back to her. This behavior started around the third grade. I recall a time I was acting out, and the 
teacher excused herself out of the classroom to call my mother.  
 
My mother came up to the school and whopped me in front of the entire class. That same year, I 
was held back for behavior problems. At that time, the building we lived in was falling apart. In 
those days, heroin was a very popular drug of choice. The addicts would go in apartment 
building and steal the pluming pipe. I would wake up in the morning and there was no running 
water throughout the entire building.  The building was deemed “condemned”. My mother 
decided it was time to move. We were placed in New York City Housing. 
 
In the 1960s and 1970s, Brownsville was a place a lot of folks wanted no part of. 
There were a lot of gangs in Brownsville, to name a few: Tomahawks, Black spades, Jolly 
Stompers and the Unknown Riders. I recall seeing on the news, a 12 old kid was killed by a New 
York City Police Officer. There was a riot in Brownsville. I was about 10 or 11 years of age 
when we moved in the Tilden Houses. Moving from a four-story building to a 16 story building 
in the projects was a big difference.  
 
I went to P.S. 175 and there was no comparison to P.S. 40. The former was a zoo! With the 
fighting almost everyday in school, I had to turn into an animal over night. People would pick 
with you just because. Then I went to I.S. 275, which was worse than P.S. 175. The junior high 
school had guys in there that belonged in high school. Some should have been in the 10th or 11th 
grade, but were still in the 7th grade. These same students would take advantage of younger 
students coming into the school. By age 12, I started doing small crimes: chain snatching and 
strong-arm robberies with a few guys from the building I grew up in. My Mother would say to 
me, “you’re following in the footsteps of your older brother.” I have 8 siblings, and I am next to 
the youngest. This particular brother is 11 years older than me. I recall my mother taking us to 
visit him in the N.Y. State Prison system. I was about 8 or 9 years old. I got locked up a few 
times, and my mother would come and get me from the precinct. Some of my friends’ parents 
wouldn’t come and get them. Those friends ended being sent to Spotfford Juvenile Detention 
Center. By the time I was 15 years old, I started carrying weapons: knives, 22 calibers and 32 
calibers. Those were the popular guns at that time.  
 
At fifteen, I was arrested with a group of guys from my neighborhood for robbing several New 
York City Transit Buses by South Shore high school. The incident made the 6 o’clock news that 
evening. There was an all-out bulletin for the people responsible for the crimes. At the time, Ed 
Koch was mayor. It was said that his granddaughter was one of the victims, and he wanted all 
who was involved. About 8 of us were arrested and placed in line-ups. I did not get picked out of 



the line-up and was not charged for any crimes. The first one to be arrested was a guy from my 
projects who told on everyone. He was a student at South Shore H.S. and someone from the 
school gave him up. They called us the Jesse James Gang in the New York Daily News 1978 
/1979. At time, I was enrolled at James Madison high school in Brooklyn. This is where the 
police came and locked me up. Someone was doing some serious telling.  
 
In the year of 1979 turning into 1980, I was one of the first to be arrested on New Years day for 
multiple train robberies. It was my first time on Rikers Island, and now I had the unfortunate 
chance to experience what the jungle was all about. This is where people I hadn’t seen in the 
neighborhood for a while were. It was jarring to see people washing other guys clothing and 
robbers getting robbed for their sneakers, underwear, socks and coats. Now, I had to become a 
beast in order to survive. My bail was 100,000.00. My mother told me, “Only God can help now. 
I don’t have money like that to help you”.  I had to come to grips with the fact that this was my 
temporary home. After several months, my bail went down and my mother bailed me out. After a 
year going back and forth to court, I pled to five years probation. The cycle continued, and I 
returned to Rikers Island almost every other month for petty crimes.  
 
Until the July of 1982, I was arrested for armed robbery in the first degree. I and three other 
people intended to rob the token booth at the Pennsylvania Ave stop on the 2-line train (which is 
the 3 line now). We were waiting for the clerk to come out to empty the turnstile and that was the 
plan to make our move. One of the guys jumped over the turnstile to be sure if any police was 
there. The clerk finally came out and we went to make our move, but a train passenger was 
paying to get on train at the same time we displayed our guns. He started screaming loud and the 
police came running out of one the rooms. The train was pulling into the station, so we started 
running for the train to play it off. The police came running after us. I threw my gun between the 
train tracks. The police held up the train until they had three of us. They then pulled the person 
off the train that was screaming and asked him why he was screaming. He told them we pulled 
out guns as he was going through the turnstile. So, the police took him to the side and convinced 
him to press charges on us for armed robbery. He did so. At that point, all that I was thinking to 
myself is “I’m going back to the belly of the beast.” I had a six-month-old daughter.  
 
I knew this time I was going to the mountains; there was no way out of this one. For a year, I 
went back and forth to court. The judge was really after one of my co-defendants. He had a 
lengthy record. He decided to take most of the time so me and the other person didn’t get as 
much. To the mountains it was – sentenced to 1 to 3 years, I did my condition of release time 
plus six months loss of good time. When I was upstate in my cell, I would reflect on being a kid 
traveling to see my brother in different prisons. Now I’m in this dungeon, pit, and hellhole. Also, 
I recall my Mother saying, “You down the same path as your older brother and when those folks 
get a hold you I can’t help you.” She was so right. After returning back to the streets, I made a 
decision to do something with my life. I had a three-year old daughter to care for.  
 
I enrolled into a trade school program for carpentry. Things were hard. The program gave a few 
dollars a week for being, but I had a small child and that money wasn’t enough. I started robbing 
drug dealers with some other guys I knew. Our motto was, “they can’t go to the police. If 
anything, it will be handled in the streets.” Then crack cocaine came on the scene and that’s all 
she wrote. I once robbed a guy and came off with a large sum of money. That’s when I decided 



to start selling drugs. I had three to five crack spots at one time I put a strong group of guys 
together with me and we made lots of money. I opened up a dry cleaning business and two 
grocery stores. The money that was coming from those businesses was to slow for me. I got 
turned out to that fast money. I had no concern about those businesses I created. I never got high 
on hard drugs just smoked weed and drank champagne. I partied a lot almost every night of the 
week. I knew all the clubs that were opened every night of the week; all the bootleg spots as 
well. In those days, I wore a lot of jewelry. The type of jewelry you see the rappers wearing now. 
Back then, only the drug dealers wore that type of jewelry. I owned three and four cars at one 
time; European and American made. I recall a time hanging in the Brownsville Houses. People 
were playing music outside it was summer time. A guy from the community came over to me, 
and he pointed out some guys he overheard talking about my jewelry. These guys wasn’t from 
the neighborhood. The people I was with suggested we approach the dudes and see what’s up. 
Just in case, my people went off to get the guns. We got into a real big shootout with those guys. 
That day, I got shot in my leg. After that, it seems I was getting into a lot of shoot-outs. My 
original group of guys started getting lock up.  
 
One of them went in for attempted murder. Another one got arrested for having a machine gun 
and a quarter of a key of cocaine in his car. Both of them blew trial and was handed long bids. I 
started bringing in younger guys around me to hustle. That is one of the worse decisions I could 
have made. They were trigger-happy. They believed everything starts and finishes with a gun. 
Shooting all the time would make things hot, and prevent me from making the money I was 
made before bringing them on board. The cops began to get more familiar of who I was. I started 
going out of town to Washington DC, Virginia, West Virginia, and Baltimore. After awhile, I 
started losing entrance in selling drugs. In 1990, I was arrested for resisting arrest and assaulting 
two police officers and possession of control substance - which was 125 grams of crack cocaine. 
In some crazy way, I felt relieved going back to prison. I really wanted out of that life but didn’t 
know how to walk away. I immediately got a paid lawyer to fight the case knowing I would do 
some time but wanted the least he could get me.  
 
Things happen just as I hoped they would. My attorney got me a deal I couldn’t refuse, but back 
to the mountains. While I was doing time, my mother’s health was failing her. I was upset that I 
was in prison and couldn’t do anything to help her. When I did get parole, I found a few odd jobs 
doing Security, Maintenance, and Electrical. It was hard to keep consistent work with no trade 
experience. I found myself out of work for a while. That is when I started going back around 
some guys I knew were selling drugs and they always offered me drugs to sell. I got weak and 
started going out of town again this time to Albany, Schenectady and Connecticut. Back in 
action again, I took some young guys up there with me and explained to the plan was to make 
money and stay clear of nonsense.  
 
When I would leave them up there, they would get into all kinds of drama over woman and other 
things. I opened up a beauty salon in Schenectady with this sister I met up there to hang around 
and keep me a low profile. I knew it was time for me to leave town once the young guys started 
getting more and more out of hand. I came back to Brooklyn and started selling black conscious 
books going to lectures at the Slave Theater on Fulton Street in Brooklyn. I would go to see Dr. 
John Henry Clarke and Dr. Ben speak. Hearing them made me more conscious of my decision-
making in my community. I started cutting hair at a friend’s barbershop. After a year and a half, I 



opened up my first barbershop. Ten years later, I opened up my second barbershop. I continued 
on to open two more shops. In 2014, me and a few other guys came together and launched a non-
profit organization called Brownsville Think Tank Matters.  
 
A Professor from John Jay College was doing some work in the community center in the 
neighborhood, Brownsville Recreation Center with some elderly people.  He asked the director 
of the center who he could talk to in the neighborhood about working with some young people 
going down the wrong path and help them change. The director sent him to my barbershop to 
talk with me. He came around to the barbershop and spoke with me about his ideas. I called a 
few brothers, and we started with a group of young people. Professor Greg Donaldson teaches 
Public Speaking for Social Justice at JOHN JAY. He also wrote the book The Ville – which 
centers on the 80s and 90s in Brownsville. I started working for Good Shepherd Organization in 
the NEXT STEPS program where I became a certified mentor in the Interactive Journaling. I 
also work with a group of young people between the ages 16 to 24 years old on a job readiness 
program call Rebound where I’m a life coach gearing up the young people for continuing 
education or work, workplace behavior and excelling in their lives. Building with and mentoring 
the youth is a job that I am well pleased with. 
 


