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			Author’s Note

			This is a book about a racist backlash against refugees fleeing a ruinous war. As you can imagine, the Ku Klux Klan and their allies used racist and vile language in the pursuit of their goal to drive newly resettled Vietnamese refugees out of the fishing industry along the Gulf Coast.

			Precision and truth are the lodestars of any nonfiction author, but, sensitive to the toxic legacy of this language, I have no interest in tearing at old wounds or inflicting fresh ones. In presenting this account, I wrestled with how to treat the incendiary words that appeared routinely in documentary footage, print coverage, and my own interviews with many of the individuals behind this campaign. I have subjected each instance in the book to a test of essentiality (“Why is this important to include?”), in the belief that you don’t need to be subjected to the fortieth time the Grand Dragon of the Klan or his supporters used the N-word or G-word.

			At the same time, I didn’t feel morally correct cleaning up their language in order to avoid troubling my readers, for two reasons. First, the Vietnamese on the receiving end of these epithets enjoyed no such luxury. Second, this is a book about racism and the Klan; it struck me as impossible to write in a way that doesn’t trouble. Deleting language from the past doesn’t undo the hideousness of what those deploying it sought to achieve. Accordingly, the only instances of these slurs appear in direct quotations.

			The house style of Penguin Random House is to capitalize the B in Black when referring to a person. I have similarly capitalized the W in White, persuaded by professor Kwame Anthony Appiah’s argument in favor of it in an essay for The Atlantic. I have not altered these descriptors when using quotations from contemporaneous accounts.

			Along the Texas Gulf Coast, White interviewees routinely used the word “Anglo” to refer to a White person and “Mexican” to refer to someone of Latin American descent, even if they were longtime American citizens (or their ancestors lived there prior to Texas becoming a republic or its annexation as a state). First-generation Vietnamese interviewees regularly used the word “American” to refer to a White person. For reasons of clarity and consistency, I have opted not to use such terminology.

			After discussing it with author and professor Viet Thanh Nguyen, I have also eschewed the term “boat people”—used for a generation to describe the mass exodus of Vietnamese refugees in the mid-to-late 1970s—for the principal reason that it reduces them to their experience as victims, stripping them of personal agency. To Nguyen, the term is “objectifying and dehumanizing, and masked by pity . . . people without control over their own stories.”

			In a similar vein, I have minimized use of the term “refugee,” especially after the Vietnamese arrived in the United States. These were men, women, children, fathers, mothers, siblings, and grandparents who heroically stood their ground against a campaign of hate and exclusion to assert their rights—both moral and constitutional—to pursue life, liberty, and happiness in America.

		

	
		
			
			Nhất phá sơn lâm, nhì đâm hà bá

			Slash the forests, destroy the waters

			—VIETNAMESE PROVERB

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The navy-gray paint of the trawler was faded and chipped, spattered with the excrement of gulls that jostled and shrieked overhead when the catch was still good. The Cherry Betty’s engine was ancient, coughing up black diesel fumes as the boat motored slowly down the channel toward the dark water of Galveston Bay. Blue, rainless sky that March morning. A perfect day for a ride.

			On the southern side of the narrow channel, which separated the fishing towns of Seabrook and Kemah, a Vietnamese fisherman was sitting in his living room with a friend, making plans for the upcoming season of shrimping. Their conversation was interrupted by the sight of a trawler, overloaded with passengers, growling past.

			They shot to their feet and ran to the window. Most of those on board were dressed in white robes, with rifles slung over their shoulders.

			There was a cannon on the stern.

			Something was hanging from one of the outriggers.

			“What is that?” the Vietnamese fisherman asked his friend nervously. “Is that a sack of shrimp?”

			

			—

			
			David Collins grinned as he piloted the Cherry Betty ahead. Earlier that morning, soon after the Grand Dragon of the Texas Knights of the Ku Klux Klan had given them the go-ahead, the boat was swarming with passengers, some in hoods, others in army fatigues and black ku klux klan—realm of texas T-shirts. The Confederate flag hanging from the boat’s mast whipped in the wind as they passed the boatyard that White fishermen of Galveston Bay had come to refer to as “Saigon Harbor.”

			The drawbridge connecting Seabrook and Kemah lowered, blocking their forward progress. Collins threw the engine in neutral and the boat drifted alongside the Kemah boardwalk, which was thronged with tourists and locals. John Van Beekum, a photojournalist for the Houston Chronicle, was on his day off, tucking into a shrimp sandwich, when he caught sight of the Klan boat. He sprinted to his car, praying he had enough film in his camera and that he could get back before it disappeared.
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					Members of the Texas Knights of the Ku Klux Klan patrol Galveston Bay, menacing Vietnamese fishermen.

				
			
			Off on the horizon, a massive oil tanker churned through the heart of the bay toward one of the refineries clotting the bay with smokestacks, chemical tanks, and hundreds of miles of underwater pipeline. It was only recently that the latest tanker collision, which had spilled millions of gallons of crude to the seabed and caused a months-long fire that turned the sky over Galveston Bay black, was finally extinguished with a foamy soup of chemicals.

			Word was spreading quickly. The owner of “Saigon Harbor,” a White transplant from Illinois, was storming the docks, shouting at Vietnamese fishermen to get off their boats and go hide at home. Some wanted to stay, with guns, to protect their trawlers.

			

			—

			When the drawbridge raised, Collins shifted into gear and the Cherry Betty resumed its trip. The Klansmen standing along the bow, their arms folded below the blood drop cross symbol on their robes, were making it difficult to see, but he knew the channel well—he and his brother had been shrimping here ever since they moved from Florida as teenagers.

			Van Beekum raced back to the boardwalk with his camera just in time to snap dozens of pictures. As those on board flashed Sieg Heil salutes and mugged for the camera, most on the boardwalk seemed amused.

			Just then, another young man, who once fought for the South Vietnamese navy, was about to fire up the engine of the beat-up shrimp boat he’d just bought. Ever since arriving in Texas as a refugee five years earlier, after the collapse of his country, he had been saving every penny he’d earned assembling car radios in Houston in order to break into fishing. He was in a triumphant mood, about to take it out for the first time, when the Cherry Betty skulked past.

			He looked up, wide-eyed. It looked as though there was a body hanging from a noose off the outrigger, its boots swaying four feet above the deck.

			When Collins cleared the channel, he steered the Cherry Betty north, hugging close to the shoreline. As someone loaded a shell into the cannon, the Klan boat approached the dock jutting out from the home of the man who had become the greatest obstacle to their plans.

			He was a highly decorated South Vietnamese colonel who’d spent the past two decades in battle. Ever since arriving in Texas, he’d become the leader of the Vietnamese shrimpers of Galveston Bay.

			If the Klan could drive him from the coast, the rest might follow suit, and the White fishermen would have the waters to themselves again.

		

	
		
			Act I
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			Blood 
in the 
Water

		

	
		
			
			Murder in a fishing town is like the day before a hurricane hits. Everybody knows it’s going to be a terrible tragedy, but they can’t help feeling excited.

			—DIANE WILSON

		

	
		
			1

			The Deformed Crab

			Five years before a pair of bullets tore through his gut and heart, Billy Joe Aplin reached over the silt-smeared water of the tidal flats with a boat hook to snare a small buoy bobbing near the grassy shoreline. As he pulled it toward his skiff, the rope gathered in soggy coils by his white rubber boots.

			Billy Joe was a bear of a man, six feet with broad shoulders, strong nose, square jaw, and jet-black hair. His palms were callused from the thousands of times he’d hauled in these ropes, hand over hand as the trap emerged, water streaming out its chicken-wire sides until its quarry of blue crabs came into view, stunned by sunlight and sea breeze. Above him, a big dome of sky, humid and swarming with gulls impatient for a crack at his catch.

			Their skiff drifted calmly at the mouth of the Guadalupe River in San Antonio Bay, their favorite spot to lay traps. His wife, Judy, lit a cigarette and took a long drag in the Texas heat. His ten-year-old daughter, Beth, was already perched on her culling stool, ready to sort the catch. Billy Joe Jr. and Cheryl Ann, only five and four, huddled close to their mom. Superstitious fishermen thought it was bad luck to bring a woman on a boat, but by 1975, Billy Joe had endured such a streak of bum luck that he couldn’t afford not to bring his family out with him: they were his deckhands.

			He’d met Judy in 1964 when she was sixteen, a ninth-grade dropout picking crabs up the coast at a plant in Port Lavaca. They were pregnant a few months later. Billy Joe was in his senior year then, but figured providing for her and their newborn daughter, Beth, was more important than trigonometry, so he dropped out, bought a decrepit crabbing boat and a heap of rusty traps, and got to work.

			Each morning, they’d wake before sunrise and motor through the cold morning fog to run their traps in the bayous. But in the economic hierarchy of Texas fishing, crabbing was near the bottom, just above oystering, barely enough to feed a family. The real money was in bay and gulf shrimping or working as a captain on the party boats, so Billy Joe went to night school and earned his mariner’s license. Before long, he was taking wealthy Houstonians deep-sea fishing for red snapper out of Galveston, dropping Beth off in the mornings with a family friend, Captain Jack Gunn, while Judy helped on the boat . . . until Beth whispered to a classmate during a sleepover that Jack had molested her. Judy talked Billy Joe out of killing Captain Gunn, but it was enough for them to pull up stakes. Every six months, it seemed, they were packing their things, chasing the catch and a lucky break. Beth hated saying goodbye to new friends, and was turning inward.

			Billy Joe knew they needed something more stable, but his ambitions had a habit of getting snagged and torn up along the unforgiving coastline. An engine could kick out or explode. A hurricane could scatter the catch or disappear a boat. Rising fuel prices ate into his slim margins—plenty of days he only earned enough to cover gas. By the late 1960s, though, after a few good seasons, he had finally saved enough to graduate to shrimping. They bought their first trawler, which he named Judy’s Pride, and for a brief spell, the future seemed brighter.
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					Billy Joe Aplin.

				
			
			But one fateful morning in July 1969, his luck began to curdle. After dropping Beth off with a relative, Billy Joe and Judy went dragging for shrimp in high spirits: in her purse was a wad of cash—the final bank payment before they owned Judy’s Pride outright. But something quickly went wrong. Almost as soon as their ninety-by-thirty-foot nets drifted to the bottom of the bay, the trawler lurched and began listing; Judy’s Pride was snagged upon something on the floor of the bay. The bays were filled with debris, boulders, oil pipeline, shipwrecks—the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department once dumped hundreds of junked cars to build artificial reefs for game fish, switching to concrete pipes only after the tide swept the cars away.

			Whatever had seized their nets caused Judy’s Pride to circle her tether and quickly take on water. The moment before it capsized, Billy Joe and Judy dove into the gulf, treading water as the boat began its descent into darkness. Judy remembered her purse and started screaming. Billy Joe dove down to search for it, again and again, but came up empty-handed. A fellow shrimper by the name of John Collins came to their rescue on a salvage boat, winching up the wreckage and Judy’s purse. Beth, then four, ironed the waterlogged cash while her dad sulked in the living room, watching the Apollo 11 moon landing.

			Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin lived near the Manned Spacecraft Center, in El Lago, right next to the Galveston Bay shrimping towns of Kemah and Seabrook, where Billy Joe frequently docked. In that moment, it was hard not to be embittered by how small his life seemed in comparison. The next morning, he made his final bank payment on a wrecked boat and was knocked back down to crabbing and oystering.

			He seemed to tempt misfortune. He soon indulged in an affair that nearly destroyed his marriage. After getting caught up in a gun deal gone bad with some mobsters in Galveston involving a dozen Lugers with Nazi insignia, he fled with his family to Alaska to work as a dive boat captain for divers repairing oil pipelines.

			By the mid-1970s, though, things had cooled down enough for the Aplins to return to Texas, with enough savings for a down payment on their first home, a small redbrick two-story on the outskirts of Seadrift, a speck of a fishing town halfway down the Texas Gulf Coast to Mexico. His folks and several siblings had recently moved there; his brother Doc ran a fish house in town, buying the daily catch of shrimp, crabs, and oysters.

			Seadrift was barely half a square mile, with one main street that ran right down to the docks and boat launch. There were a few bars, a run-down motel, churches, and a clutch of ramshackle fish houses—where the daily catch was sorted, weighed, and iced. A café for diesel-strength coffee before shoving off into the bays. A two-man police force, volunteer firefighters, and not a stoplight in sight. A cemetery strung with barbed wire to keep the wild hogs out, sited far enough inland to keep hurricanes and floods from disinterring the dead.

			Fewer than a thousand people lived in town, which was sealed off from just about everything. There weren’t any civil rights marches or antiwar rallies in a town like Seadrift. When the draft board came knocking, some of the boys went off to fight and die in Vietnam; others hopped buses to dodge the draft in Canada. To Billy Joe, who received an exemption owing to a bum leg, the war was someone else’s problem in another country, far removed from his own life.

			Their house was just a couple hundred yards from the water’s edge. Judy planted a row of red canna lilies along one side of the home, a rosebush under the back window, and wisteria out front. Live oak dotted the backyard, which opened onto chocolate-colored fields of cotton. Beth was overjoyed to finally unpack her bags for good and decorate the walls of her own room. Billy Joe bought an Encyclopædia Britannica for the family on an installment plan, plucked at his guitar after dinner, and dreamed of the day that he could return to shrimping.

			

			—

			As the sun climbed over San Antonio Bay, he emptied the first trap out onto the deck and Beth got to work, swiftly culling the sooks and jimmies and she-crabs into a steel drum, tossing back the hardheads, the stone crabs, and the sponge crabs laden with eggs, sending the gulls into a squawking, dive-bombing frenzy. After Judy rebaited the first trap with a fistful of foul-smelling chicken necks, Billy Joe heaved it back into the water and motored on to the next buoy, his prop churning up muddy clouds in his wake.

			Coaxing things up from these bays was all Billy Joe had ever learned to do, and he was more hard-pressed than ever to make it work, now that they had a mortgage and three mouths to feed. But there was reason to cling to hope: thanks to the explosion of Red Lobster franchises in the 1970s, American bellies were swelling with seafood, making the crabs skittering into his traps more valuable with each passing day. If he could just stitch together a few good years, a shrimp trawler was within reach.

			They only had a couple of traps left to run before they could call it a day. But as Billy Joe shook the next trap out, his eyes immediately fixed on something wrong. Amid the junk fish flopping around was a large blue crab with a bizarrely misshapen shell clacking sluggishly along the hull.

			He was agitated. The fishermen in town were trading strange stories of zombie fish in the bays, rolling along the surface. Dolphins dying off. Freak shrimp turning up without eyes.

			He was used to the vicissitudes of nature: a late-winter freeze might delay the mating season or a drought could leave the water in the bays too salty for crustaceans to thrive. But as best as he could tell, nothing in the natural world produced mutated crabs or zombie fish.

			The deformed crab twitched in his hands. As the CB radio crackled with the chatter of bored shrimpers, Billy Joe flung the crab overboard with a scowl and gunned the engine.

			He had an inkling of what was behind it all, but if he was right, it was a frightening road ahead.

			Back in town, as she mended a net in one of the dilapidated fish houses, a woman, a fourth-generation shrimper and native Seadrifter, quietly nursed the same dark suspicions.

		

	
		
			2

			The Lone Fisherwoman of Seadrift

			When Diane Wilson was little, the roads of Seadrift were paved with oyster shells. In front of her grandmother’s house was a three-story mountain of shells that she and her siblings would sled down like Colorado snowpack. The dust from the ground-up shells was so fine that when the wind kicked it up, it would coat every poison oak and dewberry vine for miles.

			The oysters were dredged from the bays that her family had been shrimping and crabbing since the 1890s. Seadrift was officially founded in 1848 by German settlers, but only after a centuries-long extermination of the Karankawas, a group of Native American tribes who worked the land and bays, by French, Spanish, and early Texan colonists. Two decades after a Texas militia massacred dozens of Karankawas at the mouth of the Colorado River by Lavaca Bay, turning the water red with blood, White settlers registered the stolen land with the state, laying out the town’s dozen streets in the shape of a sail.

			Diane’s grandpa, who went by “Chief” on account of the Cherokee ancestry of his father, opened a fish house in the early 1900s, around the time a rail line and an ice factory were put in to trundle freshly caught fish, oysters, and crabs up to Houston. For $300, White settlers could buy a five-acre plot of fertile land that churned out just about any fruit or vegetable anyone tried, and before long, boats filled with sweet potatoes and watermelon departed daily from Seadrift for towns up the coast. The fertility of the soil and the bounty of its bays was such a draw that the town’s population swelled to nearly two thousand. Hotels, banks, and churches popped up, and a newspaper, the Seadrift Success, was published.

			Seadrift was a boomtown until June 28, 1919, when a massive hurricane rolled in and rendered it a wasteland of timber and mangled steel, dragging much of the town into the gulf when the floodwaters receded. As surviving residents fled, the train service was canceled, the hotels went under, and the newspaper was shuttered. Within a few years, only a few hundred Seadrifters remained.

			No hurricane was going to scatter Diane’s family, though. They cleared the wreckage, rebuilt the docks, mended their boats and nets, and returned to the bays. Diane, who was born in 1947, took her first job in the business as a five-year-old, helping her grandma pinch heads off shrimp in a rank-smelling fish house for two cents a pound. They called it “women’s work,” but she hated being indoors and used any excuse she could to scamper down to the waterfront, peering through the cracks of the docks as crabs scuffled with catfish over discarded shrimp heads.

			After she stole a leaky skiff as a six-year-old, shoving off with a mayo sandwich and a jar of pickles that she used to bail water, Chief decided that she was better suited out on the bays. She became a deckhand, helping her dad and grandpa drag for shrimp in the bays and run the crab traps in the lagoons as the wind whipping over the waterfront tangled her mop of black hair into a thousand knots. Most mornings, her grandpa would wake at dawn and head down to the wharf with a jelly jar full of coffee to take in a deep breath of the water’s heavy smell, knowing in a matter of seconds whether it was worth heading out that day.

			Superstitions about where the shrimp might be found ran so deep that Diane’s dad once pledged he’d join her mom at church—something he’d resisted for years—if he ever pulled up two thousand pounds of shrimp in a single drag. When it happened a few days later, he found God, beaming as the winch groaned beneath the bulging nets. From then on, they were fixtures at the local Pentecostal church, which met at night in a foggy riverbank clearing surrounded by willows. As the congregation gathered in rusted-out trucks filled with chains and tattered shrimp nets amid hordes of mosquitoes, the Reverend “Brother Dynamite” led them in services that lasted hours, speaking in tongues and wrestling with the rattlesnakes and copperheads he kept in cages by his pulpit.

			Diane felt that nothing much good ever happened on land, especially when men started preaching. She felt her own mystical connection to the water, which she saw as an old woman, capable of being harmed, deserving of protection. Whenever she went down to the waterfront, she sensed that the gray lady in her dress of seaweed was happy to see her.

			She was a good deckhand; she never minded plunging her hands in mud or complained when a jellyfish burned her arm or a hardhead catfish pricked her palms. She was quiet, but her mind pulsed with wonder at what was hidden in the watery depths. When they worked the Lavaca River, she’d crane her neck over the gunwale, looking for glints of the cannons and chests full of gold allegedly abandoned there by the pirate Jean Lafitte before his flight to Mexico 150 years earlier.

			Her older brother was an attack pilot who earned the Distinguished Flying Cross and twenty-four air medals in Vietnam. He returned to Seadrift the most highly decorated veteran in a seven-county radius and could’ve worked anywhere but he was done taking orders, so he got himself a shrimp boat.

			Her younger brother ran a fish house by the docks called Froggie’s. Her cousins were in the business. Her sister was married to a shrimper. It seemed that everyone she knew made their living out on the water, but in her late teens, Wilson thought she would buck tradition and try something else. After reading a Life magazine article in 1970 about helicopter medics in Vietnam, she was inspired to enlist. By then, though, the country had fully soured on the war; her recruiter thought she was joking about serving there. She worked as a medic for injured veterans at Fort Sam Houston, where the air was so thick with marijuana smoke that it seemed like fog. Soldiers expressed their appreciation by dropping little baggies of weed in her pockets as she worked her way through the ward. She was warned never to leave a needle behind because there were so many soldiers struggling with addiction to stronger substances.

			Confronted with horrifically disfigured soldiers in the burn ward, she realized the Life article that had sent her on this path hadn’t presented the full picture. She became so revolted by the war and what it had done to these ghostlike men that she bolted from the base, sold her blood for cash, and bought a one-way bus ticket to Toronto. When she eventually returned, she turned herself in, received a dishonorable discharge, and returned to Seadrift to do what everyone else in her family did.
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					Diane Wilson mending a trawl net.

				
			
			She was in a similar bind as Billy Joe: until she could afford to buy a shrimp boat, she was stuck crabbing. Her first boat was a small skiff, “brown as a turd,” with an engine forever on the brink of exploding. In her midtwenties, she was running about 120 crab traps and only just scraping by, making a few thousand dollars a year. There were no feminists in Seadrift to celebrate the first female to work the bays, but plenty of men griped about it over their CBs. There wasn’t much daylight between fishermen’s superstitions and misogyny: they once blamed a streak of bad days on a hen that hitched a ride on the fender of a shrimper’s truck and hopped aboard his trawler when he wasn’t looking. She wondered whether they’d have been so upset had it been a rooster.

			She married a part-time shrimper, a Vietnam veteran struggling with post-traumatic stress. She called him Baby, because he didn’t like to lift a finger to do anything, a trait that only grew as the pressures on the household intensified. In a fit of exasperation after their first daughter was born, in 1973, she offered to pay him ten dollars an hour to watch his own child, but her proposed salary wasn’t high enough, so she bicycled her baby to her mom’s first thing every morning before heading out to run her traps. To make ends meet, she trucked live crabs from Seadrift’s fish houses three hours away to the San Antonio airport, where they were flown out to restaurants on the East Coast. It was an exhausting run that she did several times a week, and not without risks: she once lost control of an overloaded truck in Cuero, where it flipped on its side and sent live crabs scuttling all over Route 87.

			Her folks were worried her skiff would explode or sink. The cemetery had plenty of headstones marking those who had drowned in the bays—whenever a fisherman went missing, all the shrimpers of Seadrift would gather in their trawlers and drag the bays until one of their nets scooped up the body. She often wondered how many men’s gravestones would read blown up by gas engine if their widows and children weren’t so embarrassed to admit it. Her own family urged her to find a job on solid ground, if only for her baby’s sake.

			In the mid-1970s, Wilson knew that plenty of shrimpers were augmenting their earnings by running drugs up from Mexico—one ring of Seadrift fishermen was busted with bricks of heroin concealed in their trawlers. Any shrimper who took a three-day trip to Mesquite Bay was suspect; she once came upon a massive bale of marijuana wrapped in a black garbage bag and duct tape while beachcombing Matagorda Island.

			She wasn’t about to start running drugs, though, so her remaining options were limited. On the northern fringe of town, tucked in the corner of a vacant lot of milkweed and flatsedge, was a small crab-picking plant set up in 1976 by Verlon Davis, a local fish house owner hoping to capitalize on the growing demand for crabmeat. His plant was backed by a Baltimore restaurateur in need of fresh crabs during the off-season, when Chesapeake Bay was closed to crabbing, but his grandiose plans soon dashed up against a basic problem: he had barrels of crab but nobody willing to do the work. Lacerated fingers, aching knuckle joints, foul odor, and poverty-line wages. The best he could pay was 85 cents a pound; any higher and his buyers would just order from Mexico, where pickers were paid a third of that to process crabs from the same gulf. Good pickers, standing on their feet for ten hours a day, might pull seven pounds an hour for a daily take-home of $60. Verlon couldn’t find anyone willing to do the job for more than a few days before quitting. He ran job announcements in the local paper for months before hopping in his truck and driving off in search of people desperate enough to take the job.

			But after her unhappy days heading shrimp as a tyke, Wilson didn’t want to spend her days in a crab plant. Until she could afford her own shrimp trawler, there was only one other option in town.

			And so it was that she drove across town in late 1976, when she was twenty-nine, pulling into the sprawling compound of one of the biggest employers in the county, a massive petrochemical plant looming over Seadrift that specialized in manufacturing plastic.

		

	
		
			3

			A Hurricane Warning

			In 1901, oil prospectors probing around the sulfur springs of Spindletop Hill two hundred miles up the Texas coast in Beaumont uncorked a hundred-foot-tall geyser of slick crude. Overnight, Spindletop became the largest gusher in the world, spraying more oil into the air in just nine days than had been extracted in Texas in all of the previous year. Refineries the size of cities grew along the coast. Pipelines were laid along land and upon the seabed. Massive storage facilities sprung from the ground. Then the petrochemical plants came, producing a soup of chemicals like benzene, propylene, ethylene, and isoprene. As more drills punctured the Gulf Coast, workers flooded into the oil boomtowns. By midcentury, two hundred plants loomed over the bays of Texas.

			It wasn’t long before the industry came to Seadrift, eyeing its rivers and deep-channel bays. “I see no reason why this shouldn’t be a very good industrial center,” the president of Alcoa (Aluminum Company of America) mused in 1950 at the opening of a new smelting plant in Point Comfort, on the eastern shore of nearby Lavaca Bay. During a tour of the bay arranged by the local chamber of commerce, he marveled over the beauty of the water. A reception was thrown in his honor at the Shellfish Café, where boosters gave him an ornate belt buckle and thanked him for all the jobs his plant would bring to town.

			By the early 1960s, the plant had seventeen hundred employees. Every few years, a ground-breaking ceremony would announce the start of a new operation. At the opening of a new plant to produce coal tar pitch for manufacturing electrodes, an Alcoa executive praised all the tax abatements that the town had granted the company: “We cannot come into a community and do what we have done without the community’s help that you have given,” he said, promising a “very pleasant relationship” in the years ahead. The plant manager told assembled bigwigs and journalists that this was “just the beginning” of development planned for the area, and drove a gold-plated shovel into the soil along the waterfront.

			Nearby, a DuPont plant manufacturing nylon sprawled over a 1,725-acre compound. Union Carbide broke ground on its 2,700-acre petrochemical complex after securing a permit from the Texas Board of Water Engineers to divert 41 billion gallons of water each year from the Guadalupe River to make plastic resin for milk jugs and grocery bags. Farmers and ranchers voiced concerns that the diversion of water would allow salt water to creep upstream and foul up irrigation, but their misgivings were swatted away by a corporate vice president: other than being twenty degrees warmer, the water would be returned to the bays “virtually unchanged.”

			

			—

			Wilson had grown up alongside the plants but never once considered working for them; she belonged out on the water. But her family was growing quickly—a new mouth to feed every year, it seemed—and the petrochemical plants offered something no crabber or shrimper ever had: a steady paycheck and health insurance. In 1976, she drove her truck up to the Union Carbide plant and applied for a job. When the man interviewing her realized she was a crabber, he hired her on the spot, exclaiming, “A fisherwoman is bound to know how to work hard!” They offered her a desk job, but she hated being trapped indoors, opting instead for a job outside with the men, changing pistons on giant compressors. The air around the plant was so foul that she wrapped a bandanna over her nostrils while she worked. It was a noisy, busy place, black smoke and fireballs burping from towers while plastic-filled trains groaned by and hungry barges eased up the canal to be loaded. At the end of each day on the job, she came home and climbed into a bath, and the water would turn canary yellow.

			She quit after three weeks.

			

			—

			With her husband working only sporadically, Wilson took a job at Froggie’s, her younger brother’s fish house in town, making just a few hundred dollars a month. If she could string together a few good years without anyone in her family getting sick or injured, she might be able to save enough for a deposit on a shrimp trawler, which could bump her up to a livable income. While waiting for shrimpers to return with their catch in the afternoon, she sat on the road out front mending massive shrimp nets under a muggy sun while her kids played in the small mountain of ice in the vault. She mended in bare feet, her skin forever tanned, her callused hands expertly weaving the shuttle stitching up tears and holes until her wrists were sore. Her best friend Donna Sue also worked at Froggie’s; every couple of days, the two loaded heavy blue bins containing thousands of pounds of iced shrimp into the refrigerator truck that trundled it up to Houston.

			It was hard, monotonous work, but every now and then things turned up in the daily catch that hinted at some dark mystery spreading through the bays. Mutated shrimp. Misshapen crabs. A friend trotlining for black drum up at the mouth of the Guadalupe River near the Union Carbide plant came in and told her he’d seen alligators rolling ghostlike beneath the surface; he laid the mutated fish he’d caught on her rickety desk with a searching look.

			When mysterious brown algae bloomed in the bay and crept into the harbor, Wilson stepped outside the fish house and watched suffocating fish break the surface to gasp for air before dying. Shrimpers struggled to pull in nets heavy with algae: most fanned their nets out in their yards in faint hopes that the sun would somehow rid them of the algae, but nothing worked. One exasperated shrimper tied a net to the back of his truck and sped down the oystershell roads at eighty miles per hour, trying to beat the algae off, until a bewildered cop pulled him over.

			Wilson wasn’t sure exactly why, but she had an instinct that these little monstrosities needed to be preserved. Each time a fisherman brought something strange into Froggie’s, she tucked it into a plastic bag in the back of her freezer, assembling a menagerie of mutations.

			After her brief stint at Union Carbide, she had her suspicions about the connection between the plants and the health of the bays, but she wasn’t a biologist or chemist. Something else might have caused these problems. Whatever it was lay far beyond her reach. She was a young mother drifting at the poverty line, after all—what could she do? Sue the plants, where half of her family worked? She didn’t know a single lawyer.

			

			—

			It was around this time, in the mid-1970s, that Billy Joe Aplin pulled up a mutated crab from the depths of Lavaca Bay. Aplin didn’t know any lawyers, either, but a plan began to form in his mind. Late one night, he sat down at his typewriter and began writing a letter: NOTICE TO FISHERMEN.

			“My name is Billy Aplin,” he began. “I am a commercial fisherman and, as such, an independent businessman. The reason I write this is to EXPOSE the dangers presently threatening commercial fishing, which threaten the family security of individuals like myself whose livelihood depends on harvesting seafood. . . .”

			He took a breath and bashed out the letters spelling out what he suspected was behind the strange things happening in the bays: A-L-C-O-A.

			

			—

			Alcoa’s operations at Point Comfort on Lavaca Bay had grown so much that the county dredged a deeper shipping channel so that larger ships could access the plant. The dredgers cut through the estuary and dumped the sediment on what was once an oyster reef, five hundred feet offshore from the plant.

			An island formed, and everyone called it Dredge Island.

			As far as any locals knew, Dredge Island was just a 420-acre scoop of the seabed dried out in the sun. But in 1966, after the plant began manufacturing chlorine and sodium hydroxide, Alcoa executives decided to put Dredge Island to use, dumping millions of gallons of mercury-laden wastewater to settle in a lagoon on the island. Bit by bit, the overflow was dumped into Lavaca Bay through two large drains.

			As the wastewater entered the bay, bacteria converted the mercury into methylmercury, which began to accumulate in algae. Algae-feeding fish were gobbled up by larger fish, which were hooked and netted by humans—a process known as biomagnification. The concentration of mercury in spotted sea trout and black drum were upward of one million times the concentration of the water in which they fed.

			The mercury wasn’t just affecting finfish. These were estuarine waters, where newly hatched shrimp fed alongside young crabs that absorbed nutrients from the seawater and fed on plankton in seagrass beds now laden with mercury.

			

			—

			Billy Joe pounded away at his typewriter about survival and corporate greed and the death of the bays. “I . . . am a victim of industrial pollution. The WATERS I fish have been POISONED. My ability to make a living, to feed, clothe and educate my children, has been RUINED by toxic wastes and biproducts of aluminum manufacture being released into Texas coast waters.”

			He wasn’t pushing a conspiracy; he’d done his research. In 1970, the Texas Water Quality Board, acting on tips about mercury contamination in Lavaca Bay, initiated an investigation, sampling fish, crabs, and oysters. An emergency order was issued to Alcoa to limit mercury dumping, but the damage was already done: conservative estimates pegged the amount at 67 pounds of mercury sloshing into the water every day for nearly a half decade, tens of thousands of pounds that eventually settled over a 64-square-mile splotch on the floor of Lavaca Bay. Another 60 to 90 pounds were dispersed each day into the skies over Calhoun County. The only consequence came in the form of large signs posted around Dredge Island, warning people not to eat anything caught there.

			But Billy Joe didn’t know about Wilson or her freezer of oddities. Seadrift was a small town, but there was a stark divide between the natives and the newcomers: Wilson’s clan had more than a hundred years there. Billy Joe had only just arrived a couple of years earlier. To her, the Aplins would always be the “Floridoneans.”

			And so he expected he’d be fighting a lonely battle. Plenty of his fellow fishermen worked at the Alcoa plant in the off-season or had relatives or wives who worked there year-round. But “for a fisherman who makes his living from the waters,” he wrote, “to be indifferent to this threat is like ignoring a hurricane warning.”

			He laid out his proposal: if enough of his fellow fishermen joined the fight against Alcoa by contributing to a legal action fund, they might be able to save the bays. He had never done anything like this before, but he was angry. Unlike Wilson, he was ready to act. He wanted to file a class-action lawsuit against Alcoa to force them to stop poisoning the water. He wanted arrests. He wanted criminal prosecution.
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			One Day in June, 1979

			Billy Joe’s call to arms circulated among the shrimpers and crabbers in town, but his earnest attempt at political mobilization collided with a fundamental reality: these men were fishermen because they were stubbornly independent. They didn’t want bosses, or even coworkers, if they could avoid it. For decades, outsiders had tried to organize them into cooperatives to pool their resources and their catch so that they wouldn’t be at the mercy of the fish houses or their buyers, who played them off each other to drive prices down, but the conservative fishermen always bristled at the idea: a “co-op” sounded dangerously close to communism. And so they worked alone, competing with one another.

			Wilson had once participated in a town hall with fishermen who’d gathered to confront a different problem: the shrimp coming in each day were much too small. After hemming and hawing, they collectively voted to abstain from going out for two weeks to give the shrimp time to grow. But before the meeting ended, one of the fish house owners was on the phone with his best shrimper urging him to sneak out and drag the bays that night. Most of the others followed suit.

			So when Billy Joe tried to rally them against Alcoa and the other plants in town, all he achieved was a bitter recognition of just how powerless he was. Beyond the fact that they had people from nearly every family in town on their payrolls, the plants had so effectively insinuated themselves into Seadrift through goodwill gifts—coloring books for kindergartners, a defibrillator for the ambulance, a new computer system for the county sheriff—that when Alcoa’s plant manager announced that the “oysters had cleansed themselves” just four months after the dumping on Dredge Island ended, it was enough for Seadrifters to look the other way.

			Billy Joe was only a crabber—a newcomer to Seadrift, no less—whose words carried little weight compared with the speeches of those who wielded power in the county. “Every man, woman and child . . . have a better life directly or indirectly because” of the plants, a state representative crowed on the occasion of Union Carbide’s twenty-fifth anniversary of operations in Seadrift in early 1979. “There is no question that without the combined effort of Union Carbide, DuPont and Alcoa, the standard of living and growth potential . . . would be much less than it is today.” A county judge said he was “tickled to death” that the plants were there. US congressman Joe Wyatt hailed the plants for displaying “all the marks of exemplary citizenship . . . from employing as many local citizens as possible to care for our environment.”

			No fishermen joined Billy Joe’s cause. He didn’t raise a red cent for his legal fund.

			

			—

			In the summer of 1979, as he approached his thirty-fifth birthday, Billy Joe felt set upon from every direction. The plants kept expanding, adding smokestacks, sucking up more freshwater from the rivers, and receiving permits from the state to dump hazardous chemicals into the bays. The Iranian Revolution at the start of the year had led to an oil crisis, massive queues at gas stations, and quadrupled fuel costs that made it impossible to break even out on the water. After years of crabbing, he was hoping to return to shrimping by converting his boat into a simple trawler, but between hurricanes and flooding, the year was already turning out to be historically awful for shrimpers.

			Making matters worse, a Galveston Bay research laboratory run by the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Commercial Fisheries had recently made great strides in developing the techniques to farm shrimp. Dow Chemical poached one of the lab’s chief scientists to run one of the first commercial shrimp farms in America at its petrochemical plant—one of the largest in the world—just up the coast in Freeport. Union Carbide opened a shrimp-farming operation in India in 1978. Throughout the 1970s, the US Agency for International Development sent mariculturists to Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia to promote the “Galveston method” of shrimp farming; each year, more and more imported shrimp entered the US market, depressing the value of wild-caught shrimp from the Gulf of Mexico. Americans ate their shrimp so heavily breaded and fried they didn’t seem to notice the difference, and at the rate things were going, imported farmed shrimp would soon dominate the market, driving shrimpers all along the coast out of business.

			And then a new front opened up.

			

			—

			On the morning of June 3, 1979, a drilling rig operated by Pemex, the Mexican state-owned oil company, was boring a deep-sea oil well called Ixtoc I in the Bay of Campeche, a thousand miles down the coast from Seadrift, when something went terribly wrong.

			The bit was two miles below the seafloor when the drilling mud, which stabilizes the process, stopped circulating, sending oil and natural gas shooting up to the surface. Upon coming into contact with the rig’s pump motors, it exploded, sinking the rig and kicking off what would become, for several decades at least, the largest peacetime oil spill in world history.

			Thirty thousand barrels’ worth gushed from the well each day. Pemex workers sprayed a chemical dispersant over the slick, breaking the oil into tiny droplets that then sank beneath the surface, out of sight. One hundred thousand steel, iron, and lead balls were pumped into the well, but experts suggested it would be months before a relief well could be drilled to stop the spill. Five days into the crisis, a Pemex spokesman assured the public that “there is not very much danger to the ecology . . . if it were out of control,” he continued, “there would be a danger to the ecology . . . but as you can see, it is under control.”

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					The Ixtoc I oil spill in the Bay of Campeche, Gulf of Mexico—the largest peacetime oil spill in history until the Deepwater Horizon blowout in 2010.

				
			
			Forty-eight hours later, the oil slick was already sixty miles long. Local Mexican fishermen were given rubber boots and spades to gather oil in plastic bags. Fish caught shortly after the spill had red, bulging eyes. A population of sea turtles was nearly extirpated. Shrimp and fish were eventually infested with tumors.

			As the oil continued to gush, the slick expanded to the size of Manhattan and began drifting north into US waters toward the Texas Gulf Coast at a clip of nine miles a day. The US Coast Guard mobilized strike teams and strung fifteen-thousand-pound floating booms along the coastline, but conceded there would be too much oil for it to be wholly contained. US Fish and Wildlife Service teams were readied to clean oil-soaked birds. Researchers tested the toxicity of the spill by placing shrimp and fish in samples of oil and brine ladled from the slick—eggs and newly hatched fish died in the toxic broth.

			Guy Pete, a veteran shrimper, was worried about the sun-blocking sheen of oil: “Every dollar I’ve ever made has come out of that gulf . . . I’m not a biologist, but the sunlight is just as vital to the sea as it is to a farm.” The spill was “the biggest threat I can remember that we’ve ever had here.”

			The slick was days away from Texas waters when Billy Joe heard Cheryl Ann screaming in the backyard. He raced out to find his daughter fleeing from the neighbor’s dog, which had recently dragged a man off his bicycle and chased kids on their tricycles. At long last, a problem he could solve. He grabbed his pistol, strode over to the dog, and shot it in the head. The neighbor’s young daughter was in the backyard and witnessed the whole thing. The police came, and within a few weeks he was defending himself before a jury on animal cruelty charges.

			On June 29, two days after Billy Joe received a not-guilty verdict, the whole family piled into their twenty-one-foot skiff at the crack of dawn to run their traps near the mouth of the Guadalupe River in San Antonio Bay. Beth was fourteen, Cheryl Ann was nine, and Billy Joe Jr. was eight.

			As they drew close to their first set of buoys, Billy Joe’s face clouded over. Someone had dropped a bunch of traps right between his. Even worse, it seemed that some of his traps were missing. He exploded, furiously yanking up each trap intruding upon what he considered his turf. He stacked them on the bow until there were about thirty traps in a teetering pile, and sped off in search of the culprit.

			Within moments, they came upon a teenager, just a few years older than Beth, drifting in a beat-up crabbing skiff. Billy Joe started yelling at him about the rules of the bay, telling him to drop his traps somewhere else.

			“No speak English,” the young man replied. He seemed calm, unbothered by Billy Joe’s anger.

			Billy Joe flew into a rage, grabbing a trap from the stack and stomping on it until it was an unrecognizable mass of chicken wire.

			“I’ll bet you understand that!” he shouted, hurling it into the water.

			Then, to Beth’s surprise, her dad shoved the entire stack of traps from their boat into the bay. They sped off, leaving the shocked young crabber in a strong wake.

			His name was Thảo. He was eighteen, and he had spent much of the past four years in a state of flight. The country from which he fled—the Republic of Vietnam—no longer existed.

			Moments later, a close friend of his named Sáu Văn Nguyễn, who was crabbing on the opposite side of the river and had witnessed the incident, motored over.

			The two had only recently arrived in Seadrift. Unsure of what to do, they fired up their engines and went off in search of the friend who had brought them there.
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			Newcomers

			When Bằng “Cherry” Nguyễn arrived in Seadrift in 1976, the town was about 90 percent White and 10 percent Hispanic. There was a grand total of three Black residents. Nobody had ever seen a “Vietmanese” in town before. Bằng sure as hell hadn’t seen a Seadrifter before.

			Bằng hailed from Phan Thiết, a fishing port halfway between Saigon and Cam Ranh Bay, where he worked with his father on his family’s sixty-foot fishing boat in the bays and the Gulf of Tonkin. When he was fourteen, they were out fishing late into the night when a boat roared through the darkness and clipped theirs, killing his father instantly. Bằng dropped out of school to provide for his family.

			Bằng was nineteen in the spring of 1975, when South Vietnam’s defenses melted away. Huddled close to the radio, he listened to reports of one city after another falling to the North, until the sounds of the approaching forces outside his windows drowned out the broadcast itself.

			Their priest had told them to head into open waters to search for the Seventh Fleet of the US Navy, so Bằng and his seven brothers and sisters packed what they could and raced with their mother down to the family boat. For the first two nights they stayed at the docks, ready to escape but hoping the radio reports citing the imminent collapse of South Vietnam would prove to be premature. As the fighting intensified, aunts and uncles and cousins from both sides of the family fleeing villages up and down the coast raced down the planks of the docks and squeezed on board.

			When the North Vietnamese forces finally came into view, Bằng fired up the engine and churned out into the bay. There were eighty-two members of his family in the fishing boat.

			The coastline disappeared, and for most of that first day they searched in mounting desperation for the Americans. That night, a storm set in, forcing them back to their homeland to drop anchor just off the coast. As soon as they returned, though, a large-caliber gun fired upon their boat from the shoreline, the shells bursting in the water alongside them. Bằng didn’t have time to hoist the anchor, so he cut it loose and steered back into the roiling waves of the storm and darkness.

			When he eventually found an American destroyer, the family climbed aboard and were evacuated to Guam, where they were processed as refugees and flown to America. There were no Statue of Liberty sentiments or outstretched arms: even though a million South Vietnamese had been sent to North Vietnamese “reeducation camps,” and hundreds of thousands of others were fleeing by boat, many of them drowning, a Gallup poll taken shortly after the fall of Saigon showed only 36 percent of Americans believed refugees fleeing the calamitous war of their country’s own making deserved resettlement. President Gerald Ford ignored the polls, though, telling the nation that it would help those fleeing South Vietnam, for “to do less would have added moral shame to humiliation.” Bằng and his family were among the first wave of 130,000 resettled within months of Saigon’s fall.

			When resettlement officials learned that Bằng was a fisherman, they sent him with his family to Lafayette, Louisiana, to work for a local restaurateur who owned a crab-picking plant in town. Until then, the owner had had an impossible time finding Americans willing to do the work: he’d once even hired seven “trusties”—inmates in the county jail permitted to work while awaiting trial—but after a few days, they all revolted and said they’d rather spend their days behind bars than pick crabs. But Bằng and several other Vietnamese families were willing to work the feverish hours at low wages, and word soon spread among other plant owners along the Gulf Coast.

			Ever since opening his own crab-picking plant in Seadrift, Verlon Davis had been roaming the coast in his own desperate search for workers willing to move to Seadrift to get it up and running. As soon as he heard about the success of the Lafayette operation, he drove up and begged Bằng and his family to move to Texas.

			

			—

			Before moving his entire family down, Bằng decided to check out the town first. When he arrived, he checked into a room at the barebones Seadrifter Inn overlooking the waterfront. He was all of five feet, handsome and compact, with a cigarette perpetually dangling from his lips. For the first few months, he worked at Verlon Davis’s fish house at the docks, unloading White crabbers’ boats, lugging traps, and weighing the catch. Each morning, he looked up a new English word in his dictionary and tried it out with the first White person he saw. More often than not, he was met with confused stares, but whenever a word landed, his confidence grew.

			He borrowed money from Verlon to buy a simple boat and two hundred traps, and started working the bayous, becoming the first Vietnamese crabber in Seadrift. He worked from seven until seven, and often slept for only a few hours before heading back out to run his traps at night.

			After a few months, he set his traps in a channel and drove up to spend Christmas with his family in Louisiana. But when he returned, all his traps were gone. In the shallow waters where he’d left them, he found a box cutter.

			Despite the setback, Bằng decided to stay. He’d fallen in love with a Hispanic woman; they were already talking about marriage. He liked Verlon and his wife, Georgia Ann, who treated him like a son, and decided that his own family could make a good life for themselves in Seadrift. When they arrived, in 1977, they moved into trailers that Verlon had set up in the field next to the plant. Rent was $150 a month. Given the large size of Vietnamese families, a single trailer often had ten or more people.

			As the plant began processing crabs, more and more Vietnamese friends and relatives of Bằng’s began moving to town. Within a year of Bằng’s arrival, Seadrift’s population of one thousand had grown by 150, all of them Vietnamese. Verlon kept adding trailers to the field outside the plant, which the White townspeople began referring to by various names: Trailer City, Saigon City, Chink City, Gook City.

			

			—

			Verlon saw Vietnamese men following the same path as the White men in the area. They saw crab picking as women’s work, and didn’t want to be cooped up with their wives or sisters in a foul-smelling processing plant all day. Like Bằng, they began looking to the bay. Better to catch the crabs than pick them.

			Unlike a shrimp boat, which required a costly, fuel-guzzling motor at a time of rising costs, pricey nets, and permits with time-consuming applications, a shallow-draft boat with a cheap engine and rudimentary crab traps fashioned out of chicken-wire or mesh was all a crabber needed; all together, the price of entry was about $5,000. There were no permits required for crabbing. For many of the Vietnamese men, crabbing was their first chance at a kind of independence: no boss, no punching the clock, and, crucially, no fluency in English required. Although some had crabbed or fished back home, many of the younger men in the
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