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INTRODUCTION

I didn’t set out to write a history. I set out to understand a longing. For as long as I can remember, something inside me reached farther than the streets of San Diego — something older than my years, deeper than anything I could name. The streets I knew were loud, fast, full of temptation. I chased what I thought would quiet the noise — trouble, bad advice, the kind of friends who could make a hard life feel easy for a while. But it never was. 

Who could have imagined that one day I’d be here, writing a story about my life and about a people — my people — from the marshes of south Louisiana? 

Back then, I didn’t know who I was. School didn’t come easy. I was slow to learn, quick to be picked on, and eventually stopped showing up altogether. I even tried college once, thinking maybe I’d find my place there, but I didn’t finish that either. Still, I always loved to learn. I just hadn’t yet found what was mine to know.

For a long time, I tried to fill the emptiness with all the wrong things — drinking, drugs, distraction. I thought they might numb the ache, but they only deepened it. I was living, but not really alive. 

Everything began to change the day I met my father. Until then, he had been a story I wasn’t sure was real — a name, a shadow, a missing piece. Meeting him was like finding a door I didn’t know existed. He carried something in his voice, a rhythm that felt familiar, though I’d never heard it before. When I saw him, I saw a reflection I’d been searching for my whole life. 

It was that meeting that set everything else in motion. 

My childhood friend Marcus noticed it, too. Not long after I told him about meeting my father, he looked at me and said, “No wonder you were always different from your brothers.” That simple sentence stayed with me. It turned something inside me — a key in a lock I hadn’t known was there. 

And then came the day I received a package in the mail — a stack of documents that would change my life again. Inside were the genealogical records prepared by Audrey B. Westerman, a woman I had never met but who somehow understood the weight of what she was preserving. She had traced my ancestry, my people, through time and silence, through the spaces where official records had forgotten us. 

I remember the sound of the paper when I opened it — the weight of it, the smell of ink and age. I remember running my finger down the names: my father, my grandparents, the people before them — names that stretched back like roots sinking into marsh soil. For the first time, I could see myself in history. 

Through twelve years of my first marriage, I held onto those pages. They were my anchor. I even named my first son Caillou, after Bayou Grand Caillou in Dulac, where my father grew up.

After my divorce, I returned to those records again and again. I started using the tools at church to work on my geneology, reading, researching — slow, quiet steps that gave me a reason to keep going. Each name I uncovered, each story I pieced together, became a light in the fog.

And in that quiet, I realized this story wasn’t just about me. It was about my tribe. My people — those who left, those who stayed, and those who were never remembered properly in the first place. 

For me, a story was always meant to move — through light, through sound, through faces. I thought my path would be through a camera lens, not a pen. Shooting video came naturally. It’s how I learned to listen. The angles, the lighting, the pauses in a person’s voice — those were my language. That’s how I told stories. That’s how I understood truth.

Through my journal, through oral histories, through years of research, I gathered what I could. It took more than a decade to collect, to sort, to begin to see the pattern. In 2018, I packed away the pages, backed up everything on my computer, and began preparing for a documentary. 

By 2019, I was in Louisiana, camera in hand, filming the stories I’d been chasing for years— part history, part homecoming. I traveled to Louisiana, interviewed elders, filmed the bayous and backroads. I wanted to capture not just the facts, but the feeling of the land — the way it breathes and remembers. Then Covid hit, and the world stopped. Everything fell out from under me. Like millions of others, I lost more than I can measure.

But the story didn’t. The story waited — patient as water. So I began again. Researching. Writing. Praying. Listening.

I opened my computer, revisited every note. At first, nothing fit. The pages felt scattered, the story uneven. And truthfully, I didn’t believe I could do it. I’d been told too many times that I couldn’t. That I’d never amount to anything. And somewhere along the way, I started believing that. Failure became a rhythm of its own.

But something in me — or maybe someone — refused to quit. My chief believed in me. The people I met along the way believed in me. They’re still waiting for this story to be told, I think — whether through film or paper.

Writing turned out to be cheaper than hiring a crew, yes — but it was more than that. It was quieter, more honest. The page became my camera. The sentences, my shots. The rhythm of the land and the memory of my people found their way through the keys.

I used to think that distance was only measured in miles, but what I learned is that some distances are measured in silence — in the stories that are lost, the names erased, the records that say nothing about the lives they describe. The marsh had always remembered us, but the paper often did not.

What began that day became a journey that would last more than ten years — a decade of writing, researching, listening, and remembering. The story grew and changed as I did. I started calling it 1788, because that number carried everything I couldn’t yet explain: the year Louisiana burned, the miles between San Diego and Houma, and the rhythm of history that still beats inside me.

In time, the name changed, but the meaning did not. The Marsh That Remembers was born from that number — from that distance, from that silence, from the dream that refused to let go.

This book is my way of carrying the story forward — my father’s, my ancestors’, and the quiet work of those like Audrey who made remembering possible.

I only hope I can tell it truthfully — to honor a people strong in spirit, resilient, long-suffering in struggle, and worthy of every word written in their name.

What follows is part memoir, part testimony, part return. It is the story of distance and belonging — of 1,788 miles and fifteen years of searching and learning — and of what it means when a land remembers you before you remember it.
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Chapter One: 1788
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In 1788 Isaac Briggs and William Longstreet secured a patent for the steamboat—a crude beginning, but one that would change forever how the Mississippi carried people and commerce. paddle wheels biting into the current, lifting and dropping the river’s mud-brown skin with every churn. Steam hissed upward, ghostlike, into humid air heavy with moss, cicadas, and the faint tang of river mud

Georgia ratified the Constitution that year, ink pressed into parchment in a hall far away, the signatures neat and deliberate, meant to anchor a nation. And across the ocean, Mozart bent over his desk, scratching down the final measures of Symphony No. 41. He could not have known it would be the last music he would ever complete, the final echo of a genius who poured entire worlds into sound.

And then came New Orleans. The bells of New Orleans were silent that Good Friday, their tongues stilled by custom. A March morning, fanned by high winds. A fire leaping from a Spanish officer’s home, Don Vicente Núñez. Swallowing eight hundred fifty-six buildings, nearly a quarter of the city lost. Survivors carried what little they could, their eyes stinging with soot, the sky black with grief. ​

Governor Miró would later write to Madrid: “The city of New Orleans is now nothing more than a heap of ashes.

That’s the year on the timeline, boxed neatly in bold print. The “important events.”

But for me, 1788 meant more than a date in a book. It was a number that lived inside me long before I understood its meaning—one thousand, seven hundred, and eighty-eight. The miles between San Diego and Louisiana. The distance between where I stood and where my blood remembered.

In high school, I didn’t see diagrams; I saw paddle wheels churning mud-brown water, steam rising into humid air. I imagined the Mississippi carrying barges the way my father would one day describe to me—with engines rumbling and black skies split by searchlights. I didn’t know it then, but the government was already writing other stories about my people. Not symphonies or patents, but rulings and criteria—ledgers that said, You are not enough.

Our house in San Diego was loud, crowded with ten children — brothers, sisters, half-brothers, half-sisters — the clatter of dishes, slammed doors, voices overlapping. In that noise, I was just one boy among many. Yet, inside, even as a child, I felt different. Like a note slightly off-key in song everyone else seemed to know.

Mike, my brother just younger, steadied me. We scraped knees together, shared secrets at night, passed a football until the sky turned dusky and the streetlights flickered on. We were partners and rivals both, playing baseball on the same team, playing flag football in elementary school, and in a house full of noise-and in a house where tempers often flared, Mike had an easy loyalty.

Junior high school should have been another refuge, but it wasn’t. I wanted to learn. I loved the smell of fresh pencils, the promise of new notebooks. Even so, at school I stumbled. Numbers blurred, words tangled, assignments came back bleeding red. 

In classrooms quick to mock weakness, I became the easy target. The bullying stung, but worse still was the echo of it at home—a stepfather whose words cut deep, who reminded me daily I wasn’t enough. 

Only my mother stood between me and the sharpest edges. She had wounds of her own, raised in hardship, but her heart stretched wide enough to hold her children together. “You matter. You are loved,” she whispered. She prayed for me when I couldn’t pray for myself. Her faith, quiet but steady, became my light in the dark.

On Sundays, church gave me another kind of relief. The pews were hard and my restless mind wandered, but the people there were kind. The rhythm of hymns, handshakes, and warm voices gave me glimpses of belonging. I learned as much from watching my mother’s quiet faith as I did from any talk given at church. 

It didn’t solve my difficulties, but it softened the edges.

In childhood, the name Louisiana drifted into conversation. My mother mentioned it sometimes, quietly, in pieces. Your father came from there. He spoke French. That was all. My mother didn’t know anything about Louisiana either. Yet to me it sounded mythical. a place half-real, half-story. I imagined bayous as enchanted rivers, voices rolling in cadences I had never heard. I didn’t yet know what it meant, but the word itself glowed in my mind.

Once, as a boy, me and my friend Bryan even concocted a plan. Bryan’s father was in Florida, a stranger like my father. We would run away, two boys on a quest—one to the East, one to the South—seeking fathers we had never met. The plan fizzled, as childhood schemes often do, but the longing behind it never faded. 

A Heartbeat

So, my days in San Diego unfolded: a crowded house, a loyal brother, a mother’s protection, the sting of school, the comfort of church. To anyone else, it might have seemed ordinary, forgettable. But underneath, for me, ran a quiet question.

Why did I feel so different from my brothers? 

What was waiting for me one thousand, seven hundred, and eighty-eight miles away?

It sat with me like an unsolved riddle. A distance not yet crossed, but already shaping who I was becoming.

And though I could not know it, Louisiana was waiting. Waiting with bayous and moss, with family I had yet to meet, with answers to questions I had not even found the courage to ask.

I often wondered what the people were like, how they talked, how they laughed, how they carried themselves with a rhythm all their own. Even when I was home, Louisiana lingered like a song I couldn’t stop humming. Louisiana lived inside me like a ghost, soft but insistent, reminding me of somewhere I’d never lived but somehow remembered.

I didn’t grow up there. My childhood played out miles away. San Diego was all I knew. The salt-stung air of the Pacific, the cracked sidewalks hot enough to burn bare feet in summer, the sound of jets screaming overhead from Miramar. My world was ocean and desert, playground blacktops, and stucco apartments.

But that didn’t matter. Louisiana was always part of me, woven into my thoughts and daydreams. At school, I’d catch myself drifting off, imagining steamboats on the Mississippi.

No, I had never seen it with my own eyes, but I believed once I did, it would stay with me forever. Some people might not understand it, might not love it the way I already did. It was a place of bayous where the water shimmered dark and mysterious, where cypress knees rose like ancient guardians from the swamps. It’s bayous carrying me into a world of quiet water and winding turns, its countryside painted with endless green upon green, marshes swaying with the wind, bending it like waves. Spanish moss hanging heavy, air thick with memory and grass so alive it seemed to breathe. To me. I thought Louisiana was beautiful, untamed, unforgettable.

I wrote this poem after the first time I went to Louisiana.

~ ~ ~ ~
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The Way A Song Lingers

It takes three, maybe four days

to get there—

depending how you drive,

how often you stop to breathe,

how willing you are

to let the road slow you down.

But once you arrive,

you will never forget her.

Louisiana.

She wears her beauty

like an old song—

the kind you don’t remember learning,

only feeling.

Her bayous will carry you,

glide you into wonder,

each bend a soft secret,

each turn a breath of awe.

The countryside opens

like a living painting—

trees shimmering with heat,

marsh grass bowing and rising

to the rhythm of the wind,

green upon green upon green.

You can love her,

you can curse her humidity,

but you won’t forget her.

Because once she lets you in,

the way a song lingers

after the music fades.

In the hush between heartbeats,

you’ll hear her—

a low hum,

half wind,

half memory.

She is the warmth on your skin

when the sun leans close,

the scent of rain rising

from the road home.

You may leave Louisiana,

but she never leaves you.

~ ~ ~ ~
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NO PICTURE OR STORY could have prepared me for what I felt when I finally stood there — in the heat, the stillness, the soft breath of the marsh rising to meet me. It wasn’t like arriving somewhere new; it was like remembering somewhere I had never been but somehow always carried inside me.

The land spoke in a language I already understood. The water shimmered dark and alive, cypress knees rising like old guardians, moss whispering in the wind. Every turn of the bayou felt like a memory opening — green upon green upon green — until I realized I wasn’t just looking at a place. I was standing inside a story that had been waiting for me.

That’s where this poem came from. From the moment Louisiana let me in, and I understood what it meant to belong to a land that remembers you back.

I knew that when my time came, Louisiana would carve its place in my heart, and I would finally know the land my blood remembered.

For me, Louisiana was never just a point on a map. It was a feeling — a slow pulse beneath my ribs, a heartbeat that had been there all along.

What I didn’t know as a boy was that, while I sat learning long division and waiting for cafeteria pizza, my people in Terrebonne and Lafourche were living through hard times.

In 1979, they moved through their days with quiet endurance. Shrimpers left before dawn and returned bone-tired, their catches weighed and sold for barely enough to cover gas. Families mended nets and patched boats, whispering prayers that the tides would be kind. Children ran barefoot beneath moss-draped oaks, their laughter wrapped in Cajun French — a language the world dismissed, but they carried with pride.

By 1982, the San Diego sun beat hot against my neck as I kicked at the dust during PE, counting the minutes until school let out. Around me, kids laughed, backpacks swinging.

But in Louisiana, between 1982 and 1984, the oil bust was hollowing out the bayou. Men who had worked offshore for decades were being laid off. Shrimpers hauled in smaller catches and sold them for pennies. Women stitched shrimp nets by lamplight, mended clothes, stretched suppers thin. The water was still, but beneath it everything was breaking.

In that same year, I sat in math class — the chalk squealing across the blackboard, numbers marching like soldiers. Yet in my mind, another sound rose, heavy and older than me:

La compagnie a fermé la plateforme. Vingt ans j’ai travaillé, pis asteur rien. Comment j’vas nourrir les enfants?

“The company shut down the rig. Twenty years I worked, and now nothing. How am I supposed to feed the children?”

On a pogné des crevettes toute la nuit, pis ça paye même pas l’essence. On peut pas vivre avec des sous de rien.

“We caught shrimp all night, and still it won’t cover the gas. We can’t live on pennies.”

Fractions blurred on the page. The real math was being done in Louisiana — and it never added up.

Once, I crashed my BMX and skinned my knee, blood welling quick. My friends laughed it off, but somewhere else, a deeper wound was opening.

Y nous disent qu’on existe pas. Qu’on est pas des vrais Indiens. Mais moi, je sais qui je suis, pis j’vas pas les laisser m’ôter ça.

“They tell us we don’t exist. That we ain’t real Indians. But I know who I am, and I won’t let them take that away.”

The sting in my knee was nothing compared to the sting of being erased.

At church in San Diego, I sat between my mother and brother, the hymns rising around me. But under them, another language moved — older, softer, carried by wind and swamp water.

L’eau salée a tué les fèves encore, Maman. Est-ce que rien va pousser l’année prochaine?

“The saltwater killed the beans again, Maman. Will anything grow next year?”

The prayer in my chest tangled with theirs. We were all asking for the same mercy.

I didn’t hear it with my own ears, but I could imagine my cousins falling asleep to the low voices of parents worrying about bills. Some homes sat half-built, the lumber too expensive to finish. At the Dulac mission, families lined up for donated food, the church bells still calling them to Mass in French.

While I waited at a bus stop in San Diego, kicking at the dust, my people in Pointe-au-Chien watched saltwater creep into their gardens.

In high school, during a lecture on the Gold Rush, my mind slipped east. I saw moss hanging like curtains from trees older than any I’d known, rivers curling through cypress knees, their surfaces breaking with fish — or with things I couldn’t name. I didn’t yet know that the Cajuns called them bayous, not rivers.

It wasn’t homesickness. I had never been there. It was something heavier, stranger — like an invisible thread pulling at me from nearly two thousand miles away.

I can still remember it—how quick my temper flared when I thought someone was slighting the Cajun people. I was just a boy then, but proud enough to take every word to heart. That boy, hot-headed and protective? That was me.

I can still remember it—how quick my temper flared when I thought someone was slighting the Cajun people. I was in the eighth grade, old enough to have opinions but still too young to know what to do with them. My voice hadn’t yet learned how to carry conviction, but my chest was already full of it. That boy—quiet on the outside, boiling on the inside—was me.

The classroom smelled of chalk and varnished desks, the air sharp with pencil dust and the faint sweetness of someone’s bubblegum. Outside, the light slanted through narrow windows, catching the dust motes like tiny ghosts. The teacher stood near the map of the United States, talking about the Louisiana Purchase in that easy, half-joking tone teachers sometimes use when they think the lesson’s getting dull.

And then he said it.

“‘Cajun’ isn’t really a people,” he told the class with a smirk. “It’s just a brand. Like a bottle of hot sauce.”

The room went silent for me. I felt every muscle in my body tighten. Heat climbed my neck; my fists curled under the desk until my knuckles turned white. The words burned their way in before I could stop them. I glanced around the room—no one else seemed to notice. A few kids snickered. Someone whispered something about gumbo, and laughter fluttered through the rows like paper wings.

I didn’t laugh. I couldn’t. My face was burning, my heartbeat thudding in my ears. I wanted to speak up—to tell him he was wrong, that “Cajun” was a people, a culture, a rhythm of living that no bottle or brand could contain. But the words caught somewhere between my heart and my mouth. I stared at the map behind him—the Gulf Coast a faint green blur—and wished I could reach through the paper and touch it, to remind myself that the place was real.

All I could do was sit there, trembling with the force of something I did not yet understand. Even without ever setting foot there, I felt its pull. Louisiana mattered to me. I didn’t know why—not yet—but it did. A pull I could not name.

At the time, I thought my anger and my tears were for the Cajun people—the ones I’d read about in library books, their songs filled with both loss and laughter. Descendants of the Acadians, driven from their northern homeland during the Grand Dérangement, they found refuge in the bayous and salt marshes, where exile became a kind of art. They turned heartache into melody, memory into dance. Even then, their voices were fading. The old words—mo chèr, viens donc ici—drifted like smoke through open windows, their meanings thinning with every generation. I wept for them without knowing why—for the way beauty can survive even as it slips away.

But now I understand that the ache went deeper—beyond language, beyond song. Something older was calling me, something I couldn’t yet name. My Native ancestors were speaking—voices rooted in the water and wind, voices recorded in ledgers but never silenced. They had endured the same forgetting, the same erasure dressed in official words. And still, they called.

Sometimes, late at night, I would lie awake in my San Diego room and hear them in the quiet rhythm of my own heart:

Nous autres, on est toujours ici. Laisse pas les faire rire de nous jusqu’à nous effacer.

“We are still here. Don’t let them laugh us away.”

While I fought back tears in silence, they fought for land, for names, for the right to remain. Deep inside, I already knew: the marsh remembered. Somewhere, my ancestors’ voices waited—Cajun and Native, two threads of the same song—carried together on the wind, still asking not to be forgotten.

Two peoples—Native and Cajun—bound not by the same blood, but by the same earth, the same water, and the same ache to endure. The prayer in my chest tangled with theirs. Two worlds, two lives, one heartbeat.
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