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			ACCLAIM FOR MIKE TIDWELL’S Bayou Farewell

			“Passionate. . . . [Tidwell’s] first-person reportage is engaging and well-written. . . . A clarion call for Americans to focus on an unfolding environmental disaster.”

			—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

			“Brilliant . . . a celebration of the open, friendly, industrious, fun-, family-, food- and music-loving people who were pushed from land to land until they found a place nobody wanted and then made it their own kind of paradise. Read this book and you’ll want to go down to the bayou and you’ll want for all this to be saved.”

			—The Birmingham News

			“Accurate, poignant and personal. . . . We are captured by his narrative. His clear description[s] . . . pull us and hold us with fascination.”

			—The Anniston Star (Anniston, AL)

			“An eye-opener. . . . Tidwell does an excellent job of explaining why we, as a nation, should care about what is happening in the swamps of Louisiana. For that reason alone, I think everyone should read Tidwell’s book.”

			—Rob Meltzer, Milford Daily News (Milford, MA)

			“Hauntingly eloquent.”

			—The Monroe News-Star (Monroe, LA)

			“A tale both enlivening and sad. What makes Bayou Farewell so appealing is that Tidwell allows us to experience life on the bayou—and thus better appreciate what is being lost.”

			—The News & Observer (Raleigh, NC)

			“Tidwell masterfully depicts the watery threat that is claiming an acre of land every 20 minutes. . . . It is a sad and infuriating story, yet there is much joy and laughter in Tidwell’s wonderfully written piece. . . . Beaucoup good.”

			—The Tampa Tribune and Times

			“Conveys a powerful sense of place. . . . Sobering.”

			—Washingtonian

			“Tidwell gives a voice to the activists who are knee-deep in the problem and to the local people who are directly affected. He supplies all the facts . . . [and] draws vivid portraits of the people who welcomed him.”

			— New Orleans Gambit Weekly

			“Tidwell is a master of capturing the significant dialogue and indeed the very sound of that dialogue.”

			—Decatur Daily

			“All who live in coastal regions would do well to pick up Tidwell’s book and heed its warnings.”

			—Cape Cod Times

			“An astounding book that ought to be required reading. . . . Well-researched. . . . Breathtakingly descriptive prose.”

			—Louisiana Sportsman

			“[Tidwell] can wax poetic about a bayou sunset with the best of them. About as complete and heartfelt a book on the Louisiana wetlands crisis as can be written.”

			—Baton Rouge Magazine

			“Unique. . . . The one best book on the subject . . . should be read by everyone.”

			—Lifestyle Lafayette

			“Tidwell immerses himself in the Cajun world. . . . [His] writing style makes it easy for readers to feel his new Cajun friends are their friends, too, and to wonder if their way of life must vanish because the rest of the nation doesn’t care enough.”

			—BookPage
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			A Note on Accents

			The Cajuns of South Louisiana speak English with an accent as distinctive as any in America. The long history of spoken French in this region means that most Cajuns cannot make the th sound, a sound that doesn’t exist in French. So when speaking English, “this” comes out “dis” and “brother” comes out “brudder.” Elements of French grammar also creep into the English, with some Cajuns saying they have to go “upstair” to find a “pair of shoe.” Finally, both the general tones of French and the influence of Deep South isolation color almost every word of Cajun English. A bayou fisherman might say, “Ah don lak ta dance oil de time, me, at de fais-do-do. So I deen ween no contest.” Translation: “I don’t like to dance all the time at the fais-do-do [a traditional Cajun dance]. So I didn’t win any contests.”

			Clearly, to write all of the Cajun dialogue in this book in this manner would exhaust the reader and prove, in the end, disrespectful to Cajuns. The true color and dignity of their speech would inevitably be lost in translation. Therefore I’ve chosen a more limited portrayal, faithfully omitting the  th sound and including some of the altered grammar without laying things on too thick. This approach serves to consistently remind the reader that Cajuns do, in fact, sound different from most Americans without loading the pages down with an impenetrable soup of dialect.

		

	
		
			Journey Down the Bayous

		

	
		
			[image: image]

			Prologue

			I can’t believe I’m about to cry, but there it is: my eyes well up as I face, one last time, the two Cajun fishermen. They are grizzled men, standing in the thin light of a new moon, standing on a wobbly dock at the end of Bayou Petit Caillou just spitting distance from the Gulf of Mexico. We shake hands goodbye, but the gesture is decidedly awkward and grossly inadequate—and though I dare not hug these men, I want to . . . and perhaps they want to hug me, too. But these are working men—shrimpers— with scars on their hands and tattoos on their arms and cigarettes behind their ears. They are poor men who, on a bad day, will put in twenty hours for just three or four dollars’ pay—and yet they ’ve given me everything they have: food, drink, shelter from storm, a ride down the bayou, and a journey through a Cajun world that is as backwoods and off the trodden path as anything in America.

			“What if I want to send you a letter up dere in New York?” says Wayne Belanger, a man with dirty-silver hair and hands as thick as encyclopedias who mixes Cajun French into his English, calling storms  “tempêtes” and me “tee frère.” 

			For the second time I explain that I’m not from New York; I live outside Washington, D.C. But down here in Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana, where three-quarters of the area is water and people live on their boats for days at a time or in bayou “camps” (small houses on stilts) amid a vast landscape of marsh grass and meandering streams and lakes and swamps and bushy mangroves—down here, anyone who’s not Cajun and Catholic and a fisherman with mile-deep roots is, it seems, from New York, which is to say that big foreign planet that is the rest of the world.

			Big Wayne Belanger, the captain of the Lady Desiree, has brought me down this murky bayou by the light of a single candle flickering inside the wheelhouse of his twenty-eight-foot Lafitte skiff. Against that candlelight I now hand him a card with my address on it. Wayne takes it with a hand whose ring finger was lost long ago to a catfish-fin wound. Charlie Broussard, the other shrimper, heads back to the boat just then, threatening once again to load me down with an absurdly huge quantity of fresh shrimp as a parting gift. He’s limping slightly on a bum right foot, having stepped on a shrimp piquant (the hornlike protrusion above the shrimp’s eyes) the day before. He’s tried everything to get it out, including the Cajun remedy of tying a slab of pork meat to his foot with a rag.

			I protest to Charlie—again—that I can’t possibly travel home with such big bags of fresh shrimp in my possession, and at last he agrees.

			“Dey might get beaucoup smelly up dere on dat airplane, for sure,” he says. “So bring you down here a pickup truck next time and we’ll fill you up real pretty.”

			Charlie limps back from the boat, sad he can’t offer a gift, and extends his hand for a second, final farewell.

			This is it. These barefoot and shirtless men have brought me to the end of my journey, closing out a far-fetched yet rewardingly successful personal experiment in hitchhiking the fishing boats of Louisiana’s bayou country. For days I’ve slowly thumbed my way down two different major bayous and past a half dozen waterside Cajun towns lined with sun-bleached docks and hanging Spanish moss and old Catholic churches whose priests come out to bless fishing boats with consecrated water.

			I’ve traveled aboard rigs ranging from a fifty-three-foot “round-bottom” shrimper to a sixteen-foot chaland crab boat, eating Cajun red beans and rice and shrimp boulettes cooked in tiny galleys by deckhands along the way. I’ve floated past old bayou swing bridges activated by hand-guided ropes and steamed out into marshland so vast it stretches beyond the earth’s curvature with flocks of roseate spoonbills dotting the sunset horizon. I’ve had one boat captain grab my collar to keep me from falling into a canal replete with ten-foot alligators.

			All this I’ve done without a car, traveling only with a backpack and the loosest of plans, relying on the kindness of locals to let me into their world and onto their boats, one by one, closer and closer, to the Gulf of Mexico. And now the journey’’s almost over.

			Yet more striking than the food and the French language, more unsettling than the gators and water moccasins and “waterspout” tornadoes that occasionally slam into bayou boats like runaway trains descended from jet-black storm clouds—more amazing than all of this has been the unexpected news I’ve learned along the way: the massive marshland coast of this watery southern state is vanishing from the face of the earth. The whole ragged sole of the Louisiana boot, an area the size of Connecticut—three million acres—is literally washing out to sea, surrendering to the Gulf of Mexico. It’s an unfolding calamity of fantastic magnitude, taking with it entire Cajun towns and an age-old way of life.

			Yet no act of God has made this happen. There’s nothing natural about it, in fact. Human beings have made it so.

			From fishermen along the way I learn details of this story of coastal ruin. I learn that the lower Mississippi River, the great creator of land in southernmost Louisiana through thousands of years of flooding and alluvial deposits, is now straitjacketed with flood levees so high—as high as three-story buildings in places—that the river may never jump its banks again. And that, in a nutshell, is the problem. A devastating chain reaction has resulted from the taming of the Mississippi, and now the entire coast is dissolving at breakneck speed, with an area equal to the size of Manhattan succumbing every ten months. It is, hands down, the fastest-disappearing landmass on earth, and New Orleans itself is at great risk of vanishing.

			What’s being lost is an American treasure, a place as big as the Everglades and just as beautiful, where sky and marsh and wildlife converge, where millions of migratory birds thrive on wetlands that once served as muse to John James Audubon. This world, containing a staggering 25 percent of America’s total coastal wetlands, may be totally gone in the next few decades, taking with it a huge part of America’s economy and a shield against hurricanes for two million citizens.

			Yet almost no one outside the affected area, outside lower Louisiana, knows what’s happening here. I certainly didn’t, before wandering—literally—onto this land and this complicated, unhappy tale whose roots stretch back more than a century. “This is, quite simply, the greatest untold story in America,” one conservationist later tells me.

			And so there’s reason to be sad, even to shed a tear, there on that bayou dock in Cocodrie, Louisiana (population 600), with my backpack at my feet and my backwater journey coming to a close. I can almost hear the Gulf breakers just beyond sight, getting closer and closer, washing away more land every second, every minute, every hour, fifty acres every day.

			“I’m a fisherman, me, like my daddy and granddaddy,” Wayne tells me. “But de marsh, he’s killin’ us. He just won’t hold togedder anymore. We’ll all be leavin’ here soon, just like de ducks in de spring, everybody moving on.”

			It makes for an uneasy goodbye—probably goodbye forever—as Charlie limps back into view and I clasp his hand and then Wayne’s hand. Then the fishermen turn and board the Lady Desiree and I watch them fade away, watch the wheelhouse candle flicker to the rock of wavelets as the old diesel engine beats a slow retreat back up into the ink-black world of the Cajun night.
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			One

			“You want to do what?” says Papoose Ledet, his balding head sticking out the forward hatch of a whitewashed shrimp boat. He’s changing the oil of his 671 Detroit diesel engine—and that’s all I see: his head sticking up out of the foredeck.

			I stand opposite Papoose on a wooden wharf, my backpack hanging from my shoulders, my sleeping bag held on by bungee cords. I explain my idea of hitchhiking down the bayou on boats just as two of Papoose’s sons whiz past me. They’re carrying bundles of green shrimp netting and various ropes to be employed during the night’s trawling just ahead. A gaggle of laughing gulls hover noisily overhead.

			My idea makes no sense at all to Papoose judging by the look on his face. He pulls himself out of the forward hatch and walks slowly toward the gunwale nearest the wharf, eyeing me intently, wiping grease from his hands with a rag. His sun-weathered face squints in the midafternoon June heat, sending remarkable creases from just below his eyes all the way to his jawline. We don’t shake hands.

			“You ever been down de baya before?” Papoose asks in his heavy Cajun accent. Down here the word “bayou” comes out “baya” and “down de baya” means, in effect, “our home,” chez nous, that watery rural Louisiana place located at the very end of the world just the way locals like it. Not too many outsiders, lost or otherwise, wander this deep into the region. And certainly none walk up asking for rides aboard working shrimp boats.

			“No,” I tell Papoose, lowering my backpack to the wharf. “This is my first trip down here.”

			“What about shrimpin’?” he asks. “You know anyt’ing about shrimpin’?”

			“No,” I say again, confessing my knowledge of Cajun fishing customs is nil. “Mais, je parle un peu de français,” I say, hoping to establish a connection. “And I have a great love of boats and I’m happy to work as an unpaid deckhand.”

			Papoose’s facial expression still doesn’t budge.

			“I just want to float down the bayou with you,” I say. “That’s all. It doesn’t matter how far you’re going. I’m just traveling. I just want to get downstream.”

			Suddenly he looks a bit less confused. He doesn’t exactly smile, but the idea starts to sink in.

			“Just travelin’, huh? Like a tourist?”

			I nod.

			“Well, okay den. Why didn’t you say so? Put your pack in de cabin.”

			I see his hand, still stained with engine grease, suddenly outstretched toward mine. I cross the wharf and shake it.

			“I can take you as far as Leeville, an hour and a half downstream. I’m going shrimpin’ down dere right now.”

			Papoose is the first fisherman I’ve met, after a brief search, who’s heading my way—and just like that, in the melting swelter of the South Louisiana sun, I have my first ride. Papoose unties from the dock and we begin floating down the sleepy olive-green water of Bayou Lafourche. His quick invitation to board belies the myth of bad-tempered swamp people hostile to all outsiders. In reality, bayou Cajuns turn out to be some of the most hospitable people I’ve met anywhere.

			“Bayou” is a Choctaw Indian word meaning sluggish, slow-moving stream, and this one, Bayou Lafourche, is maybe two hundred feet wide and ten feet deep, situated about an hour and a half southwest of New Orleans. It follows a southeasterly course toward the Gulf, and as it passes through the tiny Cajun town of Golden Meadow, where I met Papoose, it’s lined with all manner of fishing vessels tied to wooden docks cushioned with used-tire bumpers. These range from the vaguely tugboat look of shrimp trawlers to the longer bargelike proportions of oyster boats to the quicker, smaller crab boats, many barely bigger than rowboats with outboard motors. Papoose’s fifty-year-old wooden trawler has a high, jaunty bow that flares back along softly sloping gunwales to a broad, square stern.

			The town buildings, meanwhile, hug the bayou banks like swimmers to a lifeline: a few modern houses, rusting trailer homes on pilings, a Piggly Wiggly grocery store, two gas stations, a tin-roofed oyster bar, some rope swings tied to overhanging willows. Passing the town’s main commercial bank, Papoose gives a long, low blow of the boat horn, and his wife, Faye, a teller, comes out the front door to wave goodbye to her husband and sons. The shrimpers are sometimes gone three or four days, and all necessary provisions have been stowed on board. A five-pound bag of red onions hangs side by side with a life preserver from hooks on the wooden wheelhouse wall.

			Barely a few blocks back from the riverbank, on either side of the bayou, the town of Golden Meadow stops abruptly, giving way to an endless maze of marsh grass and open water and more marsh grass adorned with statuesque snowy egrets fishing stone-still in a pose straight out of an Audubon painting. The town actually rests atop natural earthen levees created by the Mississippi River when this bayou—Lafourche—was the Mississippi’s course to the sea seven hundred years ago.

			The forward motion of Papoose’s boat creates a cooling, hair-tussling breeze that deepens the exquisite sense of freedom I feel leaning against the port gunwale, my backpack stored away. I’m drifting through Louisiana on the boat of a Cajun I just met, going I know not exactly where. It is, admittedly, a unique feeling seeing my car grow smaller and smaller along the bayou road, not knowing how or when I’ll see it again. But I try not to worry, focusing instead on rolling up my pant legs and taking off my shoes.

			Shoes seem forbidden here: Papoose and his three sons are barefoot and Papoose actually steers the boat wheel with his toes, sitting on a tall stool at the helm. All afternoon I never see his hands touch the wheel, just his toes, freeing him to operate the two-way radio mike and speak French with his best friend Goo Goo, another shrimper downstream. I have trouble following the conversation, not only because it’s Cajun French but because there are actually variations of the language from region to region in Louisiana. “The word we use down here on Bayou Lafourche for turtle is de same word dey use up in Lafayette for a woman’s private parts,” laughs Papoose, who’s forty-two years old and has a broad, toothy smile.

			Even Papoose’s English can be hard to follow. Several Cajuns I meet later say that when they travel more than a few miles outside Louisiana, other Americans are often baffled by their accents. People ask if they’re from the Caribbean, Quebec, South America. Not that your average bayou Cajun travels much, thanks to the region’s history of poverty and isolated culture. An amazing number of people I meet over the next few days have never been in an airplane, never owned a credit card, never read a book, never seen a hill much taller than the thirty-foot Indian mounds scattered across the marshland, constructed from millions of discarded clam shells in a centuries-long process.

			I ask Papoose what he was talking about on the radio with Goo Goo.

			“De tide,” he tells me. “Dere’s gonna be a strong tide goin’ out tonight and dat’s good. It flushes de shrimp outta de marsh. But we got us a sout’ wind kickin’ up too, from de udder direction, and dat can hold de tide back some. So me and Goo Goo, we were tryin’ to decide, wit’ dese conditions, what’s de best place to grab Mr. Shrimp. Maybe a bay. Maybe a bayou. Maybe a canal.”

			It’s a lot more complicated, in other words, than just dropping the nets and gunning the engine.

			An hour down the bayou, Papoose announces he’s decided to head west along a canal and then push north up into uninhabited Bayou Blue to do some shrimping toward Catfish Lake. This is certified backcountry, accessible only by boat. He’ll have me in Leeville, he says, perhaps around 2 A.M. Then he asks if I like Cajun-style venison sausage with red beans and rice.

			I tell him I think I do just as pots begin to rattle atop the ship stove behind me.

			I’m starting to feel seriously trapped on this fifty-three-foot boat—and the sensation is worth its weight in gold, like the liberating feeling a successful stowaway must feel. There may be many ways to visit the lower third of Louisiana known as Cajun country, home to descendants of French immigrants savagely expelled from Nova Scotia during the French and Indian War in the mid-eighteenth century. But one thing is certain: with America’s recent fascination for all things Cajun, considerable authenticity has been lost in the act of translation to mass culture. Overexposure has brought “nouvelle cuisine” gumbo to New Orleans restaurants and given rise across the state to unfortunate “swamp tours” whose often garish roadside signs promise rehearsed hospitality from good ol’ boys with trained alligators that rush toward tour boats on command, chomping jumbo-size marshmallows tossed overboard. And with the popular rise of Cajun music, who knows if that washboard player you hear in Lafayette is a local or an enthusiast from the Chicago suburbs who’s memorized all the French lyrics?

			This is not to say that genuine, down-home Cajun culture no longer exists. It does. In spades. You just have to sidestep the scattered imitators along the way. Which was my goal, precisely, in roaming this far down the bayou and simply hopping on a boat. Just now, as Papoose pulls out the venison sausage and I grab my map to see just where in the heck we’re heading, I realize I’ve tumbled into the committed traveler’s ultimate dream: complete cultural immersion. This boat is a floating universe of Cajun bayou life and the only way off is to swim to shore through alligator-infested waters. For the next several days, I’ll serve under the command of several Cajun captains, eating from the same enamel galley skillets as my hosts, talking about what they talk about, going where they go, doing what they do. And from them, soon, I’ll learn firsthand of the troubling forces, huge beyond comprehension, now bringing their world crashing down upon their heads.

			A few miles south of Golden Meadow, as all permanent structures gradually begin to disappear and the bayou steadily widens in its slow crawl toward the Gulf, I spy a strange sight. Off to the left, in the distant marsh, a cluster of about two dozen large oak trees stand leafless and dead in the water, their skeletal, gnarled branches attached to sun-bleached trunks that extend directly into the brackish waves. These oaks aren’t swamp trees. They grow on land. Yet there’s no solid land within five hundred feet of them. Farther downstream, there’s another odd sight: a long stretch of telephone poles is submerged in water along the two-lane road paralleling the bayou. Why sink the poles in water, I wonder. Isn’t there something inherently foolish, even dangerous, about stringing power lines over open water when solid land is just ten feet away?

			But too many other sights intervene before I can put these questions to Papoose. Soon an imposing sunset finds us motoring up serpentine Bayou Blue, shrimp nets in the water. We’re surrounded by a magical, wide-open landscape of golden-green marsh grass stretching as far as the eye can see, dotted only occasionally with the distant outline of other shrimp boats. A summer thunderstorm has come and gone, interrupting a sumptuous dinner with raindrops that seep through the old boat’s leaky roof. Porpoises rise and fall in the bayou water around us, chasing speckled trout just as a rainbow plunges toward the eastern horizon and the sun sinks toward violently bruised clouds, billowy in hues of dark purple, indigo, and pink.

			In the wheelhouse, Papoose scans the two-way radio and we overhear fishermen speaking Cajun English and French. We hear the twang of Texas oil workers heading out to offshore platforms and the exotic language of exiled Vietnamese shrimpers who’ve fished these waters since the 1975 fall of Saigon, drawn to America’s own elaborate version of the Mekong Delta. Completing the ethnic gumbo are French-speaking Houma Indians, driven by European settlers over the centuries to the farthest ends of the bayou country where they now survive as expert fishermen.

			Bayou people have a flare for colorful nicknames, and over the radio they go flying. I overhear a fisherman named “Gator” asking another named “Dirt” to come help repair a broken boom. Then “Rooster” wants to know if anyone wants to buy a sack of crawfish from his brother’s pond. And “Tattoo” goes on and on, in self-righteous monologue, about how the politicians up in Baton Rouge are once again trying to screw the state’s Cajun people out of their fair share of government services.

			As darkness descends over our slow crawl up Bayou Blue, Papoose tells me he got his own nickname after being born extremely premature. His mother has a photo of him sleeping inside a shoe box, he says. So common are nicknames along Bayou Lafourche, he says, that phone books are useless to many people, since a man’s real name may be completely unknown to his friends.

			Papoose tells me all this with a chuckle, but he soon stops laughing as the first catch of the evening comes in. The jumble of armored tails and stalked eyes covering the back deck are Louisiana’s famous “brown shrimp,”  Farfante penaeus aztecus, a staple crop for Cajun shrimpers from mid-May to late June. But tonight’s first haul is extremely slim, signaling an unproductive evening ahead. Papoose’s son Cody ices down the shrimp, then washes off the deck with a bucket tied to a rope and lowered into the bathwater-warm bayou, dark as tar just five feet below us.

			Papoose leaves the wheelhouse and heads around back to inspect the catch. Doubling his disappointment, the shrimp are exceedingly small, eighty or ninety to a pound. “I can’t even pay for my fuel wit’ a catch like dis,” he says.

			I nod in sympathy, having heard this sort of talk many times before. I’ve worked on farms in the past and spent time with commercial crabbers. But Cajun trawlers, with their Latin disposition toward fiery emotions, seem particularly given to grousing. And no wonder. Given the vast array of factors large and small completely beyond their control, from cantankerous weather to calamitous markets to craven creditors to a history as an oppressed minority within the state of Louisiana, it’s little surprise that the bellies of these men regularly ache with frustration and the fear of bankruptcy.

			Yet Papoose’s words that night ring with more than just the reflexive grumbling of a man having a bad night in an otherwise routine shrimp season. “We had a great May,” he says, “but dis whole mont’ of June has been rotten. Every year it just gets harder and harder to make a living at dis.”

			Indeed, for the past decade Papoose has wondered if each year will be his last. “I love dis life on de water,” he tells me. “It’s my sanity out here. But dis life is dying. My ancestors, dey were all shrimpers. But I’m not sure I’ll finish my career doing dis, much less see my sons carry on de tradition.”

			When I ask why the shrimp industry is in such decline here, he mentions overfishing and cheap imported shrimp, especially from China, which depress prices. But the number one factor, by far, threatening to put Louisiana shrimpers permanently out of business is this:

			“De land is sinking,” Papoose says.

			“Sinking?” I say.

			“Oui, oui. All dis land around us, as far as you can see, is droppin’ straight down into de water, turnin’ to ocean. Someday, Baton Rouge, one hundred miles nort’ of here, is gonna be beachfront property.”

			“Why is the land sinking?” I ask him. He’s activating a large whirring winch, driven by the boat engine, which slowly drops his shrimp nets back into the water. As we return to the wheelhouse to resume the lumbering push up Bayou Blue, Papoose answers my question by bringing up the Mississippi River.

			“De Mississippi doesn’t flood anymore,” he says. “Dat’s why we’re sinking. Dat river, she built up dis area wit’ flooding. Now de Army Corps of Engineers has got it all penned in wit’ levees like a snake in a cage. And wit’out all dat new sediment brought in every few years by flooding, we’re going down.”

			I’m not well acquainted with this phenomenon, at least not on the scale he’s describing. “Are you sure it’s not just the sea level that’s rising?” I say. “You know, from global warming?”

			“We’re sinking,” Papoose insists. “Sinking. And not just a little. Dey say every twenty minutes or so, a football field of land turns to water in Louisiana. Every twenty minutes! Most of dat land is marsh and wit’out de marsh grass de shrimp have no place to grow. Dey got satellite photos from outer space showing how much land we’re losing every year. It’ll make your hair stand up to see it.”

			He guides the boat around a grassy bend and keeps talking. “You saw part of it yourself today,” he says. “Didn’t you see dose telephone poles in de water along de bayou? Ten years ago dose poles were in grass. Didn’t you see de ‘tree cemeteries,’ dose clusters of dead oaks in de water? All dose trees were on land twenty years ago. And de big stretch of open water sout’ of Golden Meadow all along de bayou? Cattle pastures fifty years ago.”

			Just then, out of the blue, our bodies lurch forward violently as the boat jerks to an almost complete stop. We’ve struck something. Papoose abruptly pulls back on the throttle and suddenly we’re listing conspicuously to starboard. I rush out on deck and hear the sound of nets and ropes stretching almost to their breaking point and the groan of steel cables and booms nearly being ripped from their anchorings on deck. The starboard net, two hundred square feet in size, has become seriously snagged on some immovable obstruction on the bayou bottom. Whatever the obstruction, it’s large and solid enough to nearly flip the entire boat before Papoose, forehead wrinkled in concentration, can throw the engine into reverse and gradually coax the boat free with thirty minutes of back-and-forth engine work and backbreaking efforts to untangle the net and pull it free. We never find out what it was underwater that stopped us cold in our tracks.

			In all the excitement, Papoose and I break off our discussion of the mysteriously sinking land, and afterward everyone’s too exhausted to talk about much of anything. Around midnight, I drift off to sleep on a bunk bed inside the cabin.

			It’s 4 A.M. when Papoose wakes me and I grab my gear and we shake hands goodbye. I thank him for the ride down the bayou, then leap onto a boat dock and suddenly find myself all alone in the sound-asleep little town of Leeville, Louisiana, population 60. I find my way, backpack in tow, through the deep darkness to Boudreaux’s Waterfront Motel, taking a tin-roofed room on ten-foot pilings. My window overlooks idle shrimp boats whose movements against the dock make my entire room shake.

			Unable to sleep, I cross two-lane Louisiana Route 1 to Griffin’s Restaurant, right on Bayou Lafourche. Leeville is a small collection of frame houses and trailer homes (most on pilings like my motel room), seashell driveways, scattered palms, annoying sand flies, two gas stations, and Gail’s Bait Shop—offering chicken necks and cigar minnows. Most of the townspeople are commercial fishermen or oil workers and most come to Griffin’s Restaurant for morning coffee. I pass the stuffed alligator head by the front door and go straight to the help-yourself coffeepot. Java in hand, I count seven people in the restaurant and suddenly realize they’re all speaking French. I’m the only “Anglo-American” in the room. Everyone here is older than forty, which is roughly the cutoff point down here; Cajuns younger than that speak only English. These fishermen with deep tans and dirty baseball caps and cigarette-stained fingers are relics who’ll take the Cajun language with them to the grave.

			I place my order in French with a cheerful cook named Louella, pausing only to ask for the Cajun word for grits (la grue). Around me hang breathtaking wall photos of past hurricane damage to Leeville—Hilda in ’64, Betsy in ’65, Juan in ’85. Louella points to the spot just below the cash register where Juan’s floodwaters peaked. Most people this far down the bayou don’t dare keep family photographs or other irreplaceables in their homes, stashing them instead with relatives on higher ground, away from the next, inevitable, disastrous hurricane tide.

			Eager to continue my hitchhiking journey, I ask around for a fisherman heading down to the town of Port Fourchon, ten miles away, the last settlement on the bayou before the Gulf of Mexico. By midmorning I meet forty-four-year-old Tim Melancon (pronounced Meh-lohn-son), a Cajun shrimper who’s come home for a day of rest and to collect fresh supplies. Switching to English for my benefit, Tim tells me his seventeen-year-old son has crab traps strewn halfway to Port Fourchon and would surely take me the rest of the way for a little gas money.

			So we pile into Tim’s pickup truck, a red Chevy Cheyenne with rust holes so large from the salt air you can stick your finger through the wheel well in several places. Tim’s dressed in flip-flops, T-shirt, and cutoff jeans, with dark sunglasses dangling around a neck as rough as worn sandpaper. His Cajun accent is so heavy and peppered with French that at times I can barely understand him.

			“Ah cane believe dat boot bag dare need a chune-up ageen,” he says, pointing to one of his cousins working on an outboard along the bayou. Translation: “I can’t believe that boat back there needs a tune-up again.”

			Tim’s a walking museum piece of backcountry bayou life. He can neither read nor write, got married at age sixteen, built his own wooden shrimp boat with no blueprints whatsoever, speaks French better than he speaks English, and once wrestled—and pinned—an alligator at a bar on a hundred-dollar-dare and lived to tell about it. On his arm is the tattoo “T+P,” something he did himself with a sharp needle and black ink before marrying his wife, Phyllis, when she was just fourteen.

			“Mais oui, dey tried to teach me how to read back in school,” says Tim, not a trace of embarrassment on his tanned, unshaven face. “Mais book learnin’ just didn’t stick wit’ me. My mind, it was too stuck in de playree [marsh] . . . too full of shrimpin’ and huntin’ and trappin’. Dere was no room left. I could spell ‘I’ and ‘or’ and ‘and.’ But once dey got up to dem four- and five-letter words, it was all over. I just wanted to be in de playree, on de water.”

			While Tim drives and talks in his strange way, I stare out at the equally strange scenery around me. There is very little solid land in Leeville, just a road with water on both sides and a quarter-mile stretch of man-made structures clinging to the road’s narrow dirt shoulders. Most of the buildings are at least partially perched over the water on pilings. Tim’s house, at the edge of a narrow dirt parking area, is completely over the water. It’s a two-bedroom affair on ten-foot pilings—a house small enough to be called a “camp”—purchased ten years ago for a grand total of $3,000, much less than he paid for his truck.

			We head up fifteen wooden steps to the camp’s front door and I notice the whole structure wobble slightly with our steps. Later, when Tim’s collie, Simba, scratches his fleas, the house wobbles. It wobbles when the wind blows hard and when Tim goes into his occasional coughing fits from the numerous cigarettes he smokes.

			Inside, Tim clears off a dozen wire minnow and crab traps from the living room couch and I have a seat. Somehow this one-story frame structure hovering over the murky bayou current contains a living room, two tiny bedrooms, a kitchen, and a bathroom in an area just twenty-five by thirty-five feet.

			Tim’s wife Phyllis comes in, a short, attractive forty-one-year-old with close-cut brown hair and freckled cheeks, wearing sandals and a sleeveless cotton shirt tucked neatly into jeans shorts. She lights a cigarette beside the small butane heater that is the family’s sole defense against winter, and quickly apologizes for the tight quarters.

			“We’re poor,” she tells me. “Sometimes, when shrimp prices are high, we’re middle class for a few months. But den we’re poor again.”

			The occasional boom season has allowed the Melancons a few luxuries—a microwave oven, a new electric range, a Sanyo color TV—but mostly the place has a spare look.

			The Melancons’ seventeen-year-old son, their only child, emerges groggily from his closet-size back bedroom. His name is Tee Tim, as in  petit Tim, the Cajun equivalent of “junior.” Tee Tim looks anything but petit: his arms and upper body are brawny from lifting 130 crab traps almost daily since the age of twelve. Three hunting rifles hang in his room on a rack above a mattress of eggshell foam rubber, and a passel of Ducks Unlimited magazines litter the floor. With a shy smile, Tee Tim shakes my hand, then begins foraging in the kitchen for breakfast in preparation for the day’s crab haul.

			Tim senior, meanwhile, is keen to show me his shrimp boat. It’s a wooden fifty-two-foot flat-bottom skiff moored next to the camp, right on the bayou. We descend the front stairs, then walk under the house where a metal dock keeps us above the bayou water. The boat, tied to wood pilings, is an old-fashioned, whitewashed double rigger with fifty-foot booms and the name “Tee Tim” painted on the hull.

			“She’s got a 671 GM diesel with a four-to-one clutch,” Tim says of the powerful engine, chest expanding. “She’s made of  cypress. De frame, de hull . . . all cypress. You can’t even find enough good cypress to build a boat like dis today. De boats now, dey ’re all fiberglass or steel, or if dey do build a wooden boat it’s treated pine or Spanish cedar. But not de best wood God gave for boats: cypress.

			“Built her myself eighteen years ago wit’ my daddy and Phyllis, who was pregnant wit’ Tee Tim at de time. We didn’t have no written plans at all. We just t’rew away our level and eyeballed ever’t’ing. Lot of sawin’ real careful and hammerin’ away. And no air hammer. Every nail you see, we pounded just like Noah.”

			Tim’s wheelhouse, unlike Papoose’s, has no radar or depth finder or Global Positioning System. “Ever’t’ing’s up here,” he says, tapping his head. “De big computer chip.”

			Tim avoids ocean shallows and other perils using nothing more than his own instincts, a seventy-five-year-old brass compass someone gave him, and a blessed medallion of Jesus walking on water. And in good years he finds shrimp, lots of them, big fat schools of them. He calls it “hittin’ de grosse tallée,” the big tally.

			After just one day in the marsh, I’m starting to understand just how bountiful this waterscape called the Louisiana bayou country really is. Drop a hook off Tim’s wharf, he tells me, and you’ll reel in a speckled trout or redfish or black drum for the skillet. Lower a baited crab cage and you’ll come back tomorrow to find a half dozen of the most succulent blue crabs the world has to offer. From spring to fall you can trawl for brown shrimp, white shrimp, and sea bobs, then hunt to your stomach’s content from November to January when the blue-winged teal and gray ducks darken the sky in their annual migration. Not to mention alligator hunting in September, trapping otters and muskrats for fur in the winter, and snagging cocahoe minnows year-round for visiting sportfishermen.

			“We’re de last of de Mohicans,” Tim tells me. “We still live off de land. Ever’t’ing we need is right here. To be honest, I never had a job in my life.”

			By job he means what people down here call “real jobs” or “public jobs” or “pay-by-the-hour jobs.” Anything, in other words, other than the hard, independent course of working for yourself and converting sea life into wallet cash.

			Yet Mother Nature, which still provides such an old-fashioned livelihood for so many bayou people, also wipes these people out—completely—every few years. This is the Bangladesh of America, flat and watery and horribly exposed to hurricanes. Most insurance companies want nothing to do with property this far down the bayou. If a category 2 or 3 hurricane hits from the right direction, Tim and Phyllis will lose their camp and their shrimp boat, both uninsured and the only things of value they own. Like the land itself, the Melancons are totally vulnerable and exposed.

			“She’ll take care of you and she’ll hurt you bad,” says Tim of the natural world upon which he depends.

			Phyllis yells down from the camp just then that she’s made a little something for us to eat. When we arrive she’s laid out a delicious meal of boulettes de chevrettes: ground fresh shrimp mixed with onions, peppers, garlic, and spices, then fried in patties. There’s no dining table so we eat with our food in our laps.

			“Over here,” Tim says, gesturing to the couch. “Come get you some good sit-down right here.”

			As I dig into the food Phyllis tells me how she has to be resourceful with the household budget. She’s a devoted coupon collector, and whenever possible travels up the bayou to the Delchamps grocery store in Larose for their once-a-month triple-value coupon day.

			Five years ago, Phyllis went to night school to earn her GED, having dropped out of ninth grade twenty-three years before to marry Tim. She passed the test at age thirty-seven, motivated by the gnawing, terrifying uncertainty of how she’d support herself without a high school diploma if anything ever happened to Tim out there on the boat. Commercial fishermen, after all, are more likely to be maimed or killed on the job than any other profession in America. The work is more dangerous than coal mining, being a cop, or parachuting from planes to fight forest fires.

			But the tight family budget doesn’t stop Phyllis from stuffing me with food. “Dose boulettes are gettin’ lonely on de stove,” she says. “Help yourself. Don’t stop now.”

			Like most Cajuns, Phyllis is particularly generous to visitors. “I learned dat from my mama,” she says. “She told me, ‘You gotta be good to strangers dat come down de baya no matter how bad outsiders treated us Cajuns before.’”

			She’s referring to her people’s past status as the “white niggers” of Louisiana. Given the popularity and respect enjoyed by Cajun culture nationwide today, it’s hard for many Americans to appreciate just how much discrimination these people suffered for generations at the hands of Louisiana’s English-speaking majority, a majority that looked down on Cajuns for their “foreign” backwoods ways and unintelligible variety/dialect of the French language. As a result, throughout Cajun country, from the Mississippi River west to Ville Platte and Mamou and on down to the Texas border west of Lake Charles, public schools and roads and health facilities were chronically underfunded, and Cajuns were largely locked out of the state political process. Not until the 1970s did Louisiana get its first Cajun governor, despite the fact that at least a fifth of the state’s citizens have always been Cajun.

			“I remember when I was a girl,” Phyllis says, lighting another cigarette and talking about her mama again, “she looked out de house window one day and she seen dese two colored fellas fishing along de baya just next to our camp. And dose fellas, dey had almost nuttin’ to eat. Barely a bite all day. So my mama, she cooks up a pot of chicken gumbo and some potato salad and some bread pudding, and den goes out to de baya and tells dose colored fellas to come inside and eat. Dey were polite and said ‘No t’ank you, ma’am a bunch of times until she pointed to de camp and said ‘Go!’ So dey went and had demselves a good meal in our house.

			“Not too many white folk in de Sout’ woulda done dat in de 1960s—or even now,” Phyllis says. “But we know what it’s like to be beat down. So Mama made sure dose colored fellas got fed.”

			Tim passes the plate of boulettes to me again. “Have one more,” he insists. “Go on.”

			The legacy of this harsh Cajun past can still be seen in the Melancon household.

			“Here it is!” Tim shouts after lunch, digging through a pile of papers on the coffee table next to the minnow and crab traps. “Here it is! I found it!”

			“Found what?” says Phyllis.

			“Dat note I wrote down.”

			“Why, Timmy,” she says good-humoredly, winking discreetly at me, “you can’t write a lick. Just what kinda note did you write down?”

			“Dis one,” he says.

			He hands her a small piece of scrap paper and she begins to study it intently. It has a crude arrow drawn on it, the kind an archer would use. Next to it is a rectangle with an oval at one end. “Dat’s a mattress and pillow,” Tim says of the rectangle. “See? Arrow and a mattress. Togedder it’s ‘Arrow mattress.’ It’s a brand I seen on TV last night after you went to bed. It’s special for bad backs. I t’ink it might help me.”

			Like commercial fishermen the world over, Tim’s back frequently gives out from the strain of hauling nets and lifting 100-pound bait boxes.

			“I wanted to get me a new mattress last winter,” Tim tells me. “But no one down de baya has any money in de winter. But now dat we’re shrimpin’ again, I wanna get me one of dese Arrow mattresses.”

			Phyllis, keeper of the budget, frowns. “Let’s see how we do de rest of de mont’ trawlin’,” she says. “Don’t forget de outboard on de crab boat needs fixin’, too.”

			Tim’s talk of back pain suddenly explains the mysterious pattern I’d noticed yesterday while driving down from New Orleans. The closer I got to the coast, the more advertisements I saw along the road for chiropractors. Virtually everybody down here in this workaday region—shrimpers, crabbers, oystermen, oil workers, boat builders, everybody—sooner or later needs some sort of back work, it seems. But Cajuns, with their plainspoken manner and penchant for humor in the face of adversity, commonly dispense with the fancy term “chiropractor. ” To them, these valued practitioners are known simply as “crackabones.”

			After eating, Tim and I go back down under the house where young Tee Tim is getting his sixteen-foot chaland crab boat ready for the trip to Port Fourchon. The boat has a flat-bottom fiberglass hull with one-foot gunwales and a wooden bait box for a driver’s seat.

			A thunderstorm has moved in, showering the bayou with big noisy drops and delaying the trip. Tim and I take seats atop upturned buckets placed just below the menacing jaws of a six-foot tiger shark hanging from a rusty nail. During the lull, I mention to Tim the very strange conversation I had had with Papoose Ledet the day before. I describe Papoose’s claim that all the land down here is sinking and disappearing at an alarming rate. When I ask Tim if he agrees, his response is emphatic.

			“Losing land?” he says. “Losing it? Hell, here in Leeville we done already lost it. It’s done disappeared. Look around.” He stands from his bucket and gestures up the bayou and toward the marsh grass and then over to the narrow ribbon of road that runs through town. “Take a few steps off dat road and your foot’s in open water. De bayou’s so big now it’s startin’ to look like a lake and all the lakes and bays are startin’ to look like de ocean ’cause dat’s what dey’re becoming. Dere is no more land left here in Leeville.”

			The rain has started to subside and Tee Tim starts lowering the last of his bait fish into the crab boat. He puts on his yellow bib overalls, almost ready to go.

			“But when my grand-père was a kid,” Tim senior says, continuing, “dere was lots and lots of land all around where we’re sittin’ right now.” Indeed, I learn later, cotton was grown in Leeville as late as the 1920s. And until the 1940s, so many orange trees were grown here that the settlement was originally called Orange City. “But now look,” Tim says. “It’s just a big salt marsh here. We don’t even get many gators no more. Too salty. Yeah, de land’s sinkin’, dude. But really, we already sunk here.”

			The rain stops and the sun breaks through clouds of dull pewter.

			“Come on,” Tim says to me. “I wanna show you somethin’. Tie loose de boat, Tee Tim.”

			We all pile into the crab boat and Tim tells his son to head down the bayou. A few hundred feet away, just before Route 1 crosses Bayou Lafourche atop the rusting Leeville Bridge, Tim points toward a watery stretch of marsh grass oddly littered with bricks and concrete.

			“It’s a cemetery,” he says.

			There, shockingly, along the grassy bayou bank, I can now make out a dozen or so old tombs, all in different stages of submersion, tumbling brick by brick into the bayou water. The rectangular three-foot-tall sarcophagi, each entombing a single human being above the ground in the South Louisiana style, look like slow-motion lemmings dropping over the fateful edge, one after the other. A stone cross atop one sarcophagus sits at a crazy 45-degree angle as the structure slides sideways into watery doom. Another crypt has collapsed completely into a pile of bricks, half in the water, half out. The bayou is swallowing the dead here. I soon find myself scanning the bricks for white flashes of bone.

			“Are the bodies still in there?” I ask Tim.

			“You leave de dead where dey rest,” he says. “No one’s touched dem. Dey’re gettin’ a second burial at sea. Fifty, sixty, seventy years ago, dose people were buried on high ground.”

			Tee Tim mentions how the half-submerged cemetery is actually a favored spot for sportfishermen now. The crypts make good hard cover for fish, so people are often seen casting bait amid the bricks and coffins.

			I feel my breakfast rising in my throat just then. I sit back down in the boat to steady myself. Tim and Tee Tim, I notice, suffer no such effect. There are two such watery cemeteries in Leeville, and the sight has become commonplace to them, like the drowned oaks and submerged telephone poles farther up the bayou.

			“This is happening because the Mississippi River doesn’t flood anymore?” I ask Tim. “The levees hold back the river water and all the sediment that once built up this land?”

			“Dat’s a big part of it,” he says.

			Reading up on the subject later, I learn that the whole tattered sole of the Louisiana boot was created exclusively by the mighty hand of the Mississippi River and its seven-thousand-year flow to the sea. Draining a vast watershed that includes parts of three Canadian provinces and two-thirds of the continental United States, the world’s third-longest river until recently carried rich runoff sediment from as far away as New York State and lower Saskatchewan and deposited it all along coastal Louisiana, its terminus, either through annual flooding along its lower stretches or in classic land-building fashion at its mouth, creating deltas, manufacturing tongues of new land.

			Every thousand years or so, when the Mississippi’s own sediment load lengthened—and then blocked—the river’s route to the Gulf of Mexico, the mother stream would change course completely, finding a shorter route to the sea. Then it would build a new delta, thus spreading the gift of land creation along a wide coastline, fashioning over time the entire bayou region of Louisiana.

			But this ancient dynamic of nature was brought to a gradual halt with the arrival of European settlers—Spaniards, Cajuns, French Creoles, Germans, Englishmen—who settled all across the river’s natural floodplain and began to construct rudimentary levees to hold back the river’s surge. The floods came anyway, less frequently perhaps, but with a pent-up fury that bordered on biblical dimensions, pouring water tens of feet deep over crops and into towns. Then came the worst deluge of all, the Great Flood of 1927, which killed over a thousand people in Arkansas, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Intending to end such outbursts once and for all, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers after 1927 perfected the construction of massive, unbreachable levees along the entire lower Mississippi. This has frozen the river in its present course, which streams past New Orleans and out into the Gulf where its sediments no longer create any land whatsoever, tumbling instead thousands of feet over the clifflike edge of the continental shelf. For seven thousand years a builder of rich alluvial land, the river now spills its seed uselessly into a dark, deep, watery oblivion.

			Meanwhile, all the bayou land outside those river levees lies starved for the former lifeline of fresh deposits of sediments and nutrients. Unreplenished, this network of wetlands and fingers of flat, solid land under towns like Golden Meadow and Leeville has begun to sink. The soil is soft and unstable, made up of old river silt and sand that naturally compact over time, a geological process called subsidence. Historically, this sinking has been counteracted by new surface sediment from the flooding river. But the Corps has now put a stop to that, meaning that today the punishing waves of the Gulf of Mexico pound Louisiana’s lowering barrier islands and make a direct assault into the
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