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Br ookl yn-based witer Daniel Bergner went
searching for stories of hope, faith and redenption,
and he found themin a snake-infested swanp pit al ong
the M ssissippi River in Louisiana. That is where the
Angol a State Penitentiary is |ocated. Home to some
five thousand nurderers, rapists, and arned robbers,
this is one of the neanest prisons in America, and
the men who have run it have a | ong and notorious
record of callousness and brutality. But the prison's
ugly pattern of past abuses is only a backdrop for
Bergner's stories. He first traveled to Angola to
Wi t ness the rodeo staged each year on the first four
Sundays in Cctober. When he got there, he found
hi nsel f anong a horde of people buying bargain-rate
pri son-made belts and bird houses and lustily

wat chi ng cowboys -- nostly African American convicts
the rest of the year, and for nost, the rest of their
lives -- dressed in alnost com cal stripped shirts,

and wi thout protection, battle against 1,600 pound
bull's. Few stayed atop the bucking, jerking, angry
animals for nore than a split second or two. Largely
white crowds of thrill-seekers hooted and gasped at

t he untrained, inexperienced riders risk |life and
linb for their enjoynment. It is, Bergner confesses,
at once a gripping and di sturbing spectacle. One of
the ganes is called "Convict Poker." In this dare
devil event, four prisoners sit at a nock card table
inthe mddle of the ring. A bull is unleashed. The
last man sitting wins a $100 prize. No matter how
gruesonme and bizarre it seenmed, Bergner |earned
during his year of research at Angola that the rodeo
did offer sone prisoners a monment of hope and gl ory,
even dignity.

Bergner's account is not sone sensational exposé
on what goes on behind prison walls tail or-nade for
Geral do or the producers of 20-20. This book has nore
humanity and subtly to it than that. Bergner builds a
usual |y fascinating, but sonetines frustrating,
chronicle around the Iives of six cowboy prisoners.
There is, for instance, forty-one year-old Johnny
Brooks, who is serving a life sentence for the nurder
of a conveni ence store clerk. The rodeo hel ped him
get a cushy prison job and neet his future wife, and
provided himw th the hope -- probably a fal se hope -
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-- that if he says "yessuh" enough in just such a way
to enough of the right people, he will earn a pardon
fromthe governor. Then there is Danny Fabre, who
seens nore |ike a character from one of Erskine
Caldwel I 's tragic-conic novels than a real-life
figure. Fabre | ooks at the rodeo as the smpot hest
path to his dream of self-esteem and plastic surgery
to fix his sharply protruding ears. And then there is
Litrell Harris; Bergner's nobst conpelling,

phi |l osophical, and insightful character. In one of

t he book's opening scenes, Harris, a convicted
murderer, is concocting a disgusting "feces cocktail™
to hurl at another inmate. By the end of the book, he
is out of prison and driving a truck, desperately
trying not to run afoul of the I|aw

Goi ng backwards and forwards, Bergner’s
portraits of Brooks, Fabre, Harris, and the others
are rich in detail. H's stories nmock the stereotypes
of crimnals and prisons created in Hollywod and on
Madi son Avenue. He offers no apol ogies for these nen
and their hideous acts, but he also knows that there
are a lot of factors, many of themtoo hard to
understand, that put a gun or a knife in a man's
hands.

The book's other main character is Warden Burl
Cain. Part paternalist, part preacher, and part con
man, Cain dominates the mddle third of the book. At
first, Bergner thought he had found hinself a rea
hero in the Dr. Pepper sw ggi ng warden. He saw t he
gl owi ng reports on ABC and the Discovery Channe
about Cain reforming the prison, selflessly
dedi cating hinself to the lives of the |east
fortunate, and offering salvation to the dammed, even
to those on death row. But these virtues turned out
to be little nmore than a cloak for petty corruption
Cai n demanded noney from Bergner in exchange for
access to the prison. This was not his first
shakedown, as Bergner discovered. It turns out that
Cain seens to have had a |ong history of demandi ng
ki ckbacks from prison contracts and orchestrating
ot her | ess than scrupul ous busi ness deal s. Bergner
was stung by the revelations; his hero was no hero,
just another in a long |ine of corrupt prison
adm ni strators.

Bergner's unmaski ng of Cain shifts the story
froma tale of hope in a hopeless world to a
narrative about justice. In this drama, there are
clear winners and | osers. Bergner takes Cain to court
and wins, and is pernitted to return to the prison
finish his interviews, and conplete his book. Cain is
al so a winner. Although publicly enbarrassed, he
retains his post as warden. Angola prisoners,
however, are once again |osers. Before Cain arrived
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at the penitentiary, conditions were so bad at Angol a
that the federal government appointed a team of

i nvestigators to |l ook into abuses and assigned a
judge to oversee the prison. A nmisnaned |aw, the
Prison Litigation ReformAct, did away with this
judicial oversight, and left Cain free to run Angol a
with little interference.

Toward the end of God of Rodeo, the flow of the
book shifts directions one last tine. It increasingly
becomes a book about the author. O course, all books
are, at sonme |evel, autobiographical, but this one is
explicitly so. Turning to the first person voice,

Bergner wites -- in an al nbst confessional tone --
about how his experiences at Angol a have changed hi m
especially his experiences with Cain. Still his

disillusion with the warden and di sgust over the new
non-system of oversight is tenpered by his faith in
Harris's future. Perhaps there is a note of
redenption here after all. Bergner's book ends with
echoes of the hopeful words of Bruce Springsteen who
sings in the last lines of Nebraska, his stark
collection of songs about killers and |osers, "At the
end of a hard earned day people find some reason to
bel i eve. "
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