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Tulane University New Orleans, LA 

School of Liberal Arts, Bachelor of Arts in Economics May 2024 

Double Major: Economics, Pre-Medical Track 

GPA: 3.8; MCAT: 514; Honors: Tulane Founder's Scholarship ($28,000), Deans List (2020, 2021, 2022, 2023) 

Relevant Coursework: Environmental Journalism, Environmental Humanities, Creative Writing 

EXPERIENCE 

Tulane Hullabaloo New Orleans, LA 

Associate News Editor September 2022 – Present 

 Write long-form articles incorporating photojournalism on topics ranging from artificial intelligence to campus drug use 

to criminal justice. Currently profiling the town of Jean Lafitte to raise awareness about Louisiana's receding coastline 
 Edit articles weekly for the News section, manage and advise contributing writers on deadlines 

The Lens New Orleans, LA 

Intern Reporter August 2023 – February 2024 

 Created a four-part series of articles educating the public on decaying water infrastructure in New Orleans 

 Discussed unaffordable water bills with community members, city officials and nonprofits 
 Collaborated with veteran New Orleans Reporter and Editor Katy Reckdahl 

Commander's Palace New Orleans, LA 

Backwaiter January 2024 – Present 

 Work in a three-person team of waiters at one of New Orleans's premier fine dining restaurants 

 Responsible for the maintenance of 6-7 tables at once, taking orders, busing tables, and presenting courses 

Tulane School of Tropical Medicine New Orleans, LA 

Research Assistant August 2023 – December 2023 

 Worked with Dr. John Schieffelin on various NIH-funded projects 

 Sorted and handled Ebola, Covid-19, and Lassa Fever blood samples 
 Performed ELISA testing to establish links between Ebola survivors and Covid-19 antibodies 

Alaska Recreational Management Cooper Landing, AK 

Deckhand June 2023 – August 2023 

 Transported fishermen on one of Alaska’s premier salmon fishing rivers, the Kenai River 

 Cooperated with Alaska Fish and Game, kept fishermen safe from bears, moose and capsized boats 

 Resolved customer complaints on a daily basis 

DIVISION 1 ATHLETICS 

Tulane University Football New Orleans, LA 

Linebacker Summer 2020 – Spring 2023 

 Competed at the Division 1 level in the American Athletic Conference and helped the Green Wave become Cotton Bowl 

Champion and the American Athletic Conference Champion 

 Devoted an average of 30+ hours per week to conditioning, meetings, and travel responsibilities 

 Acquired team-development skills, work ethic, and time-management skills under coach Willie Fritz 

VOLUNTEERING 

Ochsner Health, Volunteer – New Orleans, LA August 2022 – February 2023 

 Assisted nurses in the ER with patient care and communication with families. Shadowed physicians 

One World Surgery/NPH Honduras, Volunteer – Tegucigalpa, Honduras July 2018 – July 2018 

 Assistant surgical technician. Helped doctors provide services to locals who couldn't afford regular care 

SKILLS AND INTERESTS 

Computer/Technical: Microsoft Excel, Search Engine Optimization, Lab Testing 

Language: Spanish (Proficient) 

Personal Interests: American Literature, Fly Fishing, Grunge Rock/Nu Metal 

 

 

 

 

mailto:amccahill@tulane.edu
https://tulanehullabaloo.com/staff_name/aidan-mccahill/
https://thelensnola.org/2024/01/29/down-the-drain/


Links to my articles: https://tulanehullabaloo.com/staff_name/aidan-mccahill/  

Angola Prison Rodeo: Last vestige of 
gladiators 

Aidan McCahill, Associate News Editor 
November 3, 2023 

 

Gallery • 5 Photos 
 
Aidan McCahill 

Angola rough-riders opened up the rodeo show riding around the arena with large flags. 
 
 
A broken arm, torn ligaments and a life sentence cannot stop Myron Smith. He is a Louisiana 
cowboy.  
 
This is Angola Prison, where Smith serves for first-degree murder. An hour northwest of 
Baton Rouge, past church signs that flash “Jesus didn’t come to condemn,” over rolling hills 
and forested ravines, Louisiana Highway 66 reaches a dead end just before the Mississippi 
border.  
 
The land is a former slave plantation. Named after the country many of its slaves originated 
from, Angola is the largest maximum security prison in the United States. It houses 
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nearly 5,000 prisoners, about 85% of whom are serving life sentences on the 18,000-acre plot 
of farmland. 
 
Since the 1960s, every Sunday in October Angola has turned into a Wild West-style rodeo.  
The two-lane highway leading to the prison is packed with motorists seeking a form of 
entertainment likened to the days of Caesar. For $20, thousands of visitors flock to rural 
Louisiana to witness the “The Wildest Show in the South.” Formally known as the Angola 
Prison Rodeo, prisoners compete in traditional rodeo events like bull riding and bareback 
riding — and also some unconventional and even gruesome competitions. 
 
Smith has competed in the rodeo since 2006. “I have a lot of excitement and adrenaline for 
this stuff,” he said. “It’s an adventure.”  
 
On one October Sunday, Smith summed up his pregame feelings with one word: “hungry.”  
Smith’s favorite event is the finale, “Guts and Glory,” where prisoners compete to grab a poker 
chip tied to the forehead of a confused and enraged 2,000-pound bull. He’s won the event 21 
times. He also competes in “wild cow milking,” where two teammates try to restrain a bull 
while Smith attempts to retrieve a dollop of milk for the judges. 
 
During the rest of the year, he works on the prison farm, cutting grass. At the rodeo, he can 
make anywhere from $200 to $2,000, an exorbitant amount of money in a place where 
prisoners typically make about 2 to 75 cents an hour. Smith said he sends the money home to 
take care of his kids and grandkids.  
 
Another hardened participant of the rodeo is lifer Travis R. Johnson, known among Angolites 
as “Buckethead,” a name he explained was earned through “doing small stupid stuff.” 

 
Travis R. Johnson, known among Angolites as “Buckethead.” (Aidan McCahill) 
 

Johnson has competed in the rodeo for the last 20 years. The first few were not easy.  
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Because the prisoners do not get any instruction for the games, “it’s been on-the-job training 
right here in the arena,” he said. “I’ve had a lot of losses to learn how to win.” 
 
When Johnson isn’t dodging bulls, he’s breaking horses. Johnson is one of Angola’s cowboys. 
He said he’s found his passion in the work. Some of the horses being used in the rodeo, he has 
trained himself.  
 
“If you go by my bed and look under my mattress the first thing you gon see is a horse trainer 
magazine. Or you reach this way you go see a book because I study,” Johnson said. “I always 
want to get better.” 
 
Despite its popularity among competitors, many believe the rodeo is exploitative: a cruel, 
barbaric, warped form of entertainment. Every event is volunteer only but can be extremely 
dangerous.  
 
“Convict poker,” for example, involves four prisoners sitting around a red table ostensibly 
playing a game of cards. Suddenly a bull is released into the arena. The man with the nerve to 
stay in his chair the longest wins. After the dust settles, it’s not unusual to see a few inmates 
carried out on stretchers.  
 
Warden Tim Hooper sees it differently. “It gives them an adventure,” he said, shooting a 
suspicious glance from his golf cart. “It gives them something to look forward to.” 
It’s also a way to maintain law and order during the rest of the year. Only the well-behaved 
prisoners have the chance to compete in front of thousands, walk among civilians and meet 
family and friends in person.  
 
Under the guise of safety, inmates wear padded vests and helmets resembling those worn by 
hockey players. As for the medical attention, “I got the best paramedics and the best doctors,” 
Hooper said. “If I was gonna have a heart attack, this is where I’d want it to happen.” 
 
For inmates endowed with less chutzpah, the rodeo offers a chance to sell arts and crafts and 
raise money for themselves and prison programs. Many spend the entire year preparing for 
the event, constructing furniture, crafting leather wallets and painting everything from 
kitschy LSU gameday art to surrealist African folk portraits.  
 
The more disorderly, sex offenders or recent tenants who have not proven reliable to mingle 
with the general population can still showcase their compositions. Their galleries just happen 
to be behind a row of steel bars.  
 
For the past four Sundays, New Orleans native Morlon Newman has stood outside a tent 
selling teddy bears. So far this fall, Newman said he’s made three to four thousand dollars. Six 
foot two with a bulky build and tattoos, Newman, aka “Flash,” doesn’t look like the typical 
stuffed animal salesman. The other six days of the week he’s serving life for first-degree 
murder. 
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Myron Smith won the Guts and Glory competition 21 times since 2006. (Aidan McCahill) 
 

For Newman, who has been in Angola for 28 years, the rodeo is a chance to raise money for 
his drug rehabilitation program. Up until a few years ago, he struggled with addiction and 
contemplations of suicide. 
 
Then, “March 15th, 2018, I had an encounter with God,” he said. “And he took the drugs away 
from me, and since then kind of put it on my heart to help people who are like me.” 
Newman pointed to another guy selling teddy bears, “I moved him in a dormitory with me and 
kind of nursed him back to health. And then from there I just started grabbing other guys and 
started having support groups and education building.”  
 
After talking to the warden and gaining a seminary degree, he has structured a 90-day rehab 
program. Newman now has 30 additional mentors, all of whom are former drug addicts who 
went through the program. 
 
Luther McFarland sells barbecue pits he learned to make from the prison’s welding program. 
He’s been in prison for the past 19 years.  
 
“This is my passion,” McFarland said, and he now teaches other inmates to weld. He plans to 
use his revenue to buy more barbecues and pay for paralegal courses.  
 
With an often sold-out 10,000-person arena, the prison nets about $200,000 per weekend in 
ticket sales. Along with food and merchandise, the event can generate millions of dollars a 
year. Much of that revenue funds the prison’s 14 vocational training programs. 
 
Outside the arena, a local car dealer hands out free merchandise. He employs dozens of 
former inmates, many of whom he said are key employees. One former lifer, released on 
parole for good behavior, came back to the rodeo with his wife and grandchild to visit his 
former correctional officers. He credited the vocational and rehabilitation programs for his 
success.  
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“They leave here with the ability to make 60, 70, 80, $100,000 a year, which was a pipe dream 
for them before they came in here,” spokesperson Ken Pastorick said. 
 
Yet when anyone asks the Louisiana Department of Corrections to interview prisoners, they 
will invariably be shown success stories. When the communications department hovers 
around, prisoners respond in a bubbly fashion to questions about what life is like on the 
inside.  
 
But Angola did not achieve the epithet “America’s bloodiest prison” by selling teddy bears. 
The reality is darker.  
 
The vast majority of inmates work in fields harvesting wheat, corn, soybeans, cotton and 
milo, while underpaid prison guards, often with a penchant for violence, oversee the work. 
Sometimes the guards are accompanied by wolf-dog hybrids. With nearly 75% of the prison 
population being Black, it takes little imagination to understand why the penitentiary has 
been compared to modern-day chattel slavery.  
 
This past summer, Angola made headlines for locking juveniles, some as young as 14 years 
old, in cells without air conditioning for several days. Heat indexes in the surrounding area 
reached 133 degrees during that time. And in 2020, Angola made national headlines for 
ignoring COVID-19 policies, despite pleas from inmates. Their current medical 
director served in federal prison for buying $8,000 worth of methamphetamine in a Home 
Depot parking lot. 
 
The rodeo’s financing has not always been transparent. A 2017 audit revealed that $6 
million of revenue from the rodeo between 2014 and 2015 was not deposited with the 
Louisiana State Treasury or DOC budget, violating the state’s constitution.  
 
But at the rodeo, the darkness is not evident. Amid the artwork and hobby craft, one prisoner 
proudly posed for pictures while children pet the service dog beside him. In the background, 
an inmate band played Neil Young’s “Keep on Rockin’ in the Free World.” The atmosphere 
was jovial. Inmates talked with guards and civilians. During the rodeo, they laughed and 
cheered each other on. 
 
Despite its notoriety, despite being in a state with the highest incarceration rate in the world 
and despite uncertainty around the repeal of recent criminal justice reforms, hope still 
prevails in Louisiana State Penitentiary. Inmates like Newman can lift others out from valleys 
of despair. 
 
Jeffrey Hillburn, a lifer and editor of The Angolite, the inmate-run magazine, explained what 
seemed to be a common thread among Angola’s success stories, a philosophy he’s learned 
from 33 years as a writer in prison: 
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“If I do right every day, and if I get up and I help people, then that door gets opened a little bit 
more,” he said. 
 
Other states are looking at Angola’s pilot program, launched in 2010, where lifers serve as 
mentors for nonviolent offenders, teaching them job skills and morals to prepare them for life 
outside. In Oklahoma, the DOC is advocating for a $9.3 million plan to revive their own rodeo, 
which shut down in 2009. 
 
Before “Guts and Glory,” Smith and Buckethead turned back and cheerfully gave a thumbs-up. 
This was their time to shine. Two seasoned veterans of the Super Bowl for the 
institutionalized, ready to seize a bounty worthy of Angolite aristocracy. In the end, while 
other prisoners hung on the outskirts watching timidly, Buckethead valiantly plucked the 
poker chip from the bull’s forehead to the chorus of 10,000 roars.  
 
The rodeo has taught Buckethead determination and responsibility. He views it as a way to 
earn money the right way. “When I lay down I can feel good,” he said. “Because I went out and 
tried to earn my money. And I know I can take that with me wherever I go.” 
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