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“Difficult to shake from your mind… Bergner’s brilliance lies in making us understand what seems at first unambiguously self-destructive, futile, and ugly. He makes the rodeo a window into the foreignness of prison life, and it’s the long year between rodeos that makes the book…. We come to understand that like the convicted men, the warden is not an easy man to judge—and that’s one of the triumphs of Bergner’s unwavering eye and his compassionate, well-paced storytelling…. What is most compelling about Bergner’s book, however, is that it lacks any agenda save the search for something human in the piss and misery of the concrete cells. He succeeds. As long as that is possible, we are not entirely inhuman.”
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“Very powerful and beautifully written… The autumn rodeo was the catalyst for this book, but it is not the focus. The rodeo is a symbol of hope for these men, and if not hope, a way to mark time and a break in their dreadful routine. Bergner does the near impossible: he creates empathy for the prisoners yet never allows the reader to lose sight of the reasons for their incarceration. Some people should not live in society, but we can’t turn our backs on their innate—if deeply flawed—humanity.”
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ONE

WHEN HE HAD FINISHED WORK-BUILDING FENCE or penning cattle or castrating bull calves with a knife supplied by his boss on the prison farm—Johnny Brooks lingered in the saddle shed. The small cinder-block building is near the heart of Angola, Louisiana’s maximum-security state penitentiary. Alone there, Brooks placed his saddle on a wooden rack in the middle of the room, leapt into it, and imagined himself riding in the inmate rodeo coming up in October. He prepared himself. The afternoon he first showed me what he did, the shed’s corrugated metal door was half shut. The air in the unlit room had a dusky, textured quality, almost like the weave of a fabric. He floated on it, the fabric. To vault himself into the saddle, which rested at chest height, he did not use a stirrup. Nor, it seemed, did he bend his knees. He merely flicked his ankles to rise well above the leather, and for an instant he was frozen there, suspended above it, legs spread in perfect symmetry and spine impeccably upright.

That morning, in early September, I had watched him train a colt in a tight, fenced ring. Brooks stood at the center and taught the young quarter horse to cut, to switch directions fast, on command, so that eventually it could work the cattle. “Get around there,” he demanded. “Get around; get around.” And warned, “Better behave yourself.” The colt kept half an eye on Brooks always. Brooks’s voice was quiet, but the horse had no desire to feel the whip he carried. And though floggings were a thing long past at Angola, Brooks maintained his own sidelong glance on his boss, one of the “freemen” who ran the range crew, leaning against the fence. The sleeves of Brooks’s T-shirt looked taut as rubber bands around his muscles, which were thick as tree roots. His boss was short, heavy, more like a softening stump. “Give me handle,” he said, and Brooks answered, “Yassuh,” and “Yassuh” was much of what I heard him say during the first weeks I knew him, whether in response to me or to prison employees. He kept his shoulders stooped. His head hung slightly. Often his eyes were lowered. He had, at times, an unrestrained, affecting smile that included his eyes, though he was missing three bottom teeth and the upper ones didn’t look so healthy. He was a caricature, an illusion from another era, humble black servant, Stepin Fetchit.

“Yassuh,” he replied after finishing with the colt, when another of the freemen called, “Mr. Jimmy wants his truck washed.” He jogged over, caught the keys that were tossed his way, and hustled off to soap, scrub, rinse, and dry.

But later, inside the saddle shed, his shoulders were straight and his speech gained authority. The air seemed not only textured but, like the air over all of Angola’s vast grounds, laden, palpably heavier than the atmosphere outside the gates. Five thousand men were incarcerated there. Eighty-five percent had killed or raped or robbed with violence. About eight in ten were sentenced either to life without parole or to so many years they might as well have been. (Louisiana had good claim to the toughest sentencing laws in the nation. It was one of only three states where all lifers were “natural lifers”—the governor’s clemency offered the only way out. Other states with a natural life sentence used it sparingly.) Brooks, here for beating a woman to death during a robbery twenty-two years ago, was no longer floating above his saddle. He sat on the brown leather. Yet his new posture and voice, and his eyes that were suddenly direct and animated, defied more than his submissiveness; they defied Angola’s excess gravity.

In the previous year’s rodeo a gold-tinted bull had knocked him unconscious. Hurtling, the 1,600 pound animal snapped Brooks’s neck back then forward, slamming his head into the knobby rock of muscle between the bull’s shoulders. Now Brooks envisioned drawing the same bull, reminded himself to stay out of its “territory,” not to let his weight fall too far back. Or he would lose all control and the whiplashing would start.

He schooled himself, in the hush of the room, to slice the air with the elbow of his free arm, the way the pros on TV did, for balance against the bull’s spin. He taught himself to spur constantly against that spin, a plea—as much as a command—for an end to centrifugal force. The bull rope would be tied around his right hand. He imagined how hard he wanted the rope pulled by the inmate helping him in the chute. “It should feel like the tire of a truck pinning me there, Mr. Dan,” he said. “When I get done it should feel like my hand been inside a vise.”

To fix his eyes only on the bull’s left shoulder, never on its head—he trained himself about that, too. The head was a temptation but would trick you; the animal always went where the shoulder did. And he tried to anticipate the sensation when the chute gate opened and the bull exploded. Fear would blacken his mind, make him deaf to every sound. There would be no conscious control from then on. There would be only the reactions he tried to drill into himself here, daydreaming.

Besides last year’s injury, Brooks had, after his first ride in his first rodeo more than a decade ago, been kicked in the back by the bull that threw him. He had then watched another convict thrown immediately in front of the chute. The bull found the man on the ground and shook him between its horns, cracking his spine—the man was left a quadriplegic, living in the Department of Corrections’ version of a nursing home. A few years later, Brooks had broken his arm, and the year before last the flesh just below his eye had been sliced open by a bull’s horn. Rodeo anywhere is a dangerous sport, bull riding its most extreme event. The prison staff who oversaw Brooks on the range crew, and who organized Angola’s rodeo, were quick to remind me of this. Brooks’s medical history would be about the gentlest on the pro tour. But many pros enter two rodeos in a weekend, ride several bulls every week, hundreds in a year. Each year Brooks mounted exactly four. His odds were not gentle at all.

They were not meant to be. The inmate rodeo, a thirty-two-year-old tradition that year, 1996, was held every Sunday in October and was billed by the prison as “The Wildest Show in the South.” The public was invited through Angola’s gates, lured by write-ups in the fun section of the local paper promising untrained convicts “thrown every which way.” The men could not practice. Many, unlike Brooks and a few others who worked with horses as part of their prison jobs, had never so much as ridden a pony at a childhood street fair. They were not given the protective vests the pros wear to save themselves from shattered ribs and punctured lungs when the bronco kicks or the bull stomps down. Broken shoulders or wrists or ribs occurred daily. One past rider, petrified on his horse in a slapstick event called “Buddy Pick-Up,” had died of a heart attack. Hours before the rodeo started, to be sure of getting in, the fans would line their cars along the shoulder of the road leading to Angola; there was rarely enough room for everyone in the prison’s old 5,000-seat arena. Weeks before, the convicts signed up to compete in the spectacle—and signed a release absolving the prison of all liability—then begged their way into the featured events.

And yes, Brooks knew what the public came for. “Some of them, sure,” he said when I asked about rooting for broken bodies. But not all. “And if you give them something good… ” He spoke more of technique, of the bull’s “pivot point,” of a “suicide tie” for his right hand, of locking his right elbow, of watching J. W. Hart and Tuff Hedeman and Ted Nuce on ESPN, “studying them tight, tight.” Then he talked again of the spectators, who cheered loudly for the best performances. He had heard it. He knew they did. And he recalled the day a rodeo clown—hired from the pro circuit to draw the bulls away from fallen riders—hugged him, lifted him off his feet in congratulations after a beautifully executed ride. “He liked what I done,” Brooks remembered, his eyes completely at odds with the understatement of his words, “and he just picked me up like this.”

Ten years ago Littell Harris was mixing a cocktail of his own feces at Angola’s Camp J. This October, on the rodeo’s opening day, he sat in the convict section of the bleachers. He had a profusion of dreadlocks, vines spilling in every direction, and a thick beard that hid much of his face. The hair was an aberration at the prison. His harsh eyes, with their faintly Asian slant, were almost his only visible feature. By early spring, being one of Angola’s lucky few, he would have served his fifteen years for armed robbery. Under laws increasingly severe, more recent Louisiana armed robbers would spend the rest of their lives in the penitentiary. But for Littell, a few more months and he was gone.

The cocktail was accomplished like this: Littell lined the steel toilet at the back of his cell with newspaper. He shit onto the paper. Then he crouched down, with his back to the bars, and mashed and stirred the stool in a cup of water; at the right consistency he would pour the liquid into a drinking bottle with a squirt top. He could stir in private because Camp J, where Angola’s worst disciplinary cases were sent, had single-man cells on only one side of a narrow concrete hall. The nearest guard sat at the end of the corridor, outside a barred gate. Because of cocktails like Littell’s, the guard preferred not to venture down that hall.

In this case the mix was meant for another inmate. When that man got his tier time, to shower and to walk along the seventy-foot-long corridor, Littell would douse him. A self-proclaimed “Camp J warrior,” he did battle in this way with three or four men on the tier. He no longer remembered why. That was just how it was: something had been said; “draft” in cigarettes had gone unpaid; someone came from the wrong town, the wrong part of the state. “They shitted me down”; Littell did the same. Or they each found ways, makeshift and intricate, to reconfigure and extend the electrical circuits behind their ceiling light fixtures; by running a wire into their toilets they boiled water for flinging. Or they added Ben-Gay to the scalding water, creating what was quaintly called “a stinger.” It worked on the eyes like acid.

So Littell stirred his feces. “I’m sitting there,” he recalled when we talked alone, “and I’m doing this disgusting ass shit, and it’s like I had an out-of-body experience, man, it’s like I could see myself from the back, squatting down, playing with these fucking turds, mashing this fucking turd up, souping it up, and I’m watching myself, and I said, Man, that’s a fucking shame, fucking disgusting animal savage that I’ve turned into. Savage. And I’m looking at myself, and I started thinking, I don’t know nothing, I don’t read, I’m caught up in this bullshit. I knew then that I had to turn around…. From that day on I tried to enlighten myself. But I still went and did what I had to do. Because I don’t want to be no fucking victim.”

There was plenty that Littell still “had to do.” He had finished his most recent stint at J and on other disciplinary cellblocks only months before he sat in the rodeo stands—with about two hundred other convict spectators, separated from the public by a simple rail—and less than half a year before his scheduled freedom. If nothing major happened, no prison murder or stabbing to warrant new state charges against him, he would go more or less directly from savagery back into the world.

For the first time, he watched the rodeo’s opening procession. At his back the Main Prison sprawled. It housed half of Angola’s inmates. The outermost of its tall, razor-wired fences surrounded the stadium. In the distance were maroon-and-yellow guard towers, endless fields, the levees that lined the Mississippi, the lake the river had left behind, the outcamps that held the rest of the convicts. “Louisiana State Penitentiary. L.S.P. Last Slave Plantation,” Littell said. Below him the Rough Riders, the mounted inmate drill team, galloped into the arena. In red bandannas and black straw cowboy hats, they veered in tenuous patterns—their practice had been scarcely more extensive than that of the rodeo competitors—and finally lined up along the red, white and blue rodeo fence. They settled their horses. They bowed their heads for the chaplain’s prayer.

Waving in the breeze above their heads were the flags they carried: the state’s, the country’s, the penitentiary’s, and, in this prison whose inmate population was 77 percent black, whose guards were two-thirds white, and whose administration couldn’t have been more pale, the Confederacy’s. There were two of those flags, with the blue X and the thirteen stars and the red background, one carried by a black man. The crowd was virtually all white. “Do you see this?” Littell leaned toward the inmate beside him. “That fucking idiot.” The next man down the bleachers answered, “It ain’t nothing but a piece of cloth.” And the prayer began.

The chaplain gave thanks to the warden, thanks to God. He asked Jesus to bless this rodeo and to bless all the riders with protection. “Heavenly Father, you have favored us with this day and with the hope and beauty of this Creation…. Bless all of us with an appreciation of the joy of living.” Littell wasn’t feeling too joyful. He stared hard—without pleasure—at any attractive woman he found in the stands, his main purpose for being here. But as the chaplain’s words seeped in, he figured he did have something to be thankful for. At least he knew what he should about that flag. At least he wasn’t like the men around him, illiterate. At least he’d educated himself. Nat Turner, Frederick Douglass, Malcolm X, he’d read about them all since that moment on Camp J. “And at least I’m getting ready to take my GED,” he said. “I’m getting ready to establish myself.”

At least he was getting out of here.

So he tried to enjoy himself, ignore the guards barking down into the convict section, “Caps off! Get your hoods off!” as the loudspeaker introduced “the greatest song ever written,” ignore his own thoughts about pride and nationhood as the inmate band played the national anthem. A young horsewoman, sent by the car dealership that sponsored the rodeo, rode around the arena bearing the American flag through the day’s drizzle, the rhythmic sloshing of hooves on the wet turf audible beneath the band, a slow and strange percussion. Littell tried to concentrate on the woman’s body in her blue spangled jumpsuit.

The black guys hurt him the most, but the whites—who made up about half the rodeo’s participants—sickened him, too. They were all willing to price their lives at zero. They were all willing to turn themselves into a joke. “Waiting in Department of Corrections bucking chute number one, serving lllllife…” he heard the mounted emcee (like the clowns, hired from the pro circuit) announce the six riders in the first event. “Waiting in Department of Corrections bucking chute number two, serving LLLLLIFE…”

“LLLLLIFE,” the emcee bellowed. “LLLLLIFE! LLLLLIFE!! LLLLLIFE!!!!!”

All chutes opened at once, and six convicts on six bulls churned into the arena. This was the “Bust-Out,” a special feature of Angola’s rodeo. The name was a play on “escape,” the event designed for futility. It was hard enough for an untrained man to avoid injury when riding a bull alone in the ring; with five other animals and five other hapless contestants all bounding and tumbling at one end of the arena, the risks multiplied. Johnny Brooks wanted to score points early. He wanted Angola’s all-around cowboy belt buckle when the month was over (the all-around champion’s only prize, though first place in each riding event would bring fifty dollars). Wearing elaborate suede chaps in turquoise and black, a matching vest, a black felt hat studded with moons and stars, all commissioned from a convict who did his tooling in a prison hobby shop, Johnny Brooks spurred frantically and kept from keeling as his bull twisted and leapt off all four hooves. But he couldn’t control where the animal went amid the chaos, not at the last instant, when another inmate, a rodeo veteran and past belt buckle winner, sailed sideways. Brooks’s bull trampled across the man’s back, injuring him badly enough to keep him out of the rest of the month’s competition. Thrown in the process, Brooks scored no points at all.

Soon a small wooden table was carried out to the center of the ring. It was time for “Convict Poker,” a new event that year, another special feature, the inspiration of the range-crew bosses. The table was painted bright red. Four folding chairs were placed around it, and four inmates jogged out to occupy those chairs. Johnny Brooks was one. There were no cards involved. The men would merely sit as though playing poker. The emcee boomed, “Brrrrring on the dealer!” and in one of the chutes, an inmate delivered an electric prod to a 2,000 pound black bull with perfectly sweeping, perfectly pointed white horns. The animal bolted into the arena. The last man sitting would win one hundred dollars.

The trouble was that bulls aren’t attracted to stationary targets. And the men were stationary, palms flat and fingers spread on the table, never turning to check on the animal as it circled behind their backs, knowing that if the three minute whistle blew with more than one convict left, the one who had moved least, who had kept his trembling under control, whose fingers hadn’t so much as twitched, would win. The crowd—all those fans who’d waited for hours along the shoulder of the road to buy their eight dollar tickets; the prison staff; the inmates in their section of the bleachers; the few members of the media in their ramshackle press box; me—wasn’t going to get its payoff.

So the clown, usually a figure of protection, started taunting. He tossed his floppy hat into the bull’s face. Imitating a bull on the verge of attack, he stooped down, snorting, and scraped the dirt with his hands. He grabbed Brooks’s cowboy hat and waved it behind Brooks’s shoulder blades. He climbed up on the table, made a racket with his feet, ready to jump over the inmates’ heads to safety as the bull charged.

It didn’t. It only convinced one man to leave his seat with a side-caress of horn, and ambled off to a distance of four or five yards. The clown picked up the vacated metal chair. He lifted it over his head and hurled it into the bull’s snout. It clattered against the horns, and still the men did not shift. At last the animal processed the message, drove forward to deliver on the promise of its size, on the promise of those gorgeously sweeping and immaculately pointed horns which slammed, by one convict’s pure good fortune, into the minimal back of his folding chair instead of into his kidney. The man was now down, the bull ready to spear or stomp. But at that moment Johnny Brooks lost his nerve or gained his sanity, leapt out of his seat, and began sprinting for the fence. The bull caught motion in the corner of its eye. Fleeing across the arena, Brooks stayed five feet, two feet, twelve inches ahead of the horns. Arms and legs pumping, and back arching away from his own death, he looked like a cartoon character in comic escape. As if a firecracker had been lit under his ass, he scrambled up the rails of the fence.

“How did you enjoy the Convict Poker, ladies and gentlemen?” the emcee asked. There was some applause. And laughter. I’m sure some of the reaction to the event was electrified, exhilarated, the thrill of watching men in terror made forgivable because the men were murderers. I’m sure some of it was racist (See that nigger move), some disappointed (that there had been no goring), and some uneasy (with that very same disappointment). I’m sure nearly everyone, including me, felt some measure of each of these things. But I know as well that many people were not laughing, were too bewildered or stunned by what they had seen, even if they’d heard about the new event named Convict Poker and it was exactly why they had come. Angola’s stadium is an intimate place. There are no faraway seats. And just outside the arena inmates sold Cokes and hot dogs and cotton candy. They sold what they made in the hobby shops—key chains and purses, dollhouses and oil paintings. Some were allowed to deal directly with the customers, others called out from a fenced bullpen while prison employees stood with the craftwork. The spectators had bought these handmade things. There had been brief transactions, the briefest of dialogues. The convicts at the center of the ring had become men, only men, to at least a degree.

Or perhaps this was only a wishful, sentimental perception on my part. Since September I had begun to know the inmates. I felt a confusion of reactions, electricity and revulsion and disappointment and discomfort and, as Johnny Brooks took flight, a tinge of racism: certainly it was easier for me to watch—and be curious and analytic about—a black man in danger and fear and abasement, precisely because he had that adjective next to him, black, was slightly less close to being me. Perhaps my sense of the crowd was only projection. I spoke with few of the public. Perhaps I should limit myself to saying that the crowd, overall, was quieter than I thought it would be. Quieter than two concessions across from the Cokes and cotton candy suggested. At one, fans paid a dollar to get themselves locked inside a freestanding jail cell and have an inmate snap a Polaroid through the bars. At the other, for the same price, a convict took their pictures while they stuck their heads up from a wooden body with a cut-out neck, the body painted with a prisoner’s old-fashioned striped jumpsuit and adorned with a ball and chain on each ankle.

The bull riding came second to last. Here was an event that replicated the pro tour. The rider had to stay on for eight seconds to score points; the better his form, the more points he would receive. Here was the chance for Johnny Brooks to prove himself, to rise above the helplessness and degradation of contests like the Bust-Out and Convict Poker, where pure luck and sheer craziness played such overwhelming roles, the chance for this forty-year-old man, who would most likely never leave Angola, to prevail on skill and reveal his grace. He could show himself no different from J. W. Hart and Tuff Hedeman and Ted Nuce, the stars of the pro circuit, whose rides were hailed weekly by the ESPN announcer not only as demonstrations of talent but as testaments to integrity and good values. He could be those figures. And he could be, in front of the public, what he was at least part of the time in his job at Angola, a cowboy.

From a railing above the chute, he moved to climb onto the animal. With a cord tied against its belly and near its balls to add hostility, the bull tried to hurdle the wall. It braced its forelegs over the top. Quickly, before he fell backward inside the chute that was just big enough for the bull, Brooks levered himself off. “Get down there,” someone prodded at the animal. Brooks tried again, set himself. The bull jostled, slammed its head into the wooden slats, drove Brooks’s knees into the boards. The hide of the back was loose, sliding, and Brooks struggled to get his balance. Under the excess skin the bull’s muscles contracted and rose—a fast series of giant ripples shuddering along its spine.

A convict pulled the bull rope tight as Brooks had dreamed. His palm faced upward, and the pressure of the rope across it dug the back of his hand inches into the hide. “Ready?” the inmate manning the gate called. “Ready?” The answer was the most minimal nod, the brim of the studded hat moving almost imperceptibly. The gate was tugged open, the man who’d helped with the rope cried, “Outside!” And so Brooks was. Outside. The bull thrashed and spun out of the chute, and Brooks was out under the gaze of the crowd, his mind shut down and Angola gone from it.

Three seconds later he was on his knees in the mud.

A parade of failed rides came after: one first-time contestant sent airborne immediately; a gray-haired sixty-two-year-old bank robber launched into a twisting, Olympic-style dive. Finally a convict named Carey Lasseigne, who went by Buckkey and whose bushy blond mustache and weathered skin made him look like he would do well-made him look, at least, like a typical cowboy—decided to grab the bull rope with two hands. This would have disqualified him in professional rodeo, but here, because not one other man had lasted the required time, a mere completed ride would earn him points. Which was all he wanted. He wasn’t after quite the same kind of glory as Johnny Brooks.

Lately his son, Chris, refused to visit him more than once or twice each year. The boy was almost seventeen. He had been two when Buckkey began his life sentence for murder, for killing an acquaintance just one year older than his son was now, shooting him in the back of the head while he pleaded for his life. If Buckkey could win the all-around prize, that silver-plated buckle reading “All-Around Cowboy,” if he could send it to Chris for his seventeenth birthday at the end of the month, he felt that Chris, his only child, might come soon.

The first time Buckkey had tried for this present, the bull had rammed and pinned him repeatedly against one of the wooden gates. He received 142 stitches to his scalp and later went into seizure on the shower floor. Two years ago he had broken his left hand; before the following weekend he had cracked open the cast and taken it off so he could ride.

Today was the day, this was the year. He needed those points. He didn’t care about style. He just clung to the bull. And when the whistle blew announcing eight seconds, he was three Sundays away from that gift.

In the afternoon’s finale, the “Guts & Glory,” a red chip worth one hundred dollars was strung between a bull’s horns. This was yet another inmate rodeo tradition. Thirty convicts poured into the ring on foot, then tried to pluck the chip without being trampled or gored.

And I was still searching for what I had glimpsed with Johnny Brooks in the saddle shed-possibilities of exaltation, hints of triumphant skill, of tremendous self-control in men who’d wound up here because they’d had little self-control at all. I sought such visions of redemption, even as I knew that the perversity of the rodeo was thoroughly at odds with what I hoped to see. Promise hung in the air above the grandstands, extraordinary promise. If these men could rise within a spectacle so troubling, and within a prison atmosphere crushingly weighted with dead victims and families destroyed and convicts put permanently away… if these men could somehow flourish… My search was surely marked by a self-indulgent need for a soothing parable within circumstances so dispiriting. But I couldn’t help wishing. And my desire would keep me at Angola long after the end of rodeo month. It would carry me deep inside the prison. It would take me to levels much more abject than those of the rodeo. And it would leave me knowing men whom no amount of distance—and Angola is far, far out there—can banish from my mind.

But for now, as the Guts & Glory began, my eyes turned to Terry Hawkins, serving his life sentence for murdering his boss in an argument sparked by a demand that Terry work late on his stepdaughter’s birthday. Already his participation in the rodeo was a bad joke: The job had been in a slaughterhouse; he had hacked into his employer’s head and neck with a meat-ax. But Terry didn’t see any strangeness or irony in his continued association with cattle. The Guts & Glory was his event. He planned to use his own well-tested strategy to beat the animal and snatch the chip: Goad the bull into charging, run away in an arc tighter than the bull could turn, and reach back behind his own shoulder to snag the prize. He had won the event several times in past years. “Terry’s learnt the know-how,” other inmates had told me with vicarious pride. “Watch him.”

He had seemed, when we first met a month earlier, scarcely more than a teenager, though I knew he was in his mid-thirties. Six-two or-three, athletic, restless, he smiled both nervously and with bravado, slouched in a chair and jiggled his knees, appeared as naive and self-certain as the star of any high school team. A thin scar crossed his dark brown skin between his eyebrows, the remnant of his bachelor party years ago. He said his victories in the Guts & Glory were the best accomplishments of his life. I asked if that included the years before Angola. It did. I asked if he could imagine anything better in the future. He said no. I laid out a scenario, however far-fetched, in which he gained his freedom; could he imagine any better accomplishment then? No…. He showed me his cot, where he had written across the sheet and pillowcase, in large, crude red letters, “BULLFIGHTER.” He told me, “I’m going to look for you in the stands. I’m going to toss you that chip when I get it,” and, ridiculing myself both because this man was a murderer and because the contest was a gladiator show, I fantasized myself a part of his triumph, his happiness, a part of something that would be—however briefly, however sadly, however terribly—wonderful.

Now an immense brown bull trotted into the ring. Wearing his good-luck red wristbands and tattered, red-ribbed T-shirt, Terry waited at the far end. He watched the commotion of other attempts. One man, rammed at the legs, was unable to stand or even drag himself away, and lay in the mud while the horns prodded at his shins. Others climbed the fence as the bull lowered its neck and came at them. Terry studied the animal’s moves. Then he emerged from the crowd, or rather the other men backed away. He feinted, froze, wavered off-balance, weight too far forward in the process of taunting. Paralyzed, he leaned five feet from the horns. But he steadied himself and lunged forward again, baiting, luring the bull, sprinting away along the sharpest curve. He reached behind. He was struck by the muzzle, caught between the horns. Terry flew ten or twelve feet into the air. He landed—the only wonderful thing—between the horns again, was vaulted and flipped onto his back. He came down once more on the animal’s forehead, was propelled upward yet again, floating and spinning, and for several seconds this went on, seconds I could count—one one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one—thousand—his body for moments beyond gravity, suspended in midair, flopping and spineless: everything about his existence, the preservation of his life, utterly beyond his control.


TWO

THE PREVIOUS YEAR, HIS FIRST AS WARDEN OF Angola, Burl Cain had chosen to enter the rodeo arena in the closest thing he could find to a chariot. It was a wooden cart, lacquered and polished, with big white-spoked wheels, pulled by his inmate-tended team of Percheron horses. He circled the arena between the performance of the Rough Riders and the chaplain’s prayer. The Percherons were huge—a head taller and a thousand pounds heavier than the average horse. Their chests were broad and deeply muscled, the base of their necks looked as thick as oil drums, and across their black coats they wore harnesses studded with chrome medallions. Browbands and collars and backstraps all glistened.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the emcee announced, “Angola’s warden, Mr. Burl Cain!” The convict band gave a drum roll and a splash of electric organ. “He’s just arrived eight months ago from Dixon Correctional, and he’s the man in charge now. And, ladies and gentlemen, those are prize-winning Percherons from the Perche region in the country of France. Brought the knights into battle back in the Middle Ages. And Burl Cain’s got ’em now. One of his Percherons was rated the number one stallion at the National Western Livestock show in Denver, Colorado. Warden Burl Cain!”

About five foot seven, round, with full white hair swept across his forehead, Cain had waved to the rodeo crowd.

In September of 1996, a month before this year’s event, I had met him for the first time. Our introduction came at the end of a week I had spent at the prison, preparing what I’d thought would be only a magazine article about the inmate riders. “So you want to talk about the barbarism of the rodeo,” he said before hello, before we shook hands, when I was shown into his office. He smiled. His candor more than counterbalanced the pictures I’d seen and descriptions I’d heard of his grand entrance. Leaning back at the head of his long, polished conference table, he acknowledged that barbarism was a factor.

“Look,” he explained, “the rodeo, to us, is kind of like making a good cake.” He wore a white shirt unbuttoned at the collar, and a colorful, unknotted tie draped around his shoulders like a minister’s stole. Now he sat forward, interlacing his pale, chubby fingers on the gleaming wood. “And so there’s all the ingredients in it. Some of the ingredients by themselves wouldn’t be fit to eat. But you put them all together and you have a nice cake.”

A nice cake? I had seen the rodeo once, as a spectator, several years before. In the Buddy Pick-Up a careening rider’s forehead had connected, at full gallop, with a metal post. I had learned that the man was carted off to the prison medical center, then shackled and shipped out to a hospital in Baton Rouge, where his head was rebuilt with a steel plate.

But I had heard nice things about Burl Cain. And the highest praise had come from those I expected to be his natural enemies, the state’s capital-defense attorneys. As warden, Cain carried out the executions. He stood in the chamber and gave the signal for the lethal injection. But he had made great changes for the men on death row. Given them regular contact visits with their families, something Angola had allowed only once each year and most prisons in the country seldom if ever permit. (At those others, the men awaiting execution see their visitors through Plexiglas or glimpse them through perforated steel.) And offered them literacy classes. Literacy classes! For what? They were going to die! Cain insisted on their humanity, focused on the fact that they were living now. And he hoped to save them. Though they were free to read what they wished, he hoped they would read the Bible. He hoped they found faith. Cain’s own religious beliefs bred his compassion—and his deep misgivings about the death penalty. “I don’t know what God would have said if He’d been in that room,” a local reporter recalled him muttering, visibly shaken, after his first execution. At his second and most recent, as the convict lay strapped to the gurney and the technician struggled to find a vein, Cain had held the condemned man’s hand.

“I didn’t come to the rodeo for about eight years,” he went on, his head almost bowed over his folded hands, “because I saw a man stomped and paralyzed. And that grieved me greatly, and I wouldn’t come back. I don’t want to see the inmates hurt. I don’t want to see the blood and I don’t want to see the guts. But the rodeo raises thousands of dollars for the Inmate Welfare Fund. And the rodeo is good for morale, for those riders, for everyone involved. The rodeo brings lifeblood into this prison.”

So it was a necessary cake. The tickets, I knew, supplied much of the Inmate Welfare Fund’s account. And though the participants rarely mentioned this as a reason for signing up, the Fund helped pay for the GED program and the inmate-run magazine, the Angolite, for TVs and sports equipment, for security on the rare trip out for a family funeral if the convict could get permission—things the state wouldn’t appropriate money for, that made an entire life in Angola bearable and possibly transformative.

And he was right about morale. The riders, the concessionaires, the inmate artisans, all looked forward to the rodeo. As for lifeblood, maybe the occasion was, in a sense, sacramental. The men offered up their bodies, and in return the public came to see them, acknowledged their existence. For the rest of the year Angola was nowhere, isolated in its own corner of the state, the nearest tiny town thirty miles away. The rodeo was a rite of grace, of barely perceptible reconciliation between the inmates and society.

Even the convicts who ran the Angolite, self-educated and sardonic men, had said something to affirm this. They were, mostly, harshly critical of the rodeo. One editor had told me, “Most of Angola’s inmates suffer from Attention Deficit Disorder,” by way of explaining the men’s willingness to be broken as long as they were noticed. “And whenever someone’s paid attention to them, it’s been to beat them up in one way or another.” A second editor had added, with laughing resignation, “One thing God gave all of us: a man’s allowed to choose his own path to hell,” meaning not that signing up for the rodeo was a sin, but that the whole spectacle was a goddamned shame. Yet they’d said that if it were up to them, the rodeo would continue. “It brings the public here. They lay eyes on us.”

Certainly nothing else would bring them. No one was going to drive hours for an inmate basketball game.

Cain’s light blue eyes, when they weren’t lowered toward his solemn, prayerful hands, were leveled on me. He talked of wanting society to see the inmates as people, “not as some devil with a fork and a tail,” of wishing the public would gain some common sense about sentencing, see it in terms of economics if not morality, tell their legislators to “cut these life no parole sentences and give a man the chance to get out, the chance for a hearing, once he’s at least forty and has served twenty years.” He spoke of the need for maintaining hope among the inmates, and of his effort to do so despite the lottery-like odds of a governor’s pardon. He tried to make life meaningful even here. He was fostering the GED program, nurturing a club that built toys for charity, an inmate CPR team that traveled outside the prison to give classes in local schools, a Toastmasters public-speaking club, the Forgotten Voices, that had just been honored by Toastmasters International. He talked of the work on the range crew, of men like Johnny Brooks learning to rope and tag, to palpate cattle for pregnancy, and to birth baby calves. And he talked about religion, about the absolute forgiveness he extended, according to the Gospels, to every inmate as they entered the world of Angola, about the new clergy he’d added to the staff, about saving souls. “The first meeting I had when I came here to Angola, the first meeting I called on the first day, was with the chaplains. I told them that they are shepherds and that they feed sheep. And these inmates are our sheep. God put them in my charge and I’m responsible for them, just like they’re my children.”

But Cain had started out after college teaching agronomy in a rural high school. Wasn’t the running of prisons, I asked, an improbable career path?

“I’m a weird warden,” he grinned. “I don’t care.”

As early as that initial conversation, I knew that I had to come back to Angola not only for the rodeo and not only for a magazine article, but for something much larger. Johnny Brooks’s agility and preparation in the saddle shed, his floating and self-schooling; the Angolite editor saying “They lay eyes on us”; the redemptive found where it was least expected—the rodeo fit with a grand and unlikely promise Warden Cain held out: that Angola was, as he put it, “a positive prison.” Its inmates would die incarcerated, yet it was a place where, under Cain’s leadership, men made themselves better human beings. Society might think, They can’t get out, they have nothing to lose, no reason to improve. Still, they had improvement itself, self-elevation, to gain. They had their humanity. “Our cake is good,” Cain said of the penitentiary. I needed to find out if it could be true.

Unbeckoned, as Cain and I continued talking, an inmate set a can of Dr Pepper beside the warden, on one of the coasters already placed at regular intervals around the conference table. The inmate had made no sound coming in across the green pile carpeting, nor in resting the can on the simple cork disk rimmed with black plastic. Earlier during the week, I had noticed the man, along with another convict, dusting the warden’s office. I had seen this first thing every morning, before Cain arrived, when I checked in at the administration building. Silently the pair of dusters, in state-issued jeans and work shirts, passed their spotless rags over the picture frames and fax machine, the blades of the ceiling fan and the leather seat of the warden’s desk chair. All was as clean as the dark wood of the table, which reflected Cain’s face.

He sipped his Dr Pepper, spoke in his faintly scratchy, Southern-accented voice, and a few minutes later another man came in from behind my shoulder, unheard, and set something down before Cain. This was an assistant warden, and his offering, a knife, was laid on the glossy surface as gently as the drink. The weapon had a crude cylindrical handle and a rough eight-inch blade. The shakedown crew had just caught someone trying to take it onto the Main Yard.

“Yes,” Cain told me, gesturing with the shank to demonstrate what it could do, “we find these. This is a phenomenal prison, but it’s not a perfect prison. And we shouldn’t have been talking about all those good things before we talked about security. Those clubs, that church, you can’t have any of that before security. I wish they’d have taken you to that ditch-bank deal the other day.”

The call for help had come in over the truck’s radio while I’d been touring the grounds. “Out of control, it’s out of control,” the dispatcher’s voice had gone on for minutes, giving the location. I’d asked my guide to take me there, but he had demurred, unsure the warden would want me as witness. Two inmates, it turned out, were battling each other with ditch-bank blades, sharp-edged hoes with six-foot handles. They were out with a farm line, mounted guard over them. The guard fired into the air; the inmates ignored it, swung at each other’s faces. He fired a second time up at the sky. One prisoner chopped into the other’s scalp. Cain drove into the field as the fight finally came under control. “I told that freeman,” he recalled for me, “ ‘There’s no such thing as a second warning shot.’ I told him, in front of all those free folks and all those inmates, ‘Next time, shoot both of ’em.’ I wanted them all to know it. I wish they’d have let you see it.”

Later I found out that Littell Harris—dreadlocked, bearded, recently released from Camp J—had been in that farm line. He told a different, or perhaps more complete, account of what had been said. The guard had protested to Cain that other inmates were trying to break up the fight. If he fired down at the two men, he risked hitting one of the others. “I don’t care who it is,” Cain answered. “Kill some of ’em, open fire, that’ll stop ’em.”

I didn’t know whether to believe Littell’s version. I still don’t know. It didn’t matter terribly to me either way. If Cain had said those words, he didn’t mean them literally. And I was taken with the paradoxes of the warden, his talk of forgiveness and enforcement, his quoting from the New Testament and, two hours into our long first meeting, from a book called Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun, which his teenage son had given him. “ ‘Leaders must expect continued improvement in their Huns.’ ”

Was he concerned by the contradiction, Jesus and vanquishing general? “I have to be both.” He picked up the shank again. “No convict can improve himself if he’s worried about this going through his back.”

And almost all the inmates had spoken well of him, even though I’d maneuvered so staff were out of earshot. They’d told me how he’d debated on TV against the New Orleans D.A., arguing for the release of elderly, infirm prisoners, and for a second chance for changed men. The Angolite had written, “Cain is as much concerned with events outside the prison as he is with internal problems. He is aware that prisoner bashing is the vogue, and that anyone who argues on prisoners’ behalf will be ridiculed by posturing politicians,” and then the magazine had detailed the courageous TV appearance and a series of radio and newspaper interviews Cain had done. He was on their side.

Of the legislators and past Angola wardens who, he told me, didn’t like him, the charioteer said, “It’s there in the Bible. No one likes a prophet close to home.”

A second Dr Pepper was delivered as soon as he’d drained the first. He declared of five thousand men, five thousand murderers and rapists and armed robbers, “I am their daddy.” He referred back to Attila the Hun and said, “All people aren’t born leaders of men. It’s an honor to be one.” And while his excesses kept me off balance, the fact was his domain was amazingly peaceful. Besides a momentary shoving match, the confiscated knife and the fight on the radio were the closest I’d come to any violence, to any hint of violence, during the week I’d spent seeing every part of Angola. Everything was clean. Every inmate was polite. Even when I factored in their need to impress the visiting writer, the civility was remarkable. This was a world of the worst criminals, a fallen world, brought to order.

The striking tranquillity at Angola—confirmed by the ACLU’s National Prison Project and Louisiana’s own watchdogs—could not be credited to Warden Cain alone. Twenty-one years ago conditions had been so anarchic and murderous a federal judge had ruled that the prison “shocked the conscience” and breached the Eighth Amendment’s guarantee against cruel and unusual punishment. Reform had begun then. Reform—but the reclamation of men was Cain’s own standard. In an era when rehabilitation was a concept for fools, he said urgently, “This penitentiary is about changing lives.” To men who had followed the most immediate needs of the self, he taught the self-abnegation of religion. Spirit over flesh. God over ego. The warden aimed not merely at warehousing inmates safely, but at rebuilding them, at redeeming them, whether in terms of his Southern Baptist belief or in religious terms more broad (“Love thy neighbor…”) or simply in the sense of learning to live in some valuable way, without the impulses that lead to destroying others, to self-destruction.

“Wouldn’t you like to run this prison?” Cain asked me.

I laughed but felt: Yes, I would like the chance to bring so much good into being.

He had to leave for a meeting in Baton Rouge. He asked me to ride with him in his car so we could keep talking. He would have his press secretary follow us and drive me back. His press secretary and I had laid out a different itinerary. I looked toward her. “He’s never made that kind of invitation before,” she said. Cain seemed to sense what I did, an affinity between a Baptist-Cracker-Warden and a Journalist-Yankee-Jew.

What would become my year at Angola began, effectively, then, though two months would pass before I asked the warden formally for such long-term access to his prison. Already I imagined what the growing affection between us could bring: the latitude to get to know the inmates, to follow them through their daily lives without a staff escort—a rare chance, wardens of maximum-security penitentiaries being notorious for excluding the press, or for directing carefully what little was seen and heard. Privacy would be crucial to answering the first question that would drive my year: Could Warden Cain really change lives? I needed the inmates’ honesty. And to answer the second, I needed their intimacy. Given their endless sentences, what exactly were these men living for?

Once, I had been through a federal trial of a large-scale drug dealer who received, upon conviction, a mandatory term of life without parole. My wife was the prosecutor. Though I had rooted for her victory and didn’t feel much for the defendant (who stared at her arrogantly throughout the trial and who’d already squandered his second chances), the sentence, however inevitable once the verdict came in, shallowed my lungs and thinned the blood in my legs and made me want to cry out in panic. How could that man exist—even contemplate existing-for the rest of his life in prison? I would kill myself, I thought reflexively.

With the most infrequent exceptions, Angola’s inmates did not kill themselves. Each year, scarcely a handful tried. And now, with the warden’s trust, I might understand.

Out of nothing, out of less than nothing, out of a place where men declared themselves by spraying each other with feces, what kinds of lives could the inmates build and why did they bother? With so few who would ever leave, Angola should have been a pure Hobbesian universe, where sheer animalism ruled. If it was something significantly more, what a miracle that would be. To observe it would bring me more than understanding, it would bring comfort. That even when all the artifice of society, all we erect to blind ourselves to our deepest beings—that animalistic core—was stripped away, there was still something higher, something striving. To witness this would be to know—palpably—that what we call the human spirit was something more than a pretty veil obscuring a darker awareness.

And if I could find enough that was positive at Angola, whether in its barbaric rodeo or within the prison’s caves of cinder block, I could feel in the improbable goodness a hint that there was, as the true believers say, a reason for everything and that all the world was guided in a mysterious, beneficent direction. Ridiculous as it may sound, I sensed that at the prison I might find affirmation for my own tenuous faith in God.

So I got into the warden’s car. He pulled out past the the penitentiary sign that bore his name. We discussed Biblical passages and Angola’s bloody history. We ranged back to the nineteenth century and convict-leasing, and returned to the present, while he drove eighty down the winding state highway inmates call the Snake Road, the only way to and from the prison.

[image: ]

My chances of finding reassurance
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