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After 9 Years, 13 Months, and 18 Days, I was Tired of being Tired 

My name is James Barnwell also known as Chicken or Ramadan. I was born on 
November 2, 1976 which makes me a Bicentennial baby. I live on 116st. between 7th and 8th 
Avenue, yet I was born in Bronx Lebanon Hospital in The Bronx. I’m from a very big family 
with eight sisters and three brothers. Four of my sisters and I share the same mother and father. 
Growing up I moved around a great deal from living in shelters, living with my mother parents’, 
being homeless, to being incarcerated; however, my mother parents’ house is where I called 
home. My grandmother lived on 170th and Webster Avenue in the Bronx in the Webster projects. 
There are three sections to this housing development; the 1200 side, the 1300 side and the 1400 
side that stretched from 171st to 168st. between Webster and Park Avenue, and my family lived 
dead smack in the middle of the projects; building 1368! 

Growing up my family was very close. As time and people faded away so did our unity. 
We went from dinners at my grandmother house every Sunday, every holiday, and every 4th of 
July we had a picnic to not even seeing or speaking to one another for years. The relationship I 
have with my parents is funny because I wasn’t raised by either of them. I live with my father 
right now, but we have an estranged relationship that dates back to when I was two years old. 
Well, two was the last time I saw him until I turned eleven. He always was a part of my sisters’ 
lives. My father has eleven children: eight girls and three boys. One hot summer day in August 
of 1990, I asked him to buy me a pair of sneakers and he told me “no, he doesn’t take care of 
men, and since I don’t have a pussy I needed to start hustling in order to take care of my mother 
and sisters because that’s what the man is supposed to do.” On that day, I promised myself that I 
would never ask anybody for anything ever again, and I would prove my worth in this world. 
After that, we didn’t speak again until I was sixteen, and my grandmother made me go live with 
him. My mother on the other hand had six children by two different men. The five oldest were 
from my father and the last one from a different man who raised us until I turned thirteen. My 
mother was also a drug addict who cared more about her habit and her boyfriends than she did 
her children accept for my little brother. 

When I was thirteen, my mother kicked me out of her house because I had an altercation 
with her then boyfriend. He disrespecting my little sister. I went to live with my grandmother.  
This wasn't the first time I had to go live with her. The first time was in 1985 because one of my 
sisters passed out in school due to malnutrition & dehydration, so The Bureau of Child Welfare 
(BCW) or now Agency for Children Services (ACS) placed us in custody and my grandmother 
came and got us two days later. Living with my grandmother wasn't easy because most of her 
eleven children were still living there, so we had to sleep with aunts, uncles, and cousins. At one 
point there were at least twenty people sleeping in that four bedroom apartment. My 
grandmother had seven girls and four boys, and all of them were into living the fast life. This is 
where I was introduced to crime and criminal behavior. Since am the oldest grandson/nephew, I 
had to learn and learn fast how to live fast. 

I remember watching my youngest uncle name Edward (Dick/Ed) prepare his drugs to 
sell. He would enlist me to keep an eye on his things when he was out. He trusted me with his 
drugs, money, guns, and his heroic street tales. Most of my family been to jail, but all my uncles 
been to prison. I use to be so engrossed in his stories that by the end he would stop and start 
laughing at me saying “look at you!” Then, I'll be like “what?” Then he'll say “every time I tell 
you these stories your eyes get all glossy and your mouth is open like you're in a trance. You're 
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going to go to jail.” I use to deny I’ll ever go, but he knew what planting a seed would do if 
cultivated correctly. By the age of thirteen my uncle Ed had me selling drugs for him. He would 
make the sell and collect the money then I would give the addict the drugs.

My oldest uncle Herbert (Panama) was my godfather and I use to go stay with him every 
weekend. I loved going to his house because I got to stay up late and go out with him to places 
where kids weren't supposed to be. He was a hustler like the rest of my uncles. He lived in the 
Bronx on Valentine Ave in these buildings called Twin Peaks. He was married with no kids, and I
guess to him and my aunt Jill I was there child. I remember sitting on barstools eating ice cream 
in clubs like The Devils’ Nest, The Savoy, and a few after hour spots from Tremont to Fordham, 
from the Grand Concourse down to Webster. If I was tired, I slept behind the bar until it was time
to leave. In most cases the sun would be up when we left on Sunday, and I had to go to church 
with my grandmother and the rest of my family.  

For me, church was another place for me to learn how to be a criminal. I learned how to 
play C-low with the older kids in the bathroom during service. I was on the church basketball 
team, and on Saturday when we had practice, once practice was over I would drink 40z bottles of
malt liquor with the older guys and beat up whoever they told me to fight. I was use to fighting 
because that’s one thing I’ve done my whole life. I fought my sisters; I fought for my sister; I 
fought my cousins; I fought for my cousins; I would fight kids on the block; in school, and 
whenever my second oldest uncle Stewart (Stew beef) would come get me to fight some kid that 
mouth off to him. I had to win or he would beat me up, and my uncles weren’t small or slim 
men, and I was very young. 

During the next summer I caught a case for stealing a bike, so my grandmother sent me 
back to my mother’s house and I lasted there for a week before me and her boyfriend went at it 
again. However, this time I tried to shoot him in the house, and when I saw him outside me and 
my friends jumped him. After I was kicked out the house, I went to stay with my friend. I stayed 
there for a year and a half. In that time I started traveling out of state to hustle, I started walking 
around with a weapon, and I lost any value for life especially mine. In the summer of my 16th 
birthday, one of my aunts came and made my friend mother kick me out of her house. I went 
back to my mother’s house, and she had me locked up because I held my house hostage when I 
had a problem with her boyfriend yet again. When I came out, I went to stay with one of my 
aunts and that only lasted 2 months. For the reminder of that year, I lived with every one of my 
aunts and uncles that had an apartment. Every one of them kicked me out. 

I was seventeen and homeless for a month or two before I moved into a covenant house 
on 41st and 10th Ave. And, I still went to school and hustled. Then, I obtained my first job. I 
stayed in the covenant house for 4 months before I found a studio. When I did I quit my job, I 
started hustling harder. Then in April of 1996 I lost my apartment and I watched myself spiral out
of control, and I couldn't stop it this time. In June I was arrested for criminal mischief, then in 
August, I was arrested for assault with a deadly weapon for cutting some guy on the train. Then 
in September, I was arrested for attempt murder and armed robbery. The criminal mischief 
charge I received time served; the assault was dismissed because I had a more serious case in a 
different county. For the attempt murder and armed robbery charge I plead guilty to armed 
robbery in the 1st degree. I was sentenced to 4-8years as a first time felon. I learned a lot during 
this time away, yet I never addressed my real problems so I came home with the same problems. 
I was released on 2/15/02, and got a job at Burger King. From day one I carried a gun because I 
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was afraid someone would get me back for all the ills I’ve done in the past. I was successful for 
about ten months then my life came to an end: my grandmother died. For two weeks, my life 
spiraled out of control again, yet I welcomed it because I needed to get back to normal. I was 
arrested for possession of a firearm and beat it, and then in 3/10/03 I was arrested at work for 
felony possession of a firearm (922g) by the United States of America (The Feds). I was sentence
to 36 months, yet I needed this time away because it helped me identify the issues that brought 
me back in the first place. 

After a combined 9 years 3 months and 18 days I was tired of being tired and couldn’t do 
another day in jail. I was released on 5/16/06, started working, went back to school, and obtained
a Bachelor of Art degree. I had my first and only child in 2009. I received a certificate of good 
conduct in 2012, and all around things have been looking better. Oh! And, my issue has always 
been my fear of succeeding and abandoning my community. 


