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Noodling for Flatheads





INTRODUCTION

BOOKS ABOUT strange obsessions, like the obsessions themselves, tend to grow out of chance encounters. Mine began, like an old Jack London story, with a search for a dog.

I was living in Cambridge, Massachusetts, at the time, learning to play country blues guitar and thinking it would be nice to have a lazy coonhound for an audience. In Oklahoma, where I grew up, coonhounds seem to haunt every paper route and country road, to lurk in querulous packs down every gravel drive. Most of my childhood had been spent trying to dodge their teeth, whether on foot or on my blue Schwinn bicycle. But now I found, after years on the East Coast, that I missed their voices.

That fall I started calling the AKC and the ASPCA, scanning ads in local newspapers and consulting dog trainers, all to no avail. In New England coonhounds are about as common as wolves. A few people had heard rumors of such dogs, but none had actually seen one in the flesh. Why not a pug, they said, or a nice Brittany spaniel?

Finally one day, weeks into my search, I managed to track down a breeder of blueticks. At first, as I stood on his front porch explaining what I wanted, I could see his smile fade through the screen door: his puppies were all spoken for that season, he said. But then, as we talked some more, he suddenly held up his hand. “Hold on a second,” he said, turning and disappearing into his house. A moment later he emerged from the shadows with a rumpled document: American Cooner magazine.

It was the strangest publication I had ever seen.


After half a century of television, it’s easy to mistake our sitcoms for ourselves—to imagine that there’s no more to popular culture than Barbie dolls and TV theme songs. But American Cooner came from somewhere beyond the range of most antennas. Its closely typeset pages contained dozens of articles about coon hunters and their exploits, interspersed with snapshots of the hounds in action: front paws high up on tree trunks, eyes gone white from the photographer’s flash, mouths bawling hysterically at a coon somewhere above. Here and there, advertisements for kennels referred cryptically to “Grand Nite Champions,” “cold-nosed, chop-mouth dogs,” and “chilled semen for sale.” I had no idea what they meant, and it was hard to imagine that thousands of people out there did. Yet American Cooner was a fat, glossy monthly, chock-full of ads.

Leafing through page after page of coonhound arcana, I realized there was a side to Oklahoma that I had missed growing up, a hidden history and landscape that even locals might not see. While I had moved about in what seemed a nine-to-five world—where dinner was always at six and every porch light snapped off at ten—a few of my neighbors spent half their waking hours in the woods. When the rest of us went to bed, the coon hunters among us were just fully awakening, keyed to their dogs’ unearthly voices and the forest’s nocturnal pulse.

The wonder, to me, wasn’t that people did such things, but that they published magazines about it and compiled coon-hunting histories, maintained century-old bloodlines, and held week-long competitions. Here was a fullblown subculture—one with its own rites, rituals, and deeply rooted lore. And I had heard of it only when I moved a thousand miles away.

In years since, I’ve come across even more obscure publications—a cockfighting magazine called Feathered Warrior, for instance—each of which speaks to a clandestine culture of its own. Few of them can be found on newsstands, just as their virtual alter egos can’t be found on lists of hot Internet links. But like samizdat publications in the former Soviet Union, they reach their audience just the same.

This book explores a few of those hidden worlds—worlds that exist just around the corner, through the looking glass of American life. Each chapter circles in on a specific southern tradition: cockfighting in Louisiana, moonshining in Virginia, soul-food cooking in Georgia, and so forth. The book as a whole, however, is less about the traditions themselves than the hardy, tenacious communities that have come to entangle them, like wild vines around an underground spring.

I won’t pretend that the result is a comprehensive portrait, or even an internally consistent one. Religion isn’t here, for one thing, and race only briefly. Some of these traditions are illegal, others merely obscure; some ancient, others ultramodern. But the people who practice them share an undeniable kinship. Unlike so many of us, bent on wealth, promotion, or a few seconds of prime time, they cling to dreams that force them ever deeper underground. They hide their liquor under floorboards, make chitlins late at night when the family is asleep, or practice marbles in forest clearings. The more chilling their isolation, the brighter burning their obsessions—and their loyalty to those who share them.

I now think that rumpled copy of American Cooner was less a magazine than a secret handshake, the opening clue in a scavenger hunt. It eventually led me to a half-lame coon hunter in western Massachusetts and through him to a six-month-old redbone, the lonesome runt of a broken-chain litter. Hattie is a dead ringer for the dogs I grew up with (though her disposition is sweeter) and sometimes she even howls on pitch when I play the guitar. But if she helps dispel my homesickness, it’s not the way I imagined. Home, she reminds me, is a place as foreign as it is familiar—one you can go back to again and again, as if for the first time.






Noodling for Flatheads

The great river was very dangerous [the Indians said]. There was a demon . . . who would engulf any who approached in the abyss where he dwelt.

—JACQUES MARQUETTE, 1673   


I have seen a Mississippi catfish that was more than six feet long and weighed more than 250 pounds. And if Marquette’s fish was the fellow to that one, he had a fair right to think the river’s roaring demon was come.

—MARK TWAIN, Life on the Mississippi  



GROWING UP with Lee McFarlin, I never took him for someone with odd and intimate dealings with fish. In our high school, in north-central Oklahoma, Lee was one of those kids who sort of drifted from view: cutting classes and tooling around in his ’62 Chevy Impala. When I looked him up in my senior yearbook recently, he had a single picture to his name—no sports, no clubs, no academic honors. Back then, the only clue to his secret life was the faint tracery ofscars along his forearms.

Late in the spring, when the rest of us were thinking about the prom, Lee would head to the Cimmaron River. As soon as the chill comes off the water, he knew, catfish look for places to spawn. Hollow banks, submerged timbers, the rusted wrecks of teenage misadventure: anything calm and shadowy will do. Once the eggs are laid, the male chases off the female with a snap of his jaws. Then for days he hovers over his glutinous brood, waiting for the first fingerlings to emerge, pouncing on any intruders.

That’s when Lee would find him. Wading alongshore mor diving to the lake bottom, Lee would reach into likely nooks and crevices, wiggling his fingers and waiting for a nip. When it came, he would hook his thumbs into the attacker’s mouth or thrust his hand down its throat, then wait for the thrashing to stop. If he was lucky, the thing on the end of his arm was a fish.


Now, your average catfish is an innocuous thing: farm fed, soberly whiskered, tender as an earlobe. But inflate that fish a hundredfold—like a flea seen through a microscope—and it becomes a true American monster. When it lunges from the river bottom, opening jaws the size of dinner plates, the suction may pull in almost anything: shrimp, fish, snake, or rat, baby duck or beaver. According to one old story, when pioneer mothers did their wash by a stream, they sometimes heard a splash and a muffled yelp: where a little boy had been playing, only a few bubbles were left.

It’s been a long time since catfish were the stuff of children’s nightmares—the troll under the bridge, the thing at the bottom of the well. But by all accounts they’re only getting bigger. In the 1990s more than forty-five state records were set for catfish, including one for a III-pound blue cat. People spear them with pitchforks or snag them with hooks spooled in by lawn-mower engines; some use boron rods with titanium guides, ultrasonic lures, or baits spiked with amino acids that seize control of a fish’s brain. But a few, like Lee, still dispense with equipment altogether.

“I’ll tell you what it feels like,” Lee says. “You know little puppy dogs, when you shake the fire out of them when they’re teething? That there’s exactly how it feels.” Catfish may not have fangs, but they do have maxillary teeth: thick rows of inward-curving barbs designed to let food in but not out. When clamped on your arm, catfish also have an unfortunate tendency to bear down and spin, like a sharpener on a pencil. “It ain’t nothin’ but sandpaper—real coarse sandpaper,” one hand grabber in Arkansas told me. “But once that thing gets to flouncin’, and that sandpaper gets to rubbin’, it can peel your hide plumb off.”

A second-generation hand grabber, or “noodler,” Lee caught his first fish that way at the age of eight. Though the bite didn’t break his skin, it infected him like a venom. He’s married now, with two children and a plumbing business, but he still starts noodling when the wheat turns golden brown, switching to even bigger game at summer’s end. His house, plain enough on the outside, is atavistic style on the inside: heads looming from every wall, giant fish twisted in desperate poses, freezers full of strange meats. (Once, when a deer wandered through his sleepy neighborhood, Lee grabbed a hunting bow and chased it through his backyard.) Last spring, to make the place a bit more cozy, he brought home a baby bobcat.

Today, noodling with his family and me on a lake just west of our hometown, Lee needs less than five minutes to launch his boat, gun it across the lake, and leap into the water as we drift to a stop. A few seconds later he calls me over to a crumbling pier. “Sit here,” he says with a weird grin, “I want you to feel something.” I scoot onto the concrete, trying to look nonchalant. If Lee was enigmatic in high school, I was something worse: bookish, bilingual, taught to be terrified of the outdoors. (“The bones of drowned boys,” my mother was fond of saying, “lie at the bottom of every farm pond.”) While he was trapping muskrats and skinning wild pigs, I learned about the American wilderness by reading James Fenimore Cooper in German.

Sitting on the pier now, I can feel reverberations of the old panic. Beneath me, all is quiet at first. But then, as Lee fumbles under the concrete with both hands, something begins to stir. Another dip of his thick shoulders, and the thing is fully awake, thrashing in the water six inches below me, thrumming the concrete with sharp cracks of its tail. We’ve found it—the troll under the bridge. All that’s left is to reach down its throat.


The origins of noodling are difficult to imagine, much less prove. In North America archaeologists have found fishhooks made of bone, weirs of wood and stone, and perforated shells for sinking nets. But noodling leaves no traces; it is as ephemeral as some of the boasts it inspires.

Native Americans, by all historical accounts, had a peculiar genius for killing fish. Hernando de Soto’s men, trudging through swamps in search of El Dorado, saw lines of Indians splashing in pools, scaring up fish and whacking their heads “with blows of cudgels.” Others mentioned Indians attracting fish with torches, lassoing them by the tail, harpooning them with lengths of cane, and drugging them with buckeye and devil’s shoestring. The most straightforward of all fishing methods, however, was first described in 1775, by a trader-historian named James Adair:


They pull off their red breeches, or their long slip of Stroud cloth, and wrapping it round their arm, so as to reach to the lower part of the palm of their right hand, they dive under the rock where the cat-fish lie to shelter themselves from the scorching beams of the sun, and to watch for prey: as soon as those fierce aquatic animals see that tempting bait, they immediately seize it with the greatest violence, in order to swallow it. Then is the time for the diver to improve the favourable opportunity: he accordingly opens his hand, seizes the voracious fish by his tender parts, hath a sharp struggle with it against the crevices of the rock, and at last brings it safe ashore.


Most Indians, Adair goes on to say, “are in the watery element nearly equal to amphibious animals.” By contrast, the first Europeans to try their hand at noodling must have been ungainly sights. Flailing out of the water, gasping for air, they may have tried to do justice to the experience by rebaptizing it wherever they went. In Arkansas they called it “hogging,” in Mississippi “grabbling,” and in Nebraska “stumping,” though any given noodler might have two or three names for it. In Georgia it became “cooning,” in Kentucky “dogging,” and in Texas and Oklahoma “noodling.” “The way you get ahold of that fish,” Lee explains, “it’s kind of like a wet noodle, squirming and squiggling.”

As settlers drifted farther down the country’s waterways, catfish stories sprang up with each new town and steamboat station. According to one nineteenth-century report, catfish would congregate beneath a dam on the Kansas River “like hogs in a hog lot,” just waiting to be eaten. Sometimes the same men who searched for drowning victims by the dam would strap a gaff hook on one arm and dive for fish. At the turn of the century a man named Jake Washington went down and came up two or three days later—a drowning victim himself. “He hooked him a giant fish and couldn’t get loose,” says Tom Burns, a self-proclaimed “old man of the river” in Lawrence, Kansas. “They found them side by side on a sandbar.”

Since the great dam-building years in midcentury, American rivers have grown less hospitable to catfish. Brushy snags have been yanked clear, mucky bottoms dredged out, banks scraped clean, till the Missouri River, where some of the country’s biggest blues once lurked, has become “a pretty swift ditch,” in the words of one ichthyologist. If the catfish have gotten bigger lately, it’s partly owing to neglect: on the Mississippi Delta, where less than 20 percent of all streams could support fisheries in 1979, the Army Corps of Engineers has nodded off just long enough for some rivers to recover.

Like the black bears resettling once-ravaged parts of the Ozarks, noodlers may be an indicator species of sorts for healthy waterways. More often than not, though, modern noodlers are less throwbacks than thrill seekers, donning scuba gear, diving into reservoirs, and harvesting fish from made-to-order catfish boxes—a southern variation on lobster traps. (One noodling pond I visited in Arkansas had such clean, accessible catfish accommodations that it was called the “hole-tel.”) In Mississippi, once home to the scariest noodling waters in America, the sport’s best spokesman in recent years has been Kristi Addis, Miss Teen USA 1987. One of her favorite pastimes, Addis told judges at the pageant, is grabbling for flatheads on the Yalobusha River. When pressed, she admitted that the mechanics of grabbling were “really hard to explain.”


tick tick tick

I’m nostril-deep in murky water, sunk to the calves in gelatinous muck. Half an hour ago the troll got away, squirming through an escape hatch beneath the pier. A good omen? I’m not sure. Noodling, I know, is the fishing equivalent of a shot in the dark. For his master’s thesis at Mississippi State University, a fisheries biologist named Jay Francis spent three years noodling two rivers. All told, he caught 35 fish in 1,362 tries: 1 fish for every 39 noodles. Still, it’s too soon to take comfort in such statistics. From this vantage, Lee still seems dismayingly confident. Perched on the nose of his boat, surveying the shore, he looks like some raw country god, an embodiment of the lake: hair red as a clay embankment, bright puddles for eyes, patches of freckles like sandbars across broad, ruddy features. “Yessir,” he shouts, “I guarantee you we’re gonna find us some fish.” On his best day, he adds, he caught thirty-five on this lake, all of them by hand.

tick tick tick

In the evening’s honeyed light, the boulders and tumbled-down walls alongshore look ancient as Troy. “Used to be a gas station here,” Lee says, wading toward a collapsed slab. “They love to hang out under this old sidewalk.” Behind us, his kids have set sail from the boat in their water wings, like a small flotilla. “Daddy, can I ketch ’im, Daddy?” one of them squeals, bent on making me look bad. “You promised I could ketch one, Daddy.” We shoo him away and take up positions around the rock, ready to reach in at Lee’s signal.

tick tick tick

I’ve never been so aware of my fingers as I have been these past few days. I’ve found myself admiring them in pictures of myself, flexing them in the mirror, taking pleasure in their simple dexterity. Catfish, I’ve been told, share their love for calm, shady places with turtles, electric eels, and cottonmouth snakes. “In almost any small-town café, you can find some guy who says he knows a noodler who lost three fingers to an alligator snapping turtle,” says Keith Sutton, a catfishing expert and the editor of Arkansas Wildlife magazine. His father-in-law, Hansel Hill, who has been noodling in rural Arkansas for forty years, had an uncle who once reached into a hole and found a “no-shoulders.” The snake’s bite left a permanent crook in his right forefinger. Some noodlers wear gloves; others probe holes with a piece of cane. (“If it feels rough at the end of that cane, it’s a snake; if it feels like rock, it’s a turtle,” Hill says. “But that catfish is just as smooth and slick as can be.”) Lee is a purist. Better to reach in with bare digits, he says, “so you know where you’re at with that fish.”

tick tick tick

“What in the hell is that ticking sound?” Lee blurts, surging from the water for breath. “It sounds like a time bomb’s about to go off down there.” I glance blankly at him, still focused on my wiggling fingers. “That must be my fish locator!” some local angler yells from a nearby boat. He and his buddies have been floating alongside us for a while, hoping to get in a little rubbernecking before the sun sets.

“Well, turn that damn thing off!”

Catfish have the sharpest hearing in the fish world: an air bladder tucked behind their heads serves as an eardrum, sending vibrations down an arch of tiny bones to the fish’s inner ear. In Florida the Indians used to wear such bladders, dyed red, as earrings. I’m busy imagining this when I see something odd in Lee’s face—a sudden tightening around the eyes. Then, just as quickly, his features relax. “You want to see him?” he says, jerking to one side invol untarily. I follow his gaze down: There, frowning beneath the water’s surface, is an eight-pound flathead catfish, clearly disgruntled, gnawing futilely on Lee’s thumbs. A homelier sight would be hard to imagine.


“Catfish are the redheaded stepchildren of America’s rivers,” Keith Sutton likes to say. “A lot of people think they’re above catching them.” My brother-in-law, George, who will fish for anything that swims, goes even further. Fish, he says, embody our social stereotypes. Haughty, neurotic, and beautiful, trout are natural aristocrats. Largemouth bass, omnipresent and resilient, are the river’s working class. Catfish, in this view, are true bottom dwellers (though George says that gar, moon-eye, and paddlefish are even lower—piscine untouchables). It’s an arbitrary ranking, based more on a fish’s looks and personal habits than on its taste and fighting ability, but it can change the course of a river.

In the late 1980s the Army Corps of Engineers finally woke up to the untidy state of the Mississippi Delta. Twelve miles of the Yalobusha River, they announced, would be cleared, dredged, and snagged. “They said it would have no significant impact on the fish,” Don Jackson remembers. “I guess they didn’t think anybody would care enough to check.” Jackson, then a newly appointed professor of fisheries and wildlife at Mississippi State University, decided to see for himself. Even the muddiest reaches on the Mississippi, he found, were alive with flatheads, channel cats, carp, and smallmouth buffalo. When he told this to some of his colleagues, however, they were less than impressed. That’s just fine, they said, but what about real fish?

Jackson and the Mississippi Wildlife Federation eventually forced the corps to scale back its plans. But most fishermen never bothered to get involved. It wasn’t that they didn’t care for catfish—even an ugly species can launch a thousand ships. According to the last national survey, nine million Americans catch catfish, more than fish for trout. “But the people running trotlines and hand grabbling are kind of backwoodsy,” Jackson says. “They can lose things that are very important to them, and they still don’t speak out.” There is no environmental organization named Catfish Unlimited, no catfish-ecology chat group on the World Wide Web. Catch-and-release, an ecoreligion of sorts among fly fishermen, is practiced by only one in fifty catfish fishermen.

To born-again fly fishermen—some of whom write laws for state fish and wildlife departments—noodlers rank even lower than paddlefish. Not only do noodlers kill their fish, they grab them at their most vulnerable moments, sometimes leaving thousands of eggs behind to be eaten by predators. The fact is, however, that noodling poses little threat to the environment. A single catfish can lay enough eggs to repopulate a stream reach. Besides, noodling is just too unpleasant to become very popular. “I can’t tell you how tough it was,” says Jay Francis, whose 1,300 noodles had less effect on catfish stocks than did the weather. “Some of those fish were just incredibly, incredibly vicious.”

If noodling is legal in only seven states, the reason has less to do with the environment than with ethics—and ethics of a perversely genteel sort. In the words of one ichthyologist in Missouri: “It’s just not a sporting thing to do.”


Stumbling across another muddy inlet, I have a hard time feeling sorry for the fish. In my right hand I’m holding a rope threaded through the gills of Lee’s three catches, which swim along behind me like puppies on a leash. Blue cats have the worst bite, Lee says—“The difference between them and flatheads is like the difference between pit bulls and poodles”—but these flatheads look plenty tough to me.

A few feet from shore, the waves break across low, blue black humps, glistening beneath the water like a school of eerie, robotic fish. Two years ago Lee made these catfish dens out of sawed-up oil barrels. They were meant to be fully submerged, but the same drought that has been withering wheat crops in the Oklahoma panhandle keeps exposing these drums to the sun, forcing Lee to move them every few weeks. Wading over to one, I see that Lee has his right leg inside it, struggling to pin something against its inside wall.

“Owwwwwwwww! That damn fish bit me!”

“Have you got him?”

“Not this one, that one! The one on your line!”

I glance down at my aquatic puppies. One of them has managed to dodge through my legs, sneak up on Lee, and chomp on his big toe. A bold feat, though hardly sporting.

“Hold on a second, just hold on.”

By now Lee’s eyes flash signals clearly as a lighthouse: He’s found a big one. In a beat I’m crouched next to him, arms tangled with his inside the den, hands splay-fingered to stop the fish’s charge. Somewhere in there, a fish is caroming off the sides of the barrel, ringing it like a muffled gong. And I realize, with a shudder, that my fingers are waving frantically, almost eager for a bite.

“He’s on your side,” Lee yells. “Can’t you feel him?”

No. But how could I miss such a huge fish? A twitch of my right hand solves the conundrum: I can’t feel the fish, it seems, because my arm is all the way down its throat. The fish and I realize this at about the same time, like stooges backing into each other in a haunted house. The fish clamps down, I try to yank free, and the rest is a wet blur of thrashing, screaming, and grasping for gills. At some point Lee threads a rope through its mouth, and for just a second I get a good look at an enormous, prehistoric face. Then, with a jerk of its shoulders, it wrenches free, taking a few last pieces of my thumbs with it.

Later, coasting toward our dock in the dying light, Lee guesses that our catch weighs twenty-five pounds. Out of its element, though, it looks sadly diminished: prostrate on deck, mouth working to get air, skin soft and pale as dough. At first the kids scream when the boat hits a wave and the fish slides toward them, mouth agape. Then the shock wears off and their voices turn mocking, exaggerated. Finally one of them gives it a kick: just another monster done in by daylight.

But not entirely. That night, when I come home from the lake, my son comes padding down the hall to greet me. He’s been hearing bedtime stories about catfish all week—stories not so different, I’ll admit, from my mom’s macabre tales. Now he looks up with anxious eyes as I tell him about my day. And I feel a stab of recognition, watching his face contort with the effort of imagining. The troll, I think, has found a new haunt.






Enter the Chicken

Suddenly we noticed barnyard cocks beginning a bitter fight just in front of the door. We chose to watch.

—ST. AUGUSTINE, De Ordine    



THE ROAD from Baton Rouge to Lafayette snakes through the heart of Cajun country, barely elevated above the swamp’s reach. It’s a dividing line of sorts between the old Louisiana and the new, the puritan north and the licentious south, and the land around it seethes with fecundity. Even in the driest of seasons, the cypress trees are moss grown and saturate, and when the rains come the ground convulses like a living thing. Under the highway the earth shifts and swells, cracking the cement along its seams till it feels like a reptile’s skin beneath your car’s wheels, like the back of a great, slumbering sea beast, easily awakened.

On the night that I arrived in Baton Rouge, southern Louisiana seemed ready to cast loose from the continent once and for all. Floodwaters from the north had already strained the levees to bursting, threatening to capsize chemical barges along the Mississippi; now a thunderstorm swept in to finish the job. Driving west, beneath the phosphorescent plumes sprayed by passing cars, I felt the rain’s nervous drumming in my gut. My plane had spent hours in a holding pattern above this storm, and the kerschlick of my tires ticked off every second of delay: midnight in the bayou seemed an inauspicious setting for a cockfight.

I was looking for a club called the Red Rooster, near a town called Maurice. A cockfighter named James Demoruelle had promised to meet me there, though I was three hours late by then and counting. Ours would be a perfectly legal meeting—cockfighting has never been outlawed in Louisiana—yet I felt as though I were going undercover. Cockfighters are strange attractors of vice, I’d been told, conduits for drugs and gambling and episodes of violence. They shun publicity like an avian virus, hide their meetings as assiduously as any drug cartel or pornography ring. A few weeks earlier I’d tracked down the editor of a cock-fighting magazine at an unlisted number in rural Arkansas. When I called, she barked into the phone, “You sound like one of them animal lovers to me,” and hung up.

If Demoruelle had agreed to meet me, I thought, it was because he was a little desperate. A few months before, a state congressman from New Orleans had written a bill to ban cockfighting in Louisiana. Though Demoruelle, as president of the Louisiana Gamefowl Breeder’s Association, had managed to fight off “the humaniacs” for years, the battle seemed to be turning against him: cockfighting was a misdemeanor in twenty-nine states by then and a felony in sixteen. Arizona, Louisiana, Missouri, New Mexico, and Oklahoma still allowed it, but in Louisiana some of the sport’s biggest boosters had been swept out of office, and in Arizona and Missouri animal rights groups were gathering signatures for state referenda on the sport.

At the same time, however, cockfighting had never been more popular. There were at least five hundred thousand cockfighters in the United States, and owing to the immigration of Asians and Latin Americans, the number seemed to grow every year. There were three national cockfighting magazines, with names like Feathered Warrior, and there were cockpits in even the most tranquil, law-abiding communities. When I told the name of my hometown in Oklahoma to a criminologist who specializes in cockfighting, he laughed. “Oh yeah. I know that place. There’s a pit just outside of city limits.”

Part of me wanted to go back and see that side of smalltown life, to let it rattle my memories like the false fronts of a Hollywood set. But another part, Demoruelle must have known, was just looking for a thrill. When he wasn’t fighting chickens, Demoruelle worked in a drug rehab center, and he knew all about forbidden pleasure. “Be careful,” he’d told me, only half-joking. “If you get into this thing, you might really like it. I can get somebody off drugs or alcohol better than I can off of chickens.”


Had I come to Louisiana a century earlier, the warning would have been unnecessary: cockfighting, back then, was a perfectly honorable addiction. For hundreds of years, in England, it had been a sport of schoolboys, country squires, and kings. Henry II appointed a “Hereditary Marshal of the King’s Birds” to take care of his gamecocks, and Henry VIII had a sumptuous cockpit built, encircled by coops belonging to the lords and princes of the realm. Even clergymen joined in the sport, holding cockfights at churches and, in one instance, awarding a prayer book to the winner.

In the New World, cockfighting would find an even better audience. Hungry for diversion, accustomed to the brutality of frontier life, the colonists took to blood sports with indiscriminate avidity. From the Dutch they learned gander pulling and snatch the rooster: you stretched a rope between two trees, hung a bird from it upside down, greased its head with lard, and tried to yank it off as you galloped underneath. From the British they learned everything else: bearbaiting, bullbaiting, wolfbaiting and rat-baiting, dogfighting and cat clubbing. When the first British colonists crossed the Atlantic to Jamestown, they brought fighting cocks with them.

Throughout the eighteenth century and most of the nineteenth, cockfights were a “fashionable amusement” in the North, a gentleman’s pastime in the South. When cockfighting waned, in the late nineteenth century, it was out of concern less for the animals than for their audience. “By being spectators of these scenes of cruelty,” one editorialist wrote, “the mind is imperceptibly hardened, and prepared for beholding, without disgust, scenes at which humanity must recoil.” Others complained that blood sports sullied the national reputation or that Americans needed more fresh air, more group sports. “I am satisfied,” Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. wrote in the Atlantic Monthly, “that such a set of black-coated, stiff-jointed, soft-muscled, paste-complexioned youth as we can boast in our Atlantic cities never before sprang from the loins of Anglo-Saxon lineage.” In 1867, New York, once famous for its cock-fights, became the first city to ban all blood sports. By the turn of the century, most of the country had followed suit.

These days, Holmes would be pleased to find, American pastimes are altogether more wholesome. But then, talking to cockfighters and sociologists, politicians and animal rights activists, I often felt as though there were two Americas: the one we legislate and the one just down the street, inside an abandoned warehouse or a neighbor’s basement; the one on television and the one where Santeria rituals are performed and snakes handled, where moonshine glimmers and gamecocks fight.

As I drove past Maurice city limits, the night was nearly absolute. Only now and again did the lightning expose the skeletal landscape beyond my car’s headlights. I was almost to the next town by the time a low, rickety building swam into view. Turning in, I saw a few dozen pickup trucks scattered across the mud and gravel, as if flung there by the storm. Off to the side, perched on the embankment, a portable sign flickered and buzzed in the rain: “R d R ost r.”


Demoruelle was standing on the top rung of the bleachers across the room, arms folded over his beefy chest. Though I’d only heard his voice, I picked him out of the crowd right away: silver hair, bullish features, melancholy eyes. Even at that distance he radiated a kind of sullen power, surveying the scene like Henry VIII himself, inspecting his troops.

A few weeks earlier a friend had sent me a farmer’s cap with a gamecock stitched on it. Dressed in that hat, threadbare jeans, and a paint-spattered T-shirt, I thought I might slip into this scene unnoticed. But now, in the cool glare of fluorescent light, I could feel my joints stiffening and my eyes getting dodgy. I yanked off the hat and stuffed it in my back pocket.

I shouldn’t have bothered. A few eyes locked onto mine as I came in, but when Demoruelle raised his hand and called me over, they drifted back to the fight. A moment later I was standing within his protective circle, shaking hands with two men who flanked him like lieutenants.

It was only then that I began to notice an odd thing: The Red Rooster was a fairly cozy place. Warm and brightly lit, high ceilinged and amiably sloppy in its construction, it seemed better suited to a Boy Scout jamboree than a cock-fight. Over in the central tier of bleachers, a mother was tickling her toddler into ecstatic peals of laughter. A few rows down from her, a woman was nursing her baby within touching distance of the cocks, cupping her hands over the child’s ears when their squabbling grew too loud. There were crawfish farmers in overalls and old-timers trading gossip, a woman hawking cockfighting T-shirts, and teenagers loitering in the aisles, flirting between sips of Dr Pepper. It was two in the morning by now, and the Red Rooster looked as harmless as a bingo parlor.

Where were all the drunks and scofflaws, dope fiends and edgy hustlers? Where were the “vain, idle, and wan-ton minds,” as William Penn wrote of cockfighters in 1682, who “gratify their own sensualities and raise the like wicked curiosity in others”? I felt like some South Sea explorer, making my way past spooky totems and grim palisades only to find a few peaceable villagers inside, eating roots and swatting at flies.

Cockfights, sociologist Clifton Bryant later told me, are like “a demographic frozen in time. The country changed, but they didn’t.” In 1974 and again in 1991 Bryant conducted a national survey of cockfighters. “They’re mostly middle-class, from small towns or the country, more likely to be married, more likely to stay married, more likely to go to church, to be veterans,” he said. “In fact, if you tried to go back and put together a typical American of the 1940s or 1950s, that would be a cockfighter.”

Demoruelle’s friends were typical cockers. Sonny Wabinga, to his left, was an army ranger on his third tour of duty. He had a moon-shaped face, wide, dreaming eyes, and a body as compact and lethal as any gamecock’s. I’d once seen film clips of rangers on patrol so sleep deprived that they mistook tree branches for telephones and tried to call home. Surviving that sort of thing, and raising chickens, had given Sonny an oddly upbeat Darwinian out-look. “We’ve got the battle cross!” he told me later when I asked about his kids. “My wife’s German and I’m Filipino, so my boys have the power and the speed.” John Hickerson, to Demoruelle’s right, was lanky and gray haired, with the loose, loquacious manner of a cowboy poet. He was from Michigan but had to come south to do his cockfighting. “Where I come from,” he said, “it’s a felony just to own cockfighting equipment.”

They made a strange threesome, standing on that bench together, calling out their bets: a St. Bernard, a pit bull, and a bloodhound, all howling at the same moon. As Sonny put it, “If you have chickens, great, we can talk. Otherwise . . .” He smiled his strange smile and turned to the fight.


The cockpit rose from the center of the room like a miniature Thunderdome: a raised, octagonal cage, eight feet high and more than twenty feet across, surrounded on three sides by bleachers. The cage was meant to protect the audience, not to confine the birds, Demoruelle told me. “They say we’re cruel, that we’re making them fight. But I guarantee, if you put those chickens on either end of a football field, they’d crow and charge and end up fighting at the fifty-yard line.” He spoke in a flat, faintly Gallic grumble, with flashes of local color but not much music—the voice of a man who’d never gotten used to defending himself. But I believed him. The two men entering the pit just then were cradling their birds like jars of nitroglycerin. The cocks’ heads jutted from their owners’ arms, wild eyed and quivering, desperate for release. From where I sat, they looked less like farm animals than birds of prey, barely a gene or two removed from gyrfalcons.

If cockfighting is still legal in Louisiana, if calling it immoral can still get your nose broken, this is why: Most blood sports are merely cruel; no bear or badger is baited willingly, and dogs rarely fight to the death. But chickens are different. Egg factories lose as much as 80 percent of their layers to cannibalism, unless they cut off the birds’ beaks; and even on a free range, roosters are seized by blood lust now and then. “We call it comin’ into their pride,” one chicken breeder told me. “After a storm sometimes, you’ll go out into the yard and it’ll be littered with dead birds.”

Still, a good gamecock is largely a human invention. Beginning three thousand years ago Asian cockfighters took the most unfriendly birds on the planet—jungle fowl, Gallus gallus—and proceeded to make them even meaner. They crossed them with Himalayan Bankivas for speed and flying kicks, and with Malay birds for stamina and wallop. They taught them to punch and feint and roll. They marched them through gamecock calisthenics, trimmed their wattles and combs, and stuffed red pepper up their anuses. A few thousand generations later this was the result: two birds programmed to kill each other, each a glimmering alloy of instinct, training, and breeding; each as exquisitely forged and lacquered as a Persian dagger.

Below us in the pit, the two men were standing side by side now, swaying toward each other like dancers bumping hips, holding their birds at waist level and letting them peck at each other. “Gamecocks are meant to fight,” Demoruelle said finally. “Anyway, they were doing it when Christ walked the earth, and he never said a word about it.” Then he held up a roll of $10 bills and hollered, “Fifteen on the gray!”

Two rows down, a hairless old man with ears like flügelhorns turned and nodded.


Cockfighting, the Kama Sutra tells us, is one of sixty-four arts that every sophisticated woman should know. The rules are simple: Two roosters are matched by weight and given identical weapons (wild cocks use their bony back spurs to fight, but cockfighters cut these off and strap knives or gaffs, like curved ice picks, onto the stumps). Once armed, the birds are placed in a ring and launched at each other like self-guided missiles, exploding in a flurry of beaks and feet. The fight is no-holds-barred, but it’s a controlled sort of mayhem, full of stops and starts and odd points of etiquette. When a cock stops fighting, the referee counts to twenty and then calls a twenty-second break. (In Bali they drop a pierced coconut into a pail fullof water; when the coconut sinks, the birds fight.) If a cock goes down for three counts of ten and one count of twenty—or if he runs away or simply dies—the fight is over.

The whole thing can look a lot like a boxing match, but with one essential difference: Here, “gameness” matters more than landing punches. Your bird may be mortally wounded—he may even drop dead while chasing the other bird—but if he’s the last one to show some fight, he wins.
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