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Introduction
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Back in 2001, I underestimated this story. I knew that its colorful, real-life characters took extreme risks to build their industry, but I didn’t anticipate how much their oral histories would entertain me. These oilfield boat business pioneers told tales that made me gape, laugh, cringe, and almost cry. Their rise and race to the top of their profession formed a book first published in April 2007 and reprinted multiple times thereafter. Now, almost ten years after the first printing, it is time to update their story. For this new edition, I revisited with the featured families and have written a new Afterword.

It’s difficult for me to believe it’s been fifteen years since my first interview. On that day, November 27, 2001, I drove down a flat, winding road along Bayou Lafourche to Golden Meadow, a tiny Louisiana town about seventy-five miles southwest of New Orleans. Staring through the willow trees at the docked shrimp boats and oilfield tugs, I tried to recall if I’d ever heard of my first interviewee, Bobby Orgeron. I’d grown up less than an hour up the bayou from Bobby’s hometown of Golden Meadow. While I knew many of Bobby’s contemporaries in the oilfield, Bobby’s name didn’t ring a bell. I had no idea what to expect of him.

Bobby’s son Lee Orgeron wanted an author to write about the early days of the marine oilfield, a story that up until that point had been almost completely undocumented. I knew that although the oil and gas industry is the planet’s largest business, much of its inner workings remained a mystery to most people. There had been very few popular books and films on the subject.

The lack of media attention has been particularly true in regard to the offshore oilfield, which only seems to earn significant coverage in the wake of an epic disaster like the BP Oil Spill of 2010. For instance, in Daniel Yergin’s 1991 Pulitizer-winning book, The Prize, the definitive work on the history of oil and gas, Yergin makes only one reference to the Gulf of Mexico, the birthplace of offshore oil.

Yet, make no mistake, the global economy is dependent on production from offshore rigs. In the United States, offshore mineral revenues account for the largest source of federal income outside of the treasury department. In many third-world countries, offshore petroleum provides the majority of the nations’ income.

I also knew that this lucrative industry cannot exist without workboats. These vessels can be as small as the 20-foot crew boats that transport workers to the rigs on shallow inland bays, or as large as a 360-foot supply boat, which hauls equipment and provisions to oceanic rigs operating in ten thousand feet of water depth. These capable vessels, which now sail the seven seas, began as something simple, a Louisiana shrimp boat, oyster lugger or fishing skiff, a wooden hull with a low-power engine. The small vessel and its Cajun captain were the geneses of what became an enormous business.

Given the industry’s wide scope but almost unknown history, Lee Orgeron’s project intrigued me. Workboats had piqued my interest ever since my boyhood. All my life, I’d admired the regal vessels as they glided down our waterways like marine chariots. When I’d pass by the boatmen’s mansions along Bayou Lafourche, I’d hear bits of their improbable stories and wonder just how they had achieved their success.

But writing an honest account about the boat business worried me, too, and I expressed my reservations right away to Lee. Growing up on the bayou, I knew how corrupt the oilfield used to be; I didn’t want to write the book unless I could also be fair to the reader and depict the industry’s dark side, too. When I brought up this issue to Lee, he shrugged. He didn’t see any reason why the boat barons couldn’t tell the whole story.

And to the boatmen’s credit, most of them did. After interviewing many of the industry’s pioneers, I settled on four of them, all of whom were native French speakers and who had risen out of a poor, unlettered culture. They lived along lower Bayou Lafourche in and around tiny Golden Meadow. From the bayou, they blazed the world’s seas. In so doing, they walked a line that constantly teetered between fortune and financial ruin. Their stories exemplify how the Cajuns established their place in oilfield history, right alongside the Texans and the Russians, the Rockefellers and the Rothschilds, and the Shahs and the Shieks.

Who are the Cajuns? Today, we are a people from a mix of ethnicities with mostly French surnames who inhabit a triangle of rural land bordered by southeast Texas on the west, the suburbs of New Orleans on the east and the center of Louisiana on the north. Either we speak French or our parents or grandparents did. The term “Cajuns” derives from the Acadians, the people whom the British forced out of Acadia, what is now Nova Scotia, Canada, in 1755 and dispersed all over the world. This expulsion, Le Grande Derangement, is the tragic and inspiring heart of our culture.

In truth, the only way to know the people who developed the offshore oilfield is to understand the Acadian story, which began in the mid-1600s when thousands of mainland French immigrated to eastern Canada to escape France for reasons that ranged from violent clashes with the Protestants to starvation to witch hunts. The settlers initially found peace in Acadia. Politically, the Acadians did their best to stay away from the ever-present French and English conflict as Acadia changed hands between the two crowns nine times during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Although the Acadians were French at heart, they were neutral in fact.

In the 1750s, during and after the French and Indian War when Acadia was in English hands, the British governor of Acadia decided he could no longer tolerate the Acadians’ neutrality. The governor demanded the Acadians sign an unconditional oath of allegiance to the British crown. By signing the oath, the Acadians would have essentially agreed to, if commanded, take up arms against their mother country and against their friends the Indians and also to possibly give up their Catholic religion. The Acadians refused the oath and soon felt the consequences.

In 1755, the British began an effort to rid Acadia of the Acadians. The Brits detained the people, then burned their homes and crops and confiscated their land and cattle. As the soldiers herded the Acadians onto navy vessels, their motive was not simply to uproot and deport the Acadians. It was to break the family unit and destroy the culture. In some cases, the British placed parents and children on different vessels.

The English navy scattered the Acadians across the globe, taking them down the Atlantic seaboard to the American colonies and across the Atlantic to English prison camps. Many braved a brutal winter while on board cold, crowded ships, and as smallpox and other afflictions entered the vessels’ damp, cramped holds, hundreds of Acadians died before reaching their destination.

For those who survived the voyage, some became indentured servants on plantations; others endured disastrous resettlement schemes on remote places like the windy, sterile South American Falkland Islands and the disease-ridden Santo Domingo. Those who did not succumb to sickness still had to cope with separation from their people, land, and culture. In some instances, the deportation permanently separated nuclear families, meaning wives would never again see their husbands, and parents would never again lay eyes on their children.

In the years that followed, the once unified Acadians settled all over the world and watched their culture begin to die from assimilation. For instance, in the British colonies of Maryland and Pennsylvania, Acadians became frustrated as they witnessed their children adopt English as their primary language. As the Acadians’ separation and identity anxieties increased, they sought a refuge where they could maintain their culture. Word soon spread that an ideal place of reunion and resettlement was Catholic Louisiana, a then-Spanish, formerly French, and still Francophone colony. Beginning in 1766, after the Acadians arrived in the southern reaches of the present state of Louisiana, their descendants established one of America’s only truly homegrown cultures, combining with mainland French, German, Spanish, African and Native American people to create their own language, cuisine, music, and architecture.

Honestly, I didn’t consider the Acadian/Cajun history when I first sat down with Bobby Orgeron in his old paneled office across from the docks on Bayou Lafourche. He acted as if he had no story, telling me, “I don’t know why you want to know about boats.” But his words belied the tales told by his own appearance. His tall, slender body had obviously lived a hard sixty-nine years, enduring beatings by the sun, the waves, and the fast pace of oilfield days and nights. He didn’t have to say another word without me knowing that his wary eyes had seen much.

During that first interview, it took us a while before we even discussed his career in the boat business. He spent hours talking mostly about growing up in Golden Meadow in the 1930s, where the dominant language was Cajun French, the sole religion was Catholic, and the tension was thick between the Cajuns and the invading “Texiens,” the English-speaking Protestant oilmen from Texas and other parts of the American South. In our first sitting, Bobby and I never discussed workboats in any great detail because there was too much to learn about the background of their captains. These were people who were delivered by midwives, treated by faith healers, and raised on “the fat of the land,” without electricity, indoor plumbing, or any of modern conveniences we cannot live without today.

After the interview, as I drove home alongside the bayou’s oyster luggers tied up next to oilfield supply vessels, something hit me. I realized that it was the Cajun culture that formed the men who built an industry that now helps fuel the world, and that I couldn’t write a marine oilfield history without telling it through the eyes of the Cajuns.

From Cajun generation to generation, strengthened by their Acadian exile, the Cajuns became masters at adaptation, particularly when it came to designing and operating boats to meet the needs of their changing world. Whether it was crafting a “grocery boat” narrow enough to navigate the slim bayous that snaked through the trapping leases that covered the Louisiana marsh or adapting a seafood vessel to work as an oilfield tug, the Cajuns made it possible for the marine oilfield to launch from the shallow inland Louisiana bays across the globe to the deep treacherous waters of the world’s oceans.

With the Cajuns raised on fighting hurricanes and having to rebuild their post-storm lives, they were well prepared to battle the unpredictable whims of the oilfield, including the alternating boom and doom years of the 1950s and 1960s, up to the roaring 1970s, down into the 1980s’ bust and through the changing realities of the 2000s. Consequently, this book had to be the story of four interwoven Cajun lives with a plot that would turn most often on the life of Bobby Orgeron.

Bobby, as a young man, was a tall, wiry whip, who bounced with frenetic energy and operated at breakneck speed. Bobby launched his career as a sixteen-year-old crew-boat captain for his overbearing father Juan. Juan’s oppressiveness would actually motivate Bobby’s climb through the business.

Like Bobby, Minor Cheramie received his start on the deck of a boat. As a young man, Minor looked and moved like a rugged matinee idol. He was obsessed with cleanliness, women, and alcohol, though the drink could turn Minor’s fun-loving, Dr. Jekyll personality into that of a mean Mr. Hyde. Despite Minor’s dark side, he was a doting father and a zealous philanthropist. He was also ambitious, determined to develop the industry’s ultimate supply boat.

Unlike Bobby and Minor, Nolty Theriot never captained a boat. Nolty, a tan, handsome, fireplug of a man, was constantly moving forward, literally and figuratively. His mind bristled with new boat concepts. He would eventually design, build, and operate the seminal oilfield tugboat to ply the North Sea. Nolty was also more educated than his contemporaries; he’d graduated from high school and even attended college for a time. But Nolty’s drive was arguably greater than that of his less-refined brethren. His spark came from a near-death experience in World War II.

Unlike Bobby, Minor, and Nolty, Sidney Savoie made conservative decisions. Sidney, a little man with big, owl-like eyes, advanced slowly and steadily. Sidney also refused to participate in the out-of-control oilfield entertainment scene. The issue was whether he could turn down all the drinking, whoring, and gift giving and still succeed.

The seedier side of the oilfield haunted all of the boatmen. But dealing with dark temptations was only one of their challenges. While they would ultimately rake in millions of dollars and help make the multi-billion dollar offshore industry what it is today, their first and most basic goal was simply staying alive.

Survival, I realized during my first interview with Bobby Orgeron, was central to the Cajun Mariners’ story. And I would learn much more about what “surviving” fully meant for Bobby in my subsequent interviews with him; it wasn’t simply enduring but also escaping, whether it was running away from the Guatemalan navy, evading a Louisiana game warden, or dodging death in one of his nine totaled-vehicle car wrecks. As the following pages reveal, it would take all nine of Bobby Orgeron’s lives to tell his tale, one that was certainly worthy of preserving.

Woody Falgoux

Thibodaux, Louisiana

August 11, 2016
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Bobby Orgeron’s first boat, Davey Lou No. 4. (Courtesy of the Orgeron family)


Prologue
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Part One: Prelude in the Gulf

Bobby Orgeron was under attack. Rain pelted him. Waves bombarded him. With each big breaker, his small crew boat rose into the air, and then slammed into the Gulf of Mexico.

As the water slapped his face, he spit out the salty spray and wiped his burning eyes. His boat tumbled, and he struggled to keep his balance. Suppressing a shiver, Bobby reached for the radio.

His Davey Lou No. 4 was anchored, but in this weather the anchor wouldn’t hold much longer. He wondered what he was still doing out here on the water. The rig’s boss, the toolpusher, didn’t seem to care that a hurricane was coming. The rig was right there, only a few hundred yards away from Bobby, but he couldn’t see it in the dark storm. He could make out whitecaps and not much else. Despite the conditions, the pusher had asked him to stand by.

But this was something Bobby could barely do. As Bobby could, surely the pusher smelled the ozone. Surely he could feel the cool wind and hear it howl. The pusher knew this black, angry storm already had a name, Flossie, and it was obvious that she was coming right for them. If the pusher had any compassion, he would have ordered Bobby to attempt to pick up the rig’s crew and take them to shore. However, when Bobby had made this offer, the pusher’s answer was no. Now, Bobby could only worry about his own life. If he evacuated now, he had a chance to survive. He was just off Wine Island Pass, not that far from the good, safe earth of Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana.

His chance for escape was now or never. He certainly didn’t want to ride out Flossie alone in a 41-foot boat. While he was generally not afraid of high seas and believed his lean, six-feet-three, twenty-four-year-old body could do anything, Flossie definitely had him thinking.

The last thing he wanted to do was push the pusher. You didn’t do that in the oilfield. You catered to the drillers and the operators. You showed them you’d try anything. He radioed the rig and told the pusher, “Man, I’m standing by out here. It’s getting rough. I just can’t stay out here by myself in this boat. Can you let me go inside the pass?”

“No, you gotta stay with the rig,” said the pusher.

This was ridiculous. It would be at least two days before they could even think about drilling again. Bobby told the pusher, “Y’all on that rig up there. Y’all not being shaken. I’m being shaken to hell out here.”

“Look, if you leave the rig, you lose your job.”

Bobby knew that this was coming, and because this was the oilfield, he figured it would come that bluntly. But there wasn’t much he could tell the man. This Davey Lou No. 4 was his first and only boat, and this was his first and maybe his only chance to make a name for himself in the boat business. He had notes to pay and a new wife to feed. He’d finally started to prove to his father, his father-in-law, and the rest of his doubters that he might become someone. Of course, he was a long way from proving it completely. But he was planning to be a millionaire by the time he was thirty-five, and he didn’t want this pusher to stop him.

The maudit oilfield, he thought. Rush, rush. Run, run. Drill, drill. If you’re not drilling, you’re not making money. That was all that mattered. To hell with everything else—hurricanes, lives.

Maybe Bobby would go into protected waters and wait. Because of the poor visibility, the pusher might not even notice if Bobby slipped inside the shoreline. But Bobby couldn’t do that without saying something first. He pressed the receiver button and spoke, “I’ll go inside the pass, where it’s not so rough, and I’ll anchor there.”

“No,” said the pusher, “I need you to stay.”

“I can’t.”

“Well, if you leave, you lose your job.”

“Well, I’m sorry. I’m not gonna lose my life for a job.”

That’s it. C’est tout. C’est finis. He couldn’t look back. He decided to pull up anchor. He started to climb from the deck onto the gunwale. He had to walk along the side to get to the anchor at the bow’s tip.

As soon as he put his foot on the gunwale, a wave crashed against the boat and knocked him to the deck. He got up, steadied himself, and looked at the bow. While the distance to its tip was only a few feet, it seemed like miles. With the breakers pounding the boat, he didn’t see how he could walk the length of the gunwale to the anchor, pull it up, and then make it back to the cabin.

How big were these waves anyway? Eight feet. Twelve feet. Fifteen? It was too dark to tell. But hurricanes could throw up thirty to sixty footers, and the way he was anchored, a much smaller wave could easily flip him.

Until now, he’d been doing so well. His one-boat company had a steady job with Standard Oil Company of Indiana (Stanolind) making $40 per day. During a typical hitch, he’d work for thirty days, and then pay someone to relieve him for three days.

For the most part, the work was manageable. On a normal day, he’d run the drilling crew to and from the rig to the Stanolind dock in Dulac, twenty-five miles inside the shoreline.

But the job’s schedule could also be taxing. At times, the oil company would abruptly shift his crew changes from days to nights, throwing off his sleep patterns. And whatever his routine, he was on call around the clock. If the rig needed him to make a one-passenger run in the middle of the night, transporting a mechanic or a special tool, Bobby had to wake up and leave as soon as his cargo arrived. He understood the crucial nature of these trips: without a necessary tool or specialist, the rig couldn’t drill; the company couldn’t make money; and, in a greater sense, the oilfield couldn’t function.

This job with Stanolind was Bobby’s first offshore work. His assigned rig, the Mr. Charlie, was the world’s first transportable, submersible drilling barge. But the rig’s landmark novelty didn’t offer any thrill to Bobby; he was indifferent to the type of rig he serviced. He was only concerned with doing his work and whittling down his note.

Before today, Bobby hadn’t seen anything unusual or particularly hazardous about working off the coast, especially just barely off Timbalier Island, only thirty miles southwest of his hometown, Golden Meadow. It was no different from running to the rigs on the inland bays.

But now, as Hurricane Flossie whirled toward south Louisiana, the danger of offshore work was engulfing him. He was only a couple of miles from safety, but he wasn’t sure how to take the first step. In truth, he had no idea what to do. He’d pissed off the pusher. He’d lost his job. Maybe he’d ruined his reputation.

Whatever he’d done, he had to put it past him. Before that final, lethal breaker hit, he had to find a way to reach the anchor.

Part Two: Preface to a Decision

September 1956

What was happening to Bobby during Hurricane Flossie was no different from what Sidney Savoie was facing. At the time, Sidney, his two deckhands, and his 55-foot tugboat were pushing two barges out on Timbalier Bay, a few miles west of Bayou Lafourche; and the storm’s rain bands stood between them and home. While the tug was making her way up the little channel that ran through the bay, she seemed to be running only on fate. The waves were so high the bay might as well have been the deepwater Gulf. Sidney couldn’t see anything but driving rain and whitecaps.

It was an odd feeling because, when behind the wheel, Sidney was used to really seeing. His eyes were large, more circular than oval, full of hazel light and always wide open. At five-feet-six with his hairline receding, the forty-four-year-old man had the appearance of a little wise man.

But his sagacity, both in look and in reality, was not very useful now on the bay where, most of the time, he couldn’t tell the rain from the waves. It was as if he was inside a washing machine, with the only thing visible being tumbling water.

His vessel’s radar might have warned him of any structures and an occasional channel marker, but it couldn’t come close to delineating the channel’s true boundaries. Sidney could have been inches from running aground. He had no way of knowing. With Flossie’s bands turning Timbalier into an overflowing cauldron, he didn’t want to chance riding out the tempest in the mud. When the brunt of Flossie entered the bay, the storm surge might fill up his boat with wave-wash and rain. Or it might turn her over. He wasn’t taking any chances.

So he forged onward, praying, guessing, and feeling. When he felt the slightest bottom resistance on his port or his starboard, he pulled the other way. He was barely moving; if he sailed any slower, he couldn’t have controlled the barges on his bow.

When he made it from the bay to a canal to Bayou Lafourche, he sighed. Then finally, the village of Leeville appeared out of the tumult. Within minutes, he was tied up at the Gulf Oil dock.

Sidney stepped into the Gulf office wet and shivering. Waiting for him was a Gulf transportation superintendent, a man who was both Sidney’s client and friend.

“Sid,” the Gulf man said, “I need you to go back out.” Sidney didn’t know how to react.

The Gulf man told him that valuable equipment might be destroyed. He wanted Sidney to retrieve it.

When Sidney asked if there were any people out there, the man said he didn’t think so.

Sidney didn’t understand. With the storm only growing more violent, this was a ludicrous request for anyone to make, much less his friend.

During Sidney’s seven-year relationship with Gulf Oil, he had answered the company’s call many times. In fact, he’d never, ever told them no. But did Gulf really expect Sidney to risk his deckhands' lives for some lifeless equipment? Why would one friend place another in peril for the futile pursuit of salvaging a bunch of metal?

It was the oilfield at its most insane, and it didn’t matter whether Sidney heeded or refused the Gulf man’s orders. Either way, he stood to lose.

Part Three: Precursor to Bankruptcy

1959

Losing was exactly what was happening to Nolty Theriot in the late 1950s. In his case, the loss was financial. Frankly, in the spring of 1959, Nolty’s business was drowning. It wasn’t only the banknotes, but the past-due accounts with his suppliers, everyone from the insurance companies to the paint store to the grocery. Some invoices were six months past due, and Nolty had to convince his vendors to give him more time.

The fact that the suppliers trusted him defied good business sense. Although the confident thirty-four-year-old had the ability to make people believe in him, that spring, his creditors’ trust was beginning to fade.

One of Nolty’s CPAs, Dan Carroll, was shocked at how Nolty could linger so long on credit. Carroll, who’d recently graduated from Louisiana State University and was helping his father with the annual audit at Nolty’s Golden Meadow office, had never seen anything like it with the firm’s other clients in Baton Rouge, which was 130 miles to the north. Carroll’s other customers either paid their bills on time or went out of business.

But things were different on the bayou, where, as the oilfield dipped in the late 1950s, it sometimes took the boat companies a year to pay Carroll’s firm for the previous year’s audit. Carroll would soon learn that when it came to market swings, the bayou’s boat companies were a breed apart. Between Theriot and some of his other boat clients, he’d sometimes watch a balance sheet jump from a negative $200,000 to a $500,000 profit in six months.

But at times, the companies went bankrupt, and this year, that was exactly where Nolty J. Theriot, Inc. was heading. On some accounts, Nolty was a full year past due. In all, the debt was nearly half a million dollars. If his creditors decided to force Nolty’s hand, they could bankrupt him on the spot.

For Carroll, verifying all the debt was painful. He was just getting to know Nolty and thought highly of him. He winced when he thought about the man having to close his business.

Then, in the middle of the pile of pink paper and red inky mess, Carroll heard someone running up the steps. Nolty, with a huge grin on his face, bolted into the room. How could he be smiling?

Of course, Nolty constantly grinned. He always sported a handsome, healthy look, with his dark pirate skin, his happy eyes that squinted dramatically when he smiled, and his barrel-chested, five-feet-ten-inch frame that was always edging forward, always ready to pounce on the next prospect.

An outright jubilant Nolty looked at Carroll’s father and said, “Mr. Carroll, Mr. Carroll, come over here and let me show you something.”

The Carrolls followed Nolty to the window and looked down on the narrow parking space between the office and the highway. A blazing new 1959 Cadillac filled their vision. Her trunk wings were flaring and her rocket booster taillights were shining. Nolty explained that he’d just driven her off the lot in New Orleans.

Carroll’s father looked aghast. “Nolty,” he said. “What in the world are you doing buying a new Cadillac? You owe everybody up and down the bayou. You can’t afford to buy a toothbrush, and you buy a brand-new car?”

“Mr. Carroll,” said Nolty. “You know that, and I know that, but they don’t know that.”

“Huh?”

“They don’t know that I’m broke. If I drove an old rusty Chevrolet, they’d worry about their money. But with me driving this car, they’re not worried about their money.”

They, Nolty explained, were the transportation men at Brown & Root, a big oilfield construction contractor in Houston, where Nolty was headed with his Cadillac.

Dan Carroll listened to Nolty talk about his plan to woo more business. He couldn’t believe how self-assured the man was; it was as if he were Howard Hughes. Somehow with only negative money to his name, Nolty had convinced the car dealership to sell him that winged Cadillac. But Carroll wondered how Nolty would buy the gas to get to Houston and find the funds to take his clients out to eat.

He doubted Nolty could make it through the trip, much less save his company from insolvency. Nolty J. Theriot Inc. would be lucky to live through the summer.

Part Four: Preview to a Price

1952

The challenges facing boatmen like Nolty also affected their wives. In the early 1950s, Minor Cheramie’s wife, Lou, realized that she had to share her husband’s commitment to the business. Mostly, she supported Minor’s efforts to sell his company and his personality because it was his charisma—not his vessels—that set him apart.

Often, the jockeying for business went on at night, and because the oilmen were at the Golden Meadow bars, Lou recognized that Minor had to be there, too. She understood his impact in a public place and knew firsthand that when Minor moved, people watched. Physically imposing and handsome, Minor was a tapered six-feet-two with a long, deep face and what she called a thin “Errol Flynn mustache.” He was a more muscular version of Flynn, a rough-cut, bronzed movie star. But it wasn’t just his blue eyes and deep raspy voice that attracted attention nor was it his thick black hair with the trademark curlicue at the peak. It was merely his presence.

Sometimes, Lou asked Minor if she could accompany him to the bars, but he usually said no. It wasn’t as if she could go these days; she had an infant daughter to look after. But before Deanie was born, she had certainly been game. She’d still like to get out once in a while and have her mother watch Deanie. And why would he not want to take out his cute, petite, brown-eyed wife? But Minor didn’t want her in a barroom. He had too much business to do there.

Lou, however, sensed that her husband wasn’t all business at the Glo Room and his other haunts. He’d been a ladies' man when she’d met him, and he still was. The perfume on his clothes was too strong to think otherwise. The feminine scent overpowered even the rankness of male body odor, smoke, and Scotch whiskey. As for the drink, Minor had a problem with that, too. If he drank beer, he was a fairly happy drunk. But anything stronger and he could become out of control. He would sometimes come home sloppy, slurry, and sporting a black eye, then go back out the next night like nothing had happened.

But oh Lord, Lou thought, look at how sweet he is with Deanie. He loves his little peanut. He’s so gentle and kind and careful with her. Maybe Deanie would change him. Maybe her presence would make him realize how much he had here at home and how little he had at the bars.

But as the months passed, Lou was not so sure. One particular night, she was sleeping peacefully. One moment, she was dreaming. The next, the dream was breaking. She didn’t know what roused her at first. Perhaps it was the jostling or his ear-opening voice, or maybe it was the mingling odors of cigarettes, whiskey, and other women. Whatever it was, her husband wanted her up to make breakfast.

He turned on the lamp, and the light stung her eyes. As her ears began to tune, she could hear voices in the living room. Minor had brought home friends again, or was it clients, or was there a difference?

She could hear Texiens jawing their twang in the den. She could only groan, knowing she’d have to get up before they ransacked the kitchen and woke up little Deanie.

“Come on, allons,” Minor rasped.

“I’m coming. Don’t you wake Deanie up.”

She rolled out of bed and threw on her robe, splashed some water on her face, and put her hand on her hair. It was of no use. She didn’t have time to gussy up.

When she walked out into the hall, she heard all the predictable words from the smoky men as she made her way to the refrigerator. Sometimes, it seemed as if these oilmen were the only friends she could have. While Minor had the freedom to make friends with anyone and everyone, it was difficult for Lou to find time to maintain a friendship. Lou’s old friends? Out of necessity, they’d grown apart. Lou’s new friends? Minor would introduce her to the oilmen’s wives. They’d have plenty to talk about.

The oilmen were spitting their drunken blather now. At least a plate of breakfast would quiet them. Of course, Minor could make eggs and bacon. He loved to cook, him. But in front of these men, he wanted a servant.

He took pride in full service and that didn’t stop at the boat dock. It extended into his home and required his wife to be on call, too.

Lou felt like a robot whipping these eggs in the grease. She was so sleepy she could barely smell the bacon fat. She could only go through the motions and put the plates in front of the smiling heathens, who tore into the food.

Her attention then shifted to Minor. And after a few bites, she got a reaction. “Needs a little mustard, bé. Not enough of it in the batter.”

Not enough. Too much. Undercooked. Overcooked. He was going to say something. For now, she’d let it lie. With these dignitaries around, she didn’t want to say what she was thinking. Instead, she put a bottle of mustard in front of him.

As the men gulped, Lou watched her husband hold forth, telling a story that was actually funny, and she wondered where he was going with it. With all of it. They had some money now. They had boats. Minor was still looking for another angle, but when he found it, would that be enough? When he was bubbling over with boats, hopefully, he would then stop the drinking, carousing, and the early morning breakfast demands.

The potential was there. He was so tender with Deanie that you would never think he could be like he was now. But when Deanie wasn’t present, and he was drinking, it was as if he didn’t care. Of course, he didn’t have to take the evil potion. Perhaps real success, whatever that was, would make him stop.

Lou wanted to succeed, too. She was aware that she was a big part of Minor’s team. So she’d give the oilmen seconds, if that was what they wanted. She’d pour them more coffee, pick up their plates, and clean up their mess.

One day, they’d want Minor’s boats so badly she wouldn’t have to be jolted out of bed. But until then, she’d rise early and light the stove.
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Lou and Minor Cheramie (Courtesy of L & M Botruct, Inc.)


I

The Launch
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Guidry & Savoie’s Susan G makes waves in 1951. (Courtesy of Central Gulf Towing, Inc.)


Chapter 1

The Boy

August 1937
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Bobby Orgeron had always thirsted for boats. Even at age five, he felt their pull. He loved their shape and their power. He relished the brush of their bow wind, the hum of their engines, and the smell of their exhaust.

These boats in front of Bobby traveled on a seemingly limitless waterway. A trip down this Bayou Lafourche could lead him twenty-two miles to the Gulf of Mexico and, from the Gulf, to the world.

But to go anywhere, he needed a boat. The railroad didn’t reach Golden Meadow. The bayou road’s pavement ended at the town limits, and the rest of the highway north was far from smooth.

The water, however, flowed deeply and freely. On its tea-black surface, white boats glided like swans.

On these boats, things happened. People were moved. Seafood was harvested. Waters were parted and waves were conquered.

With a boat, an illiterate man could make a living and buy a ticket to almost any life.

Bobby’s father, Juan Orgeron, was such a man. Juan was completely unlettered, having had just three days of schooling. The only thing he could write was his name. The only language he could speak was the local French. But his new boat gave him hope.

As Juan’s year-old, 48-foot-long Herman J approached the bank, Bobby watched in admiration. The Herman J was a wooden, round-bottom, pointed front hull with a 30-horsepower diesel engine. Juan’s presence dominated the wheelhouse. At six-feet-six-inches, he was a giant in a land of smaller Gallic men.

He was also, in many senses, a hard man. Mentally and physically toughened, he was sometimes harsh and often unyielding. His rough edge came from his hunger; he’d felt the pain of an empty stomach and the shame of poverty. When Bobby, his second son, was born on January 19, 1932, Juan couldn’t even afford to pay the skilled midwife. Tante Ca-Ca pulled the baby expertly from his mother’s womb, but when it came time to pay her $3 fee, Juan could only scrounge up $1.35.

Before Bobby’s birth, times for his family had been even worse. His grandfather had taken the whole clan to Violet, Louisiana, east of the Mississippi. They’d gone in search of a shrimping fortune and come back starving.

Bobby’s father’s starvation hadn’t ceased. His belly might have been full of fricassée, but somehow he was still hungry. Bobby could see this as Juan parked the Herman J and immediately started cleaning it. As he hosed and scrubbed, he seemed to thrive on the sweat pouring from him. Bobby, of course, jumped on the boat and helped him.

This boat may have been called a shrimp boat, but her nets were rarely used. Her real purpose was to serve as a glacier, an iceboat, which was really a floating shrimp wholesaler and grocery deliverer.

Bobby remembered making these pick-up/delivery trips with his father that summer. He could still see the smiling faces of the shrimpers on Timbalier Bay, just west of Bayou Lafourche. These people were the happiest alive when Juan delivered their food, packed their shrimp in the Herman J’s icy hold, paid them for the difference between their catch and the cost of the groceries, and then began taking new grocery orders.

Bobby remembered how, when his father took an order, he didn’t scribble down words like some people. He drew symbols. If a man had big ears or a big nose, Juan drew an ear or a nose; if he had a crew cut, Juan would draw a crew cut. If the shrimper made a special request other than the usual amount of bread, beans, salt meat, and rice, Juan drew a picture of the request or simply remembered it.

Memory, Bobby learned, was everything. It was not just for grocery orders, but navigation, superstition, religion, and recipes. It was also medicine. While a formally educated doctor had been in town since 1928, most of the people didn’t visit him. They either couldn’t afford him or used other methods. They saw a traiteur. Bobby’s grandmother, his “Mémal,” was one of these folk healers. She healed from memory with prayers and home remedies. Everything around her, even the tobacco she chewed, was medicine.

When Bobby had an earache, Mémal either blew smoke in his ear or patched it with tobacco. When he had a cold, she put the fatty coin of salt meat on his chest and smeared it with mustard and salve. The odor itself seemed to kill the cold. It was so strong he didn’t want to breathe, much less cough. For other maladies, Mémal had innumerable poultices and words of faith.

Faith was what Bobby had in his father and in his father’s boat. There was a practicality in the capacity of her hold, in the buoyancy of her hull, and the pitch of her propeller. Bobby knew, even then, that boats were money.

As far as he could tell, school was not. School was a living nightmare. The teacher barked a strange, harsh language. This English was far from the melodic singsong of his native tongue.

Bobby quickly learned that a few French words out of his mouth would land him on his knees in the corner. But how was he supposed to avoid this predicament when almost every word he knew was French and he had to use words to communicate?

In the winter, school got worse. His father moved the family for the trapping season to a tar-paper shack camp that skirted the Bayou Sauvage marsh. The closest school was in Gentilly, in the outer reaches of New Orleans. To Bobby’s schoolmates there, he was more than a non-English speaker, he was a Boogalee, a New Orleanian’s derogatory term for a Cadien, or Cajun.

The city boys teased Bobby about his hand-me-down coveralls and his shirts made from salt sacks. They laughed when the teachers punished him and his relocated Cadien friends for huddling together and whispering in French. Times were hard that winter in Gentilly and, really, no softer that summer back in Golden Meadow. In both places, there was no electricity, no telephone, and no indoor plumbing.

But Bobby Orgeron had hope. And it was more than the nautical promise that floated right by his dock. It was in his town’s very name, Golden Meadow.
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The oilfield booms in Golden Meadow in the 1930s.
Top: A road ravaged by oilfield trucks as derricks loom in the middle of town.
Bottom: A well blows out just outside of town. (Photos courtesy of Lafourche Heritage Society)


Chapter 2

The Golden Meadow
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The trailblazer was Bobby’s ancestor William Riley Williams. He was the father of Joseph, grandfather of Rosella, great-grandfather of Juan Orgeron, great-great-grandfather of Mavis Orgeron, and the founder of what became Golden Meadow.

When William Riley Williams arrived on Bayou Lafourche in 1842, he was only eleven years old and, presumably, an orphan. He traveled with a man named Lusk and a woman named Brant. They were the first three white settlers on what would become the Golden Meadow ridge. But he, the boy wonder William Riley, would always be known as the town’s father.

Back then, of course, it wasn’t even a town. What William Riley Williams found was a far cry from the hilly Victorian city he had come from, Natchez, Mississippi. He’d departed the dry, red dirt and landed in moist, black mud. He’d left the cottony lair of the Protestant-landed gentry and moved to a wet, wild country once ruled by pirates and now inhabited by Catholic Cadiens. Here in lower Lafourche, he discovered a mystical place, with dragonflies that hovered like fairies over a luminous green wilderness. It was as flat as flat got, and in every sense, it was much newer than his old Natchez hills.

It hadn’t been very long since the land itself was created. Less than a millennium before, the Mississippi River had shifted its bed westward from the Chandeleur Islands and started dumping sediment here, extending the continent out into the sea. Spring after spring, the river overflowed its banks and dumped virgin, level earth. From that new ground sprung tropical growth, gnarly live oaks, bright flowers, and thick brush. Even after the river pushed its bed back east, the tributary it left, Bayou Lafourche, continued to flood and create new land.

And it was this ever-changing landscape that greeted young William Riley Williams. What he found on Bayou Lafourche was a mile of ridge stretching from the bayou in each direction. And where the dry ground stopped, miles of verdant marsh extended beyond the horizon. The marshland appeared to be a panoramic field of winter wheat. But on closer observation, it wasn’t a great meadow, but an endless soggy system of floating pasture, broken occasionally by ponds, bayous, or isolated oak ridges.

Here, William Riley Williams would grow into a man. He would lose his Anglo ways and become a Cadien. He would marry a girl from coastal Cheniere Caminada and socialize with the Cheramies and the Doucets. When the Civil War broke out, he would don the uniform of the Confederacy and go into battle. It was not as if he shared the Confederate cause. States’ rights? In this remote frontier, neither the state of Louisiana nor the United States really governed him. Slavery? He probably had no slaves and no need for them. The local trades were seafood and fur trapping. All the great sugarcane plantations were several miles up the bayou. Nevertheless, William Riley Williams served in the Rebel Army and, at his service’s end, returned to lower Lafourche to see his children grow up and grandchildren come into the world.

When he died in 1899, his land was part of a small village with fewer than eight homes. But within the next sixteen years, William Riley Williams’ descendants would watch the little village transform into a town with more than one thousand people.

The transformation began in 1903 when Yankee settlers arrived in lower Lafourche hoping to make an agricultural fortune. These Michiganders got off their boats, looked into their crystal balls, and predicted a golden crop yield. They gazed at the fields and sighed at the glimmer of wild goldenrods, gilding and yellowing the earth. This glowing, sun-swept nirvana, they apparently concluded, had to be called “Golden Meadow.”

Golden Meadow’s new residents attempted to drain the marsh and grow rice. They dug a waterway the locals dubbed the Yankee Canal and planned a future Holland. But these Americains paid no attention to the marsh’s below-sea-level elevation or to its resistance to staying dry.

The locals looked at their new neighbors’ farming experiment and predicted failure. And they were right. It wasn’t long before the Yankees gave up their dream and left their Golden Meadow.

In 1915, as the Yankees departed and headed back north, Cadien newcomers arrived from the south. They were fleeing the marsh town of Leeville, after having started their migration twenty-two years earlier in the coastal community of Cheniere Caminada. During this period, they had survived a string of Biblical disasters.

The first was in 1893 when a hurricane destroyed Cheniere Caminada, a peninsula located on the Gulf of Mexico, twenty-five miles southeast of Golden Meadow. On October 1, 1893, roughly 1,500 people lived on the Cheniere. One day later, more than half of them were dead.

Many of the dead bodies were so mangled they were unrecognizable. In some places, human remains completely covered the ground. The people had no choice but to dig mass graves and bury hundreds of corpses.

Almost all of the living would leave Cheniere Caminada. While some families scattered throughout southeast Louisiana, many of them headed directly across the marsh, a few miles west to the Bayou Lafourche hamlet of Leeville.

By 1904, the Cheniere storm survivors had turned Leeville into a town of 1,700 people. Then, one year later, another catastrophe struck. In 1905, yellow fever drifted into Leeville and ravaged for forty days. Dead bodies piled up so quickly that a new cemetery was created.

In 1909, nature battered Leeville again. A hurricane ransacked the town and killed an infant. Everyone else escaped only because their boats, formerly powered solely by sail and by paddle, now had gasoline engines.

These same gazzolines saved them again in 1915 when an even larger hurricane hit Leeville. This storm’s 140-mile-per-hour winds destroyed ninety-nine of the town’s one hundred buildings.

Many of Leeville’s people decided they could no longer risk living so close to the coast. They motored up the bayou to Golden Meadow and settled on a ridge only two feet above sea level, but ten miles further from the Gulf. Their arrival gave Golden Meadow a large population boost and provided the community with an influx of skilled and storm-tested mariners, hardened by all the years of peril and tragedy.

The hurricane refugees soon mixed with and married the descendants of William Riley Williams. Then, in the 1930s, Williams’ town, for so many years a refuge for mourners, would finally experience a stroke of good luck. In 1931, oil was discovered in Leeville, and in 1938, the black, bubbling crude made its way into Golden Meadow when an oil derrick was erected on the Falgout property.

The progeny of William Riley Williams did not fully realize at first what this new development would do for them. But they did know that it was attracting a new clan of people, les Texiens. They came from Texas, Oklahoma, Arkansas, north Louisiana, and other parts of the redneck South. These Texiens didn’t speak French or practice Catholicism.

While most descendents of the father of Golden Meadow found the Texiens to be a nuisance, Juan Orgeron discovered that he possessed something that they desperately needed.
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In 1941, on a busy spring day along the banks of Bayou Lafourche, Juan saw an étranger approaching him. The outlander had to be a Texien. He walked with the assured, springy step of the oilman, and except for a very few Yankee Americains, all foreigners in Golden Meadow were Texiens.

This particular maudit Texien, this damn oilman, wanted to talk, but Juan had little time for chatter. He was consumed with preparing his Herman J for the brown shrimp season. Up and down the bayou, almost everyone else was doing the same thing. Their boats were moored to the string of homemade docks, forming a hodgepodge grove of booms and bows, nets and decks. They shared the narrow bank with icehouses, shrimp sheds, canneries, oyster and crab factories, bars and businesses, some of which were on pilings over the water.

When the Texien stepped into this bustle and came up to Juan, he started drawling away. Juan understood that the man’s name was “Cole,” and that he was from the Atlantic Refining Company. But because this man spoke a language Juan did not, Juan had trouble understanding him.

He didn’t trust this Texien or any other. They were so different from his Cadiens. Before they came, everyone was the same: French-speaking and Catholic. It didn’t matter if your last name was Williams, Crosby, Rebstock, or Picciola, or even if there was a little Filipino or Chino in your blood—there was still enough French in the mix to make you Cadien. The full-blooded Indians in the area lived south of town, and the blacks up the bayou came into town only to shuck oysters and were outside the city limits by dark.

The Texiens, though, were different, and what Juan had seen and heard of them, he didn’t like. He didn’t care for their English, their Baptist culture, or their slovenly ways. He’d heard the local women talking about how the Texiens didn’t keep house and didn’t iron their clothes, about how they ate cold sandwiches for lunch instead of a hot meal. They even had the audacity to eat meat on Friday and get publicly drunk in the middle of Lent. And the Texiens were hypocrites—their religion told them not to drink whiskey or dance, but there they were drinking and dancing with our jolie filles on Saturday nights.

So what could this Texien Cole do for him, except steal his wife or take his daughter? Despite Juan’s uneasiness, Cole was saying something that told him he needed to listen. Juan couldn’t really speak English, but he could understand it well enough to talk basic business. He’d picked up a little of it while doing some roustabout work, mostly unskilled labor, in the Leeville Oil Field, helping the oil companies build board roads in the marsh.

From what Juan could tell, Cole was saying that he was in town to hire boats to run “shooting crews” for Atlantic Refining Company. These crews would shoot dynamite for oil exploration purposes. As Juan would soon learn, the way the process worked was that the TNT-induced explosion sent a seismic wave into the lake bed, which ultimately bounced back toward the surface and was logged on surveying and recording vessels. As the wave crossed the different layers of earth, it created a profile of each layer, which helped determine the location of mineral reserves.

This seismic work required several boats, but the Herman J’s sole purpose would be to shoot the dynamite that created the seismic waves. Her crew would be lighting charges on the coastal inlets all over southeast Louisiana, from Timbalier Bay to Lake Pontchartrain and Lake Catherine. The boats would work ten days on and five off.

To take this opportunity, Juan would have to close his shrimp wholesaling company, and this wasn’t an easy prospect. He’d worked five years at establishing the business, and now he’d have to give up his hard-earned customer base for a Texien dynamite expedition.

But when the Texien Cole offered his price, Juan was surprised. He did the numbers and realized he could make twenty dollars a day profit from this new operation. Twenty dollars per day for just driving the Herman J around the bay? Sure, there was more to it than that, but he knew he couldn’t make that much shrimping.

Juan asked the man if he could still trap in the winter.

No, said Cole. Atlantic would keep him on as long as there was work and as long as he did his job. But if Juan walked out on his contract during the winter, Atlantic wouldn’t hire him back.

This was a difficult condition for Juan. He’d always felt some security from having two seasonal trades. During a given year, if a poor shrimp yield threatened to ruin him, a good fur crop could save him. Or in another year, a high shrimp price might offset a low muskrat price. Now he was relying on one business, on one very foreign occupation. Instead of peddling a product, a barrel of shrimp or a sack of muskrat pelts, he was suddenly selling a service. Most of the people on the bayou made money by hawking tangible objects, be it seafood or fur, groceries or hardware, a cooked meal or a bottle of beer. Other than boat builders and carpenters, there were very few people making money selling their skills.

Further, in Juan’s case, his last three years of trapping had been good ones. The high price of muskrat had allowed him to go from poverty to paying off his note on the Herman J.

He also enjoyed the work. He had fond memories of the winters spent at the Gentilly trapping camp on the clamshell road off of US 90. He and his fellow bayou trappers called the road Rue Torchon, “Dishrag Street.” Before the winter, the families of the Rue Torchon would hold boucheries, where they’d slaughter hogs, use every inch of the animal, and divide the spoils. Afterward, they’d stretch the pig’s lard as far as they could—frying it to make tasty gratins; or using it as cooking grease, as a preserve, as lamp oil, in medicines, or mixing it with ashes to make soap.

When the families would arrive on the Rue Torchon, the men would help each other build their camps and dig the narrow trainasses through the marsh to access their leases. The marsh had always filled their table with food like fresh poule d’eau, ducks and duck eggs from the marsh ponds, gros bec from the cypress trees, and redfish from the Bayou Sauvage. They’d eat dishes like bouillabaisse, gumbo, and canned Autin sausage with onions and potatoes. It all tasted so good—especially out there, the food, the community, the camaraderie, it was too much to give up for this Texien woodpecker chase.

And no matter how good the oilman’s proposition sounded, it was still speculative. It wasn’t as certain as the trapping life; it wasn’t as sure as Juan getting up at 4:00 a.m. and making coffee, frying a marsh hen he’d caught in a trap, putting that meat and some bread in an empty coffee can, grabbing a jug of water, and walking out into the cold to his pirogue.

But then there were the hardships Juan experienced: his legs churning as he trudged through the marsh in his hip boots, checking his lines; the weight on his back of the homme bras sac full of muskrat, coon, otter, and mink; the callouses on his hands as he push-poled up the trainasse. And then there was the end of each run, when his boots finally touched the planks of the back porch, but he still had to work until dark curing, drying, preparing, and sorting the pelts and extracting the teeth to be sold as ivory.

Moreover, Juan had always wanted to cash in on this oil. In every direction in Golden Meadow, he could see oil derricks rising above the flatness. These steel trees, the pumpjack grasshoppers, and the slush pits had made their way almost to the bayouside. They were in clamshell parking lots, on front lawns, even in the yard of the Catholic church.

Oil had literally exploded through town. Wells had erupted in school yards, covering the buildings and the trees with black muck. Oil tanks had blown up and destroyed outhouses. Almost daily, puddles of sludge leaked from the pits and accumulated in the town lanes. And the smell, the sharp whiff of crude and drilling mud, depending upon the direction of the wind, could be as acrid and as prevalent as cow dung.

For all Juan knew, the black crude could be coursing beneath his own land. But how would he trust the Texiens to pay him correctly on that? He’d heard about how the local people were already having their trouble with the oil companies.

But it stood to reason that if oil pooled under the ridge land, it existed under the marshes and bays. The oil companies had proven their ability to drill a well over open water as far back as 1911, when the world’s first “offshore” rig was established in Caddo Lake in northern Louisiana. From there, it took the industry three decades to succeed at erecting a freestanding, producing platform in a coastal sea, finally getting there in 1938 when a well started gushing a mile and a quarter off the coast of Cameron Parish in western Louisiana.

Now the Texiens were trying to drill over water all across the state, and Juan Orgeron knew they couldn’t service these platforms—which held the drilling rigs, and, later, the production equipment—without boats. As far as he could tell, this boat business was sound. He knew what he’d be getting paid. And he sure knew how to handle a boat. Yes, he would be driving around crews of Texien “trash” from north Louisiana, Oklahoma, Mississippi, and other parts of the Texien world. But these cous rouge dynamite shooters would be on his boat.

And he realized that if he declined the Texien’s offer, there were dozens of men and boats in Golden Meadow that could and would take this job.

So Juan told Cole he had a deal. And when Cole told him he needed two additional boats, Juan directed Cole to his neighbors and his Callais cousins, who had shrimp boats that were perfect for running seismic crews.

Sure enough, once Cole saw the Callais’ boats, he agreed they’d make good seismic vessels. Cole and Atlantic Refining could now start blasting lake bottoms.
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That first summer, Juan Orgeron was driving his crews around the lakes, making money faster than he ever had in his life. It was as if silver coins were shooting up in the plume of water that rose from the dynamite explosions.

And while Juan had to tolerate the Texiens’ turkey calling and toenail picking, he learned to get along with them. He felt they weren’t as bad as people made them out to be and, in any event, they weren’t going away. Some Texiens weren’t merely renting Golden Meadow houses, they were buying pieces of la terre famille. They weren’t just flirting with local waitresses at the Kit Kat Café, some were even marrying them and making mixed-blood babies, proving a woman could fall in love with anything, even a Texien.

Even if Juan occasionally did draw an unsavory Texien crew member, this line of work was so much simpler than anything else he’d done. He was sure it couldn’t be this easy.

And indeed, less than one year later, Juan’s work did become more difficult, but not in a way that he expected. During the spring of 1942, a world war began to disturb his usually peaceful evenings on the water. At first, it was only the unsettling talk of war. Next, some of Juan’s Texien crew members began either enlisting or getting drafted. Everyone, it seemed, had family members going overseas.

Then, during that summer of 1942, the war came right to Juan and his crew. On the horizon, occasional fiery flashes began to taint the perfect purple skies of Timbalier Bay. From the Gulf, loud explosions began to disrupt the Herman J’s quiet dinners of salt meat, beans and rice. These booms gave Juan the frizzons. And he had little doubt that the Nazis were making the noise.

Since May, he’d heard that German submarins had been spotted off the Louisiana coast. The story was that these U-boats had been blowing up merchant ships in the Gulf. His ten-year-old son, Bobby, had told him of a sailor’s body he’d seen on the beach at Timbalier Island, twelve miles west of the mouth of Bayou Lafourche. He’d also heard that swastika-emblazoned torpedoes had been washing up on the shores of Grand Isle, an inhabited barrier island thirty miles south of Golden Meadow. In the month of May alone, these torpedoes had sunk forty-two ships in the Gulf.

Juan may not have been able to read the newspaper, but he knew that the Nazis were trying to dismantle the US war economy. He also knew that a big part of American commerce was oil exploration and that oil was the fuel behind the war machine. The Nazis would love to destroy any boat dedicated to this effort, and the Herman J’s hold full of dynamite made it especially tempting as a target. Juan didn’t even want to imagine what a torpedo could do to her.

Juan had few choices, however. This was his living. Even when Atlantic Refining laid off the boat for a few weeks, Juan would then supplement his income by returning to the same water to shrimp. All he had to do was reload his old nets and boards onto the Herman J and hit the bay. In fact, one night, after a day of shrimping, he’d anchored his boat inside Little Pass when he watched the Gulf sky ignite. He had no doubt that the glow meant another tanker was burning. It wasn’t the most comfortable moment—his son Bobby was on the boat with him, spending a little summer vacation time out on the water. But there wasn’t much Juan could do about it. He could only hope that the U-boats would remain several miles offshore.

But there was talk of the U-boats coming closer, of sneaking into Grand Isle’s Barataria Pass and lurking along the beach. The U-boat gunmen had already sent bloody merchant sailors to the local hospitals, creating heavy tension in Golden Meadow. On July 9, that tension turned into terror when a U-boat torpedoed an oil tanker, the Benjamin Brewster, two and a half miles off the Cheniere Caminada, only twenty-five miles from Golden Meadow. The tanker’s hull, which was full of aviation fuel, exploded so rapidly and thoroughly the crew didn’t have time to send a distress signal.

By the time the twenty-seven fatalities were counted, the people of lower Lafourche were in a state of outright panic. If Hitler could come that close, he could come even closer.


Chapter 3

U-Boats and Crew Boats

July 1942
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As the tankers burned, the Lafourche mariners tried their best to ignore the Nazi threat. But the Germans’ presence was all around them. By day, Army K-9 units canvassed the local beaches, where thick oil slicks continued to wash ashore. By night, Navy blimps hovered over the coastline, shining spotlights. During the dark hours, whether the people were at home in Golden Meadow or in their boats, they had to abide by a mandatory blackout. Coastal lights had allowed the submarines to slip into the Gulf of Mexico and creep north toward Louisiana. Now the US government was trying to keep the nighttime traveling U-boats from spotting the coast.

The US military was also trying to quickly build up its fleet. In need of boats for coastal patrol, the Coast Guard borrowed vessels from the locals, randomly taking their oyster luggers, fishing skiffs, and shrimp boats. The military also conscripted some shrimpers and fishermen and turned them into Coast Guard ensigns, forcing them to pull sailors’ bodies from seas of burning oil.

With the military commandeering the area’s man- and vessel-power, it was difficult for the oilfield to function. But there were still working rigs on the coastal bays, drilling under steam power around the clock. While the rig crews also had to operate at night without lights, summertime heat lightning would periodically light up the sky. The natural light source allowed the U-boat captains to spot the oil platforms and the workboats that supported them.

But Nazis or no Nazis, this was still the oilfield, and the industry’s intensity and pace kept its workers occupied with their jobs and their minds mostly away from the U-boats.

Nevertheless, the submarin attacks continued in the late summer of 1942, and many people in Golden Meadow feared the worst. What was to stop the Germans from dispatching ground troops? If the Japanese could send suicide bombers into ships, what would that maniac Hitler do? Some believed he would try to destroy everything from the tankers in the Gulf to the derricks in the Leeville oilfield to every oil vessel in between.

Judging by Hitler’s tactics in Eurasia, this belief made some sense. The radio reports said the Germans were trying desperately to secure the oilfields of the Russian Caucasus. Likewise, if the Nazis could gut enough of the Allies’ petroleum supply in the United States, they would gain an obvious tactical advantage.

The people of lower Lafourche couldn’t help but think these things as the radio reports blared in homes and wheelhouses up and down the bayou. They kept their eyes open for Nazi conspirators.

In fact, Juan Orgeron’s nephew Melvin Bernard would one day go on record as saying he and his father, Alcide, saw conspiracy in action. Alcide Bernard worked in close proximity to the U-boats; he and his brother ran the Gulf Oil camp on Timbalier Island. One summer day in 1942, Alcide’s son Melvin said that he, then only a boy, and his father looked out into the Gulf and saw a U-boat emerge no more than two miles off the beach. Alcide grabbed his binoculars and told his son that a local shrimp boat was approaching the sub. Alcide then watched the trawler meet the U-boat, hand over groceries, and then pump fuel to the sub from some drums on the shrimp boat’s deck.

The rumor was that the shrimper was receiving instructions from a coconspirator on the shore, who some believed to be Father Francis Weiss, a Polish priest with alleged Nazi sympathies, who was reportedly communicating with the U-boats via shortwave radio. While some people in the community believed the story of a priest-shrimper-Nazi conspiracy, others thought it was a hoax. Years later, doubting historians, particularly U-boat expert C. J. Christ, would point out that the U-boats did not need local support; the large ones had a cruise range of eleven thousand miles and the smaller ones received provisions from large, midocean supply subs. There was no reason for a U-boat to risk direct contact with a local, either by radio or in person. Nevertheless, to Melvin Bernard, the shrimper’s tale wasn’t born out of illogical paranoia but grounded in fact. While he could never prove the priest’s involvement in the subterfuge, he swore that he and his father saw the treasonous transfer with their own eyes, and on the day following the U-boats’ supply run, they found what they believed to be the sub’s trash washed up on the beach, everything from bread wrappers to empty oil cans.

The point, at least as it relates to this story, is not whether or not the U-boats made direct contact with the Lafourchais, but that the Nazi threat and the resulting local fright were palpably real.

Despite the Nazis’ shoreline maneuvers, the Germans never made the land attack the people feared. But they did send torpedoes at nearly one hundred Gulf of Mexico ships, sinking fifty-six of them and killing an estimated five hundred people.

Fortunately, by 1943, the U-boats were gone. The war, however, raged on. The defense effort preoccupied the nation’s oil companies, who didn’t have the time or the resources to focus on marine oil development. The war also created a steel shortage, which helped prevent the oil industry from continuing its push offshore.

But the war held back the Gulf oilfield for more than economic reasons. Psychologically, the people of south Lafourche were still full of wartime anxiety. While the U-boats had vanished, there were now German POW camps all over south Louisiana. Along Bayou Lafourche, the people could see German prisoners working in the fields, including some at a camp just nineteen miles from Golden Meadow in Valentine and others further north in Thibodaux and Donaldsonville; there were also two POW camps thirty-five miles to the west in Houma. This German presence and the fact that many natives were dying abroad, particularly during the Battle of the Bulge in December 1944 and January 1945, made the people nervous, and many were still suspicious of Father Weiss, the Nazi-sympathizing priest.

One of the priest’s altar boys, Dick Guidry, a teenager from just north of Golden Meadow in Galliano, knew all about the community’s suspicion. And if he had any doubts about how the people felt about Father Weiss, they evaporated one night as he rambled down the bayouside shell road in his father’s 1939 Plymouth, approaching the Sacred Heart Catholic Church in Cut Off, only a few miles north of his home. He was on his way back from Lee Brothers Dance Hall, still juiced up with jitterbug sweat and the perfume of young jolie filles.

When the churchyard filled his windshield, Dick’s eyes bugged. The scene was at once baffling and unmistakable. A lynch mob had gathered in front of the rectory. There must have been 150 to 200 people. Someone had tied a hangman’s noose to the power pole, and the people were banging on the door, calling for the priest.

Dick pulled off the road. Looking at the mob, Dick thought Father Weiss had almost tied his own noose. One Sunday while Dick had been serving as an altar boy at the St. Joseph Mission Church in Galliano, Father Weiss had stepped on an American flag that had accidentally fallen to the ground near the altar and said, “When the war is over, this is what Germany will do to the United States.” He then wiped his feet on the flag.

One female congregant, who had just lost a brother in combat, walked up to the altar and slapped the priest.

While Dick didn’t support the priest’s views, he liked the man. He appreciated Father Weiss’s practice of passing a collection at funerals and splitting the take evenly with the altar boys. And to Dick’s knowledge, no one had proved the priest’s participation in any treason.

Now, with the lynch mob raging, Dick decided to wheel around to the back of the rectory. No one was there. As he turned the knob on the back door, he was surprised that it opened.

When he looked inside, he found Father Weiss, as white as a bedsheet, shaking, pointing a double-barrel shotgun directly at him. The priest flinched, then recognized Dick and pulled the gun away.

Dick led Father Weiss to his car and helped him into the trunk. When he passed the front of the rectory, the mob was still roaring, but the lynchers did not look his way. Dick brought the priest home to his father, who then drove Father Weiss to the chancery in New Orleans, arriving at Bishop Rummel’s doorstep at 5:00 a.m.

Father Weiss’s affiliation with Sacred Heart Church would not survive the war. He signed his last baptismal certificate there in January 1945.

Despite all the tension, the war generated a surge of nationalism on the bayou. The south Lafourche Cadiens, some of whom flew the French flag as late as the turn of the century, were now fervently American. Throughout the war, the Lafourche country was awash with American flags, as well as red, white, and blue signs and boat awnings. Up and down the bayou, “victory gardens” grew in V-shaped rows.

The heightened patriotism and the presence of a common enemy also eased the Cadiens’ problems with the Texiens. While the Texiens were still foreigners, they certainly weren’t Nazis. They didn’t carry torpedoes but thick wallets.

And because of their money, the local merchants were now courting their business. Some of their attempts at making English signs were, STOP AN EAT, WE FIX YOU UP and PANTS PRESS WHILE YOU HIDE.

The Cadiens’ English might have still been a little rough, but their business sense was sharpening. When the veterans returned home, they brought with them a better knowledge of English and a deeper understanding of the outside world. Many of them were also beginning to see oilfield opportunities on the postwar horizon. When the war ended, Juan Orgeron—and, later, young Dick Guidry—would try to seize a growing bounty.

[image: image]

But to Juan Orgeron’s surprise, there was no postwar boom. In 1945, Juan discovered that no one had a need for his boat. The country was in a recession due to a low steel supply, and the oil companies were adjusting from lending their men and equipment to the war machine.

As for offshore drilling, the states and the feds were engaged in the Tidelands Dispute, a battle over who owned the coastal seabed. Their fight stymied leasing and, in turn, thwarted production.

With all this uncertainty, Juan returned to what he knew. He couldn’t wait on the boat business and starve. He could deal with the existence of U-boats in the Gulf but he couldn’t tolerate a cessation in income. So he turned back to trapping. His new muskrat lease was only ten miles down the Leeville Road from Golden Meadow.

Not only was the price of la muskarat high, but Juan’s costs were much lower. He was benefitting from built-in, free labor. His oldest son Herman “Bouillien” was sixteen, old enough to help him full time, and his son Bobby could pitch in when he wasn’t in school.
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