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Without my wife this book would not have happened. This book is dedicated to her. The feeding, maintenance, and disciplining of three teenagers (who skew father-ward in temperament) was a gruesome ordeal with the “head” of the family constantly holed up in his office seeking inspiration. That was bad enough. I also relied heavily on Shirley’s (full-time) accountant’s mind for the technical details so crucial to a book that deals with scuba diving to immense depths, computers and assorted gadgets, and when trying to remember the words to “Disco Inferno”. Somehow we made it. And not just through this book. The contract for this book was signed on our twentieth anniversary. Maybe that means something. You’ll have to ask her, she’s better at finding the hidden significance in such things.

Hearty kudos to my editor, Marc Baller, who somehow assembled the jigsaw puzzle that became this book.

Special thanks also to the guys who shared their rig-diving stories. Book or no book, sharing lunch or beers with this crew was a kick, a good antidote to listening to the whiny males on Seinfeld or Friends—Terry “Poppa Smurf” Migaud especially. “Mr. Helldiver” himself, he opened his house, his mind, his closets, his records—everything to me.

The roll call also includes Terry’s fellow Helldivers, Stan “The Man” Smith and Louis Rossignol, Sea Tigers Darren Bourgeois and father Gerry, their long-time dive mates, Val Rudolfich, Mitch Cancienne, and Allen “King Spear Fisherman” Walker.

Bob Larche and Randy Evans merit special thanks for opening up about dive incidents not exactly pleasant to recall—the loss of buddies. Charlie Romano added a little Sicilian spice.

From over in Baton Rouge, Clay Coleman, Max Smiley, Bobby Geanelloni, Terry Brousseau, Nancy Cohagen, Mary Beth Isaacs all helped immensely. Frank “The Knife” Olah, kept me in stitches with his stories.

The history of this sport came not from some musty newspaper clippings but from the musty mind of Johnny Bonck. Musty? I jest of course. May we all be as lucid, spry and downright exuberant as septuagenarians.

Again, a lot of people contributed to this thing. But it would have come to naught without a supportive family.
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Introduction

The area off the coast of Cojimar, just east of Havana, is known by some for the best marlin fishing on Earth. About five miles from shore, the bottom of the ocean drops to 3,000 feet. Geologists call this the “continental slope.” Among its admirers was “Papa” Ernest Hemingway. Here he made his longest residence, at Finca Vigia, fishing daily. Here his “Old Man” fought his epic battle with the monster marlin. And here, right off the beach in 1961, my cousin Pelayo and I prowled the shallow reefs with goggles and straightened coat hangers, impaling fish.

The coat hangers were flattened and sharpened on one end. The other end went through a hole drilled through a six-inch section of broomstick, which had a sliver of old inner tube looped and nailed to the back; bow and arrow style. You held the broomstick section with one hand, gripped the coat hanger and inner tube with the other, pulled back . . . aimed, and—FLINK!

All the while, stern milicianos stood watch on the sand, glaring and fingering their Czech machine guns, like any teenaged boys with their first guns, actually. They had orders to shoot any boat that entered the water. Already people were going “fishing” and turning up in Key West.

We were seven at the time. We’d have loved a marlin but settled for yellow grunts (ronquitos), ten-inches long, twirling in a flurry of sand on the coat hanger. Then we carried them triumphantly to our parents on the beach. That night Tata, my nanny, fried them up whole, Cuban style, the skin salty, garlicky, limey, and crispy. The meat underneath: white, juicy, and flavorful. The head: on.

Tata looked nothing like Mami in Gone With The Wind. She looked more like Condaleeza Rice or Whitney Houston—a young elegant mulatress. She would put out stale bread in the backyard for the pigeons and sparrows every afternoon, then watch them from the back window. Pelayo and I knew the routine. So we’d sneak through the banana trees with our Daisy BB guns, get in range, and pop them (the BB’s bounced off their wings). Tata hated that. She’d fuss at us every time. “Malditos!” (roughly, “punks!”) she’d screech, chasing us with a switch.

This was 1961, early in the Revolution. Stale bread was still expendable. Later it became a delicacy, along with sparrows and pigeons. Also, the Reds hadn’t gotten around to confiscating BB guns just yet. In due time.

Those Czech machine guns were all over 1961 Cuba. Pelayo and I saw them again up close two months later, when they came for his father. We were in his backyard with our BB guns, annoying the pigeons, but safe from Tata, who was deep into her siesta that day.

Some milicianos came from behind a wall, scowling as always, but nervous, jerky. The pigeons scattered and the Reds looked over—“Ah!” their faces brightened. “Munchkin counter-revolutionaries!” And they threw up the checkas and slammed the bolts, the little holes at the end of the barrels pointed straight at us.

We froze. It’s been almost forty years but I still remember those little holes. Then—“ahhh!” Their faces softened—slightly. “Just BB guns.” One came over and yanked our prized Daisys (we’d just gotten them for Christmas) from our trembling hands. “Para la Revolution!” he exclaimed as they made for the house’s back entrance. Other milicianos had come around the front.

That was a famous phrase back then. Every time the Reds stole something, confiscated something, every time they abolished another right, it was: “Para la Revolucion!”

Pelayo’s father looked doomed. An official of the ancien regime—a military man, in fact. As colonel in the Cuban navy he’d been naval attache in Washington during World War II. Didn’t look good. He looked paredon (the wall opposite the firing squad) bound, if anyone did. Everyone had advised him to flee north. But he refused. “I have nothing to be ashamed of,” he countered. “I’ve done nothing wrong! And this is our homeland, carajo!” As if that mattered to the communists.

Well, they finally came for him. Now, we assumed there would be a show trial, a volley at the wall, and a hidden grave. It was happening all over Cuba.

Tata saved his life. Yes, she went to the prison herself. “This man is a santo!” she shouted at the Reds. “Muy honrado! He’s never mistreated me or any others.” Here was a humble mulla-tress speaking, the kind of person the Revolution was supposedly all about. “Why him? You are a bunch of sin-verguenzas [shameless ones, scoundrels]! Release him!”

Amazingly, it worked. He was released to exile—for him, still an agonizing punishment.

Hell, those milicianos took our BB guns home for their kids. And that raid was odd, actually. They usually came at dawn.

I saw the checkas up close again a month later, the very day we left Cuba. Four were pointing at my dad on the very tarmac of the airport. We’d been walking to the plane that would take us to the United States and freedom. At last! Out of that hellhole!

“Señor Fontova!” What the? He looked around. We all looked around. “Señor Fontova—gusano!” (“worm”, what the Reds called their opponents). Four milicianos, scowling, bearded, armed, grabbed Dad from each side by the arms. They’d gotten a full-grown counter-revolutionary this time.

“Go ahead,” he told my mom, who found herself in the white-knuckle clutches of six little hands; my brother, my sister, and me. “Whatever happens to me, I don’t want ya’ll growing up here.”

Tears, hysteria . . . but we left. Next day, from a cousin’s house in Miami, Mom called Cuba and fainted while on the phone, fell on the floor. People rushed over. My aunt grabbed the phone. “Ayy, NO!” she shrieked. Dad was in La Cabaña.

Yes, La Cabaña, firing-squad central. They went off every dawn. The gallant Che Guevara took over the old Spanish fortress in 1959, crammed its dungeons with “counter-revolutionaries” jerked from their homes in dawn raids, and started signing death warrants—three hundred a week—for two years. The men (and boys) were yanked from their cells every dawn, bound and blindfolded . . .

. . . “Fuego!” and the bodies collapsed against the blood-spattered paredon. A soldier walks over with a pistol for the coup de grace—pow! This one’s still twitching over here—POW! Families shrieking and wailing outside the walls of the fortress to no avail, the bodies were bulldozed into mass, unmarked graves. No, folks, this wasn’t Eastern Europe sixty years ago. This was the fate of 21,000 men (and boys) ninety miles off our coast, with the Beatles on Ed Sullivan, with Ozzie Nelson and Beaver Cleaver on our TVs, and with the New York Times rhapsodizing about the Cuban Revolution.

Armando Valladares listened from his cell. In Against All Hope, he wrote that the cries of “long live Christ the King!” and “Viva Cuba libre!” would make the pits of that centennial fortress tremble, right before the shots rang out.

Che was hell on smiting his enemies, all right. But only when these enemies were bound, gagged, and blindfolded. His academic groupies and Beltway press agents beat the drum about some valiant guerilla fighter, but any actual battles in his “war” against Batista escapes the memory of those who lived in Cuba, especially those who supposedly fought against him. When he finally did find himself in bona-fide battles, finally up against men who could shoot back in the Congo and Bolivia (Cuban exiles working for the CIA, as it turned out), Che was outfoxed, outfought, routed, and got a taste of his own medicine.

“Don’t shoot!” yelled the gallant Che, when they finally cornered him in Bolivia. “I’m Che! I’m worth more to you alive than dead!”

Dad had heard the “Viva Cuba libre”, too, from his very cell-mates. He says that some of them even gave the “fuego” order themselves. He’d been in La Cabana for three months after his aiport arrest. Then he caught up with us here in New Orleans. They released him—don’t ask us (or him) why.
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That was thirty years ago. Now Pelayo and I find ourselves a few hundred miles north of Cuba and speaking a different language. We’re brushing that “continental slope” again, diving again, spearing fish again. We arrived a gaggle of penniless and terrified Cuban refugees—didn’t even speak the language. But our terror was short-lived. Louisiana has always embraced immigrants and even visitors. She greets them joyfully at the gangplank or tarmac like a lost grandmother, beaming and waving frantically. She rushes out, lifts and twirls them. She mashes them into her ample bosom and riddles their head and face with kisses, her stubbled chin poking them and her garlicky breath suffocating them. But no matter, she makes her point: “Welcome! You’re family now!”

If you are American, maybe some corporation transfers you or your partner down from the East Coast or Midwest. You get here with your fly rods, your goofy hats and vests, your dinky little creels, your granola bars and mineral water in cute little squirt-bottles. You arrive with trim bodies, clean minds, restrained appetites, dormant libidos, and a canoe on neat little racks atop a shiny SUV with a PRACTICE RANDOM ACTS OF KINDNESS bumper-sticker. You always ask me where you can go “canoeing”—whatever that means.

Six months later an outboard flecked with dried shrimp-heads and fish scales juts out of your garage. Empty beercans rattle in your SUV. Empty wine bottles cram your garbage cans. Those Jimmy Carter smiles have vanished, replaced by the lecherous smirks of Groucho Marx or Mae West. High fiber and fitness have given way to hot fudge and fun. No more grim faces and drudgery at the health club. Now it’s radiant faces and revelry at the carnival club. Your conversation, once curt, to the point, and meant to convey actual facts or uplifting advice has become a free-wheeling and spicy ramble, wonderfully free of sanctimony and utterly devoid of facts. Its purpose is now the proper one: to provide a backbeat and exercise the jaw muscles between gulps of beer, sips of wine, the sucking of heads or the slurping of gumbo.

An old Cajun who ran a roadside seafood and poultry dispensary near Galliano put it a little more bluntly one day. We’d pulled over to buy some shrimp after a dive trip and were shootin’ the shit with him. “Lemme told you why,” he said, pointing a gnarled finger at my cousin Pelayo. “If you can’t eat ’em or fuck ’em, they’re worthless.”

We’d asked him why he’d gotten rid of some peacocks that had been parading around in front of his stand.
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Same as the area off the coast of the Cojimar river, the mouth of the Mississippi River lies near the very edge of the continental shelf. Here, northward-flowing Caribbean currents clash with westward-flowing Gulf currents and the southward flow of the Mississippi itself. Gulf water meets river water here. Even without the river nutrients such an undersea precipice and vortex of clashing currents would pack in schools of big pelagics.

Maps show how Louisiana juts out into the Gulf below the coasts of Texas and Mississippi. A little sliver of a peninsula bordering the river below New Orleans juts out even further. That was the river’s doing—at least until the levees shackled it. For ten thousand years this “father of all waters,” as the Indians called it, whipped back and forth across the landscape like a huge (but somewhat lethargic) water wiggle, depositing its fertile cargo of sediment. Most of Louisiana below Interstate 12 thus sprouted in the open gulf. In geological terms something “sprouts” in ten thousand years.

That’s why we’re so close to the continental shelf yet only twelve miles offshore. We trailer the boat halfway to it, on a four-lane highway. Those one hundred miles of road south of New Orleans would be a hundred miles of open water off the Texas, Mississippi, or Florida coasts. The river robs Peter to pay Paul in a sense. Iowa’s loss is our gain—until the levees went up, that is.

Clamped down by the levees, running fast, the river now dumps Iowa’s loss into the deep Gulf. The silt doesn’t spread out and build land nowadays. It’s channeled through the constantly-dredged river passes into the deep open water, eventually building huge mud cliffs that keep toppling over—massive undersea mudslides, avalanches of sunken silt that keep lurching towards the shelf. Too bad you can’t see down there. Geologists tell me it probably looks like southern Utah; deep brown gorges, towering cliffs, plunging buttes—the whole “Badlands” bit.

It’s a weird place. Mud on the bottom and mud on the top. But in between, cobalt blue Gulf water, just like Belize. And you talk about fish. In this respect it’s nothing like Belize, or Cayman, or Cozumel. Mud is much better for growing things than sand, ask any farmer. Well, it’s the same in the sea.

This nutrient-rich, organic crud jumpstarts the food chain. It starts at the bottom of the chain with phytoplankton, “the base of the sun-driven food web” according to marine biologists. The little buggers swarm in these waters. The book The Oceans shows an infrared photo of the world’s oceans, showing the relative densities of phytoplankton by color. Yellow and orange denote the areas richest in this microscopic fish-chow. And damned if the waters off the Louisiana coast don’t beam like a bonfire on that map. That phytoplankton blooms at the base, then everything on top moves in for the feast—all the way up to the “apex predators:” the sharks, tuna, amberjack, cobia . . . or in this case, us.

Add the adjacent estuaries—a huge marine incubator and nursery that comprises 40 percent of America’s coastal wetlands—throw in deep water and a vortex of clashing currents, drop in thousands of massive steel reefs—any one of these ingredients produce abundant fisheries. Combine them and you get marine habitat unparalleled on the globe.

“I’d never seen anything like it.” That’s dive instructor Brad Barouse of Seven Seas Dive Shop in Baton Rouge. And he’s in a good position to judge. “I traveled around the world while in the Navy, diving everyplace we stopped: the Red Sea, Truk Lagoon, Indonesia, Micronesia, all over the Caribbean . . . and I’ll tell ya, there’s no place that’ll even approach the numbers and size of fish around these oil platforms.”

Indeed. That’s why we go out there. But there’s that murk . . . the Mississippi drains 40 percent of the United States, and it seems like every grain of the fertile cargo that took the voyage swirls through the waters around us when we jerk against the rig hook at Main Pass 191.

In 1952, a National Marine Fisheries Service trawler, seeking to promote U.S. commercial fisheries, dropped a small test long-line in this area off the mouth of the Mississippi. They started cranking it up and immediately realized the ship’s hold would never suffice for the number of huge tuna, billfish, and sharks that jerked around on the other end. Word got out, quick.

Trawlers and longliners from Taiwan and Japan started fishing these waters thirty years ago. The Jap longlines were held afloat by big glass orbs that local big-game fishermen took only as irresistible targets. We’d always pack pistols or shotguns on fishing trips to this area anyway. Sharks swarm in these waters and often hit the bait before a tuna, wahoo, or marlin. One blast with a .38 slug through the head has a wonderful calming effect on these brutes. Twelve-gauge buckshot pellets work even better. But these weapons served poorly for long-range shots at longline floats.

Soon we were packing the scoped hunting rifles on every offshore fishing trip. The floats bob in the waves and the shooter rocks on the deck or bridge, even with a rest on the railing. So it was keen sport to shatter one from anything over 100 yards . . . Did I say shatter? More like explode. A 150-grain soft-point traveling at 2,500 feet per second makes an exhilarating impact when it smacks thick glass on the water. Wagers were often placed and whoops erupted as the “pe-TAAOWW!” echoed over the waves and the floats were blown to smithereens, one after the other in fine sequence. Like I said: it was irresistible, especially on a slow fishing day and midway through the gin.

“Man what a kick to be shooting at dem bastids again!” Nick had earned five battle stars in the Pacific in WWII. He always rode on the bridge and his eyes lit up with every shot, roaring with mirth at every hit. “Like hitting a downed pilot!” He beamed, reminding us that, “Hell, they wasn’t all kamikazes!”

Not that foreigners were the only commercial fishing boats in this area. Snapper boats from Florida and the Carolinas hook up to the offshore oil platforms, drop their lines, and crank aboard more red snapper in two hours than in two weeks of fishing along the Atlantic. Longliners from Maine and Massachusetts also made the scene, forsaking the famed Grand and Georges Banks.

Point is—the area swarms with fish.
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One

DOWN AND TANGLED


“The WAY-AY-ting is the HARD-est part,” squawks Tom Petty from his hit record. But he doesn’t know the half of it. Aboard their twenty-eight-foot Wellcraft, Mark and Jimmy had been waiting for their dive mates to surface—and it was getting hard indeed. Rig-dives don’t usually take this long.

Thirty minutes ago Ronnie and Steve had plunged through the surface murk with their six-foot spear guns and aimed for the bottom 400 feet below. Not that they’d reach it—voluntarily or alive, anyway. They’d probably turn around at 230 feet or so if nothing big showed up. Why push it?

Some would say they were already pushing it. Dive manuals say the nitrogen (80 percent of what you’re breathing) buzz starts at 100 feet. “Rapture of the deep” Cousteau called it fifty years ago. “Deep-sea intoxication” according to his contemporary, Hans Haas. “Death catches the diver in a butterfly net whose mesh is so soft it closes in on him unnoticed . . . one loses all misgivings and inhibitions and then, suddenly, comes the end.”

“Martini’s Law” we call it nowadays—every fifty feet of depth equals the effects of one dry martini on the human brain. Bad enough by itself, but they also say that the oxygen (the remaining twenty percent of what’s in the tank) becomes toxic to the human central nervous system at 218 feet—blackouts, hysteria, derangement, convulsions, seizures. Grim things if you’re in your living room; much grimmer 200 feet under the Gulf. These authorities advise recreational divers to haul back at 130 feet.

Ronnie and Steve were on a hunt, a hunt where you close to within feet of the prey before slapping the trigger. So if something big did show up down deep during the dive—and Ronnie or Steve stuck him . . . and the fish got a couple of loops of spear gun cable around them . . . well, that’s what I meant by voluntarily and alive.

Swells get big out here, and each one jerked the boat violently against its mooring. The boat was twenty miles off the Louisiana coast tethered by a rope and “rig hook” to an oil production platform. This steel monstrosity had a deck towering a hundred feet above them and a three-acre maze of legs and crossbeams that plunged four hundred feet to the Gulfs floor. Below that, pipes poke down for two miles and suck out the oil like huge straws. The whole thing gives “eco” types the willies. But Mother Nature—that bumbler—has yet to design a reef even half as prolific.

Ronnie and Steve were both thirty-one years old. They’d been diving together for years, as a team. They’d both go down with guns but whoever shot first would expect the other to come lend a hand during the ensuing melee. Jimmy and Mark had a similar set-up. All on the trip that morning were experienced rig divers in peak physical condition. Ronnie himself was a dive instructor.

So his dive mates suspected trouble. Something had to be wrong. Steve and Ronnie should have surfaced ten minutes ago.
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This “rig-hopping” or “bounce-diving,” as we call it, doesn’t take long. You hunt your way down through the steel labyrinth as massive schools of spadefish, bluefish, and assorted jacks part grudgingly to make way. Covered with barnacles, sponges, coral, and anemones, this metal maze seems a world apart from the unsightly structure above. You forget they’re connected. Fish surround you the entire dive. But you ignore them. You’re after the huge ones—the one-to-three-hundred-pound monstrosities that lumber through the murky gloom that forms on the muddy floor of the Gulf. You’re not a voyeur down here either; you’re a full-fledged participant in nature’s relentless cycle of fang and claw. If you find a big fish, you stalk him and spear him. Then the fun really starts—depending, of course, on the size of the fish and the accuracy of the shot.

If the six-foot shaft doesn’t kill or paralyze the fish by hitting the spine or cranium, you’ve got to get to him somehow, then straddle and paralyze him. Rodeo cowboys make good rig divers. You stick your arms through the spear gun bands, run it up on your shoulder and start yanking him in, as you fin towards him. Then you either reach in with a gloved hand and start ripping out his gills or grab your ice-pick and go to work on his head.

We used to employ dive knives for the coup de grace. But that takes too long and involves too much effort. Any economizing on bottom time and exertion figures big when you’re 200 feet under the Gulf, immersed in the murk and buffeted by a three-knot current. And, oh, there’s that two-hundred-pound fish on the end of your spear gun—the brute dragging you around and battering you against the beams, and he shows no signs of fatigue.

Done right, the ice-pick plunges into the cranium on the first or second jab. You twist it around and jab again, then again and hopefully the beast stops lunging and starts quivering. Now it’s time to start up—but not too fast. Remember, you’re at two hundred fifty feet now.

But not too slow either. You’ve only got five hundred pounds of air left. And it’s getting damned hard to suck it out this deep. It’ll get easier on the way up. So if you can’t straddle and paralyze the fish, there’s no choice but to eventually let go of the gun—unless you’re not thinking clearly because the fish went on a rampage through the rig and bounced you into the barnacled beams like a human pinball (back in the ’50s the guys wore football helmets for this type of rollicking fun). But even without a rig-pummeling, your brain’s hopelessly fogged—“narked out” as we say. There’s no escaping nitrogen narcosis at this depth.

So if nothing big—big enough, I should say—showed up down there, Ronnie and Steve should have ascended. Five minutes on the way down, three minutes looking around, another five minutes coming up. Nothing to it. There’s not much bottom time at these depths, five minutes tops; therefore: Steve and Ronnie should have surfaced ten minutes ago.
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These “rigs,” as locals call the offshore oil platforms that dot the Gulf off Louisiana’s coast, claim several divers each year—not the rig itself, of course, but the waters under them. And these particular ones always claimed a disproportionate share, three divers in the summer of ’99 alone.

Not all accidents occur in the depths. A few years back a diver watched his buddy stick a smallish (thirty pound) cobia at some rigs a few miles west of here. Cobia favor the top portion of the water column in the summer. The diver speared this one at around 30-foot depths— nothing to it. “A breeze,” figured his buddies as they watched him tussling with the fish. They were running low on air and saw that the fish seemed under control, so they gave the “O.K.” signal, saw it returned, and made for the surface. They clambered aboard the boat where another buddy was waiting and fishing.

Twenty minutes later, their buddy hadn’t surfaced. Worse, no bubbles seemed to be rising from the depths. They both suited back up, plunged in and quickly spotted him, casually sitting on a beam no more than thirty feet down, the fish still darting around him. What the . . . ? No bubbles rose from his regulator and he seemed to be in an awkward position, ensnared in spear gun cable.

They swam over, and while one struggled with the flesh-shot fish the other began the grim task of unraveling the steel cable from around the diver’s neck, where it had crushed his trachea and strangled him as efficiently as the garrote of medieval torture chambers. And that was a small fish. Even a thirty-pound fish can pull a diver around.

It’s best not to dwell on these things. “Stay calm” is the cardinal rule of diving—rig-diving especially. But when your buddies have been down thirty minutes and no bubbles seem to be ascending through the murky water . . . aha—there’s some! But that could be anything—some pipe on the rig breaking wind, some air pocket let loose by one of these monstrous swells.

The water’s deep out here. The current’s vicious, and the murk layer (silty freshwater floating over the heavier saltwater) is always around. Sometimes it’s thin, often thick, and occasionally impenetrable, depending on river levels. The visibility can range from the hundred feet of Belize to the ten inches of Mississippi river on the same dive. But the fish are plentiful and huge. Most of Louisiana’s spear fishing records (which are also the nation’s) are wrestled to the surface and winched aboard around these rigs.
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Still no bubbles seemed to be rising and Jimmy watched as a glum Mark, the only one with bottom time left, started suiting back up for another 200-foot plunge, this time without his gun. There was nothing on Mark’s face to reflect the giddy thrill in his gut that accompanied his first dive an hour ago. He’d be hunting again, but for his buddies this time, afraid of what he’d find. They’d been too deep too long.

Then Steve suddenly popped to the surface, unadvertised by any bubbles, just as Mark was buckling his weight belt.

“Steve!” Jimmy yelled as he leaned on the gunwhale, then, turning to Mark, “There he is!” They were jubilant—until they noticed that Steve wasn’t moving. He was bobbing in the swells face down.

Steve was unconscious. He’d been unconscious for several seconds—very crucial seconds as it turned out—the seconds when he was ascending the last hundred feet to the surface. Because of the change in pressure, the volume of gas in a scuba diver’s lungs quadruples from 90 feet to the surface. Something has to give. When a diver exhales, the extra air is released through the windpipe. If he’s holding his breath, what gives is lung tissue, which ruptures, or releases bubbles into the blood. The danger of an arterial gas embolism—a bubble forced out of the lung tissue by the decreasing pressure—is greatest here. The bubble travels through the arteries till it lodges in the heart, triggering a heart attack, or in the brain, triggering a fatal stroke.

Steve was still unconscious when they hauled him aboard, but he came to quickly and started coughing up blood. Not a good sign. “Ronnie’s still down there,” he gasped. “He’s tangled with a huge grouper. I couldn’t help him . . . I ran out of air.”

Mark plunged in and descended 200 feet, his gut in an icy knot, his brain partly numb, partly aflame with ghastly visions. He reached the murk, but found nothing. No Ronnie. No huge grouper. He ascended a bit and started circling the rig, looking for bubbles—praying, pleading, straining to detect that tell-tale little line of silver globules that meant his friend was still breathing somewhere down there. But there was nothing but a murky void below him, with fish finning lazily around. How can they be so damn calm? Mark thought to himself, when I’m sucking air like a maniac and my goggles are filling with tears! Don’t they realize what’s going on? It seemed strange. Everything seemed strange at that point. Finally his own air ran low and he finned up.

The next day the New Orleans Times Picayune ran the headline: SCUBA DIVER SPEARS 300-POUND FISH, DISAPPEARS.

Oddly, Steve’s passing out is credited by some with saving him. This opened his glottis and allowed air to escape from his expanding lungs as he ascended, preventing a pulmonary barotrauma, or a ruptured lung—preventing a fatal one anyway. He coughed up blood for weeks.

He’d seen Ronnie spear the 300-pound fish below him and headed down to help. The shaft had missed the big grouper’s spine and brain, so the fish was going crazy. It already had the cable wrapped around Ronnie a couple of times. Steve plunged into the melee, grabbing cable, spear, fish, whatever, and got himself wrapped in the process. In the madness and confusion the regulator was somehow yanked from his mouth. He was reaching frantically for it when another hard yank from the fish actually cut his regulator hose and bubbles started spewing everywhere. Now he’s 200 feet underwater, wrapped in the cable, with no air. He fumbled for the hose thinking to stick it in his mouth but soon it expired. Somehow he untangled himself and started up. Somewhere on the way up—his dive mates estimate about halfway—he blacked out from lack of oxygen. That’s all he remembers until he was in the boat.

He recovered completely and moved to Belize for a year . . . had to get away.

[image: image]

The Helldivers’ Rodeo lands on the first week of June. Too early, say some divers—the ones more into the aesthetics than the hunting. The Mississippi is usually still high in early June. This makes for a guaranteed murk layer. It also makes for excellent spear fishing. Fish feel safer in the murk. There are more of them around and they let you get closer. But that doesn’t make you feel safer, that’s for sure.

The first Helldivers’ Rodeos were actually snorkeling affairs held off the seawall in Lake Pontchartrain—almost in downtown New Orleans. The lake’s maximum depth is about eight feet. River murk wasn’t an issue then. Much has changed.

The very first was in 1963, according to Helldiver club historian Terry “Poppa Smurf” Migaud. “We’d always go for picnics at the lakefront,” he says, “a bunch of families, and we started snorkeling along the lakefront seawall out there, spearing sheepshead then bringing ’em up and barbecuing them. Can’t get much fresher than that. Well, the wives started measuring to see who had the biggest—the biggest sheepshead that is! Yeah, the biggest fish. Then they started giving awards, presents (I won’t say what) for the biggest one. This went on for a couple summers. Well, one thing led to another and in 1963, we formalized the thing and called it the ‘Helldivers’ Sheepshead Spear Fishing Rodeo.’ ”

“A few years later we expanded it to include the Gulf and the rigs. A few of us had already started into that. Plenty dive clubs had started up by then. So we started competing against the guys who’d been diving the Grand Isle Tarpon Rodeo for years. Things really got interesting then.”

Call it coincidence, but the first book on scuba diving, The Silent World by Jacques Cousteau; came out, the first underwater film, Red Sea Adventure by Hans Hass, came out; and the first offshore oil platforms went up off Grand Isle Louisiana, all practically simultaneously.

“It all seemed to happen at once,” says New Orleanian Johnny Bonck, now 72. “These guys like Cousteau and Hass—to us they were like Lindbergh, Lewis and Clark, Columbus, Cortez, Buffalo Bill, all rolled into one. They were pioneers, adventurers, explorers—and most importantly—hunters.”

The year was 1953. “Hell man,” Johnny snorts. “You’d never know it from the stuff they were saying thirty years later, but half of Cousteau’s book and Hass’ film were about spearing fish! To us it seemed like the only reason for going diving. Here in New Orleans and south Louisiana we were all hunters and fishermen, grew up that way. Now we had a sport that seemed to combine the best of both. And even better, we had unexplored territory to go hunting in. Nobody had been down there yet. We couldn’t wait to get down there . . . see what the hell it looked like . . . see what the hell was down there. From fishing we had a pretty good idea though.”

The first offshore oil platform actually went up in 1947, twelve miles off the Louisiana coast near Morgan City (thirty miles west of Grand Isle). Hollywood dramatized the event with the 1953 movie Thunder Bay starring Jimmy Stewart.

Jimmy played the wildcatter engineer who designed and installed the first offshore platform. An inspiring story for any red-blooded American. Here’s Jimmy as the pioneering oil engineer, the innovator, the trail-blazer, the risk-taking hero, putting it all on the line—his capital, his reputation—for the future of the internal-combustion engine.

The thing went up, and say what you want about these numbskull, unlettered Cajuns; they saw the light immediately. They discovered more fish than ever. They found work on the platforms themselves, paying in two months what they’d earn in a year’s fishing. They started renting their fishing boats out to ferry supplies for the oil companies—again, earning in one trip what ten fishing trips cleared. They caught on.

Fishing boats started hooking up to the new platforms almost immediately. And almost immediately their fears vanished. Sometimes it took as long as ten seconds though; the ten seconds the bait was traveling to the bottom. Then wham! Hang on! Grunt, crank . . . groan . . . crank . . . and finally a huge snapper or grouper or jack surfaced.

But about half the time the fish wouldn’t come up. Indeed, the fishermen might go overboard and down himself—unless the line mercifully snapped.

“We knew some monster fish lurked down there,” Johnny recalls.

Johnny’s father was a founding member of the nation’s first fishing rodeo, the Grand Isle Tarpon Rodeo, which kicked off in 1929. By 1953 most entrants were fishing around the oil platforms that had sprouted just offshore of this Louisiana barrier island. “You wanted to come into the weigh-in with the mostest and the biggest.” Johnny says. “So you fished next to a platform. Simple as that.”

“We’d hook some monstrosities alright.” Johnny laughs. “But couldn’t get the damn things on board! Remember, this was way before catch ‘n release became trendy. We’d hook something that felt like a freight train. If the line held we might finally haul him up—some monster jewfish, or jack, or shark. Okay? Now what?”

Easy. This was Louisiana. They were all hunters. So . . . “Blam—blam—blam! We shot the damn thing! We’d carry shotguns, rifles, and handguns out there and blast the hell outta them. Then winch ‘em aboard.”

But a sporting and conservationist ethic prevailed even then. “You couldn’t shoot tarpon, tuna or marlin.” Johnny clarifies, “only jewfish, sharks, and manta rays.”

Manta rays? Come on Johnny! Manta rays are plankton eaters, like whales for heavens sake! You’d never catch one on bait. These are beautiful harmless creatures. Women and kids ride on their backs. They’re the main attraction at dive sites across the temperate seas.

“Oh no,” He answers. “You’re right. We couldn’t catch the things. They never bit on anything. You’d see them gliding along close to the surface and we’d pull alongside and cast everything we had at them. They wouldn’t touch a thing. They were driving us crazy. So we had no choice. We had to harpoon them.”

The movie version of Moby Dick showed the rollicking thrill of a “Nantucket Sleighride” which is what they called it after a whale was harpooned and rode off with the boat in tow. A “Cajun Sleighride” wasn’t quite as long or fast. But what the hell. It was a social thing down here like everything else. The wives, girlfriends, aunts, and mothers didn’t want a roller-coaster ride anyway. A 15 foot manta ray with a homemade harpoon in his back and a thick nylon rope as a leash provided more genteel entertainment. Mantas rarely caused the on-board barbeque pit to be spilled during the cruise. “We had a ball,” says Johnny, “drinking, laughing, saving fuel. Hell I remember a big manta pulling around a thirty foot boat for two hours once.”

“Sure, by today’s standards it’s awful”, says Johnny. “But these were the early fifties. People didn’t look at it as wasteful or bad or anything. You were spearing an ugly deep-sea monster, that’s all. A ‘devilfish.’ When he tired out you blasted him in the head—wherever that was, we finally found it—and towed him to shore and to the scales. Everyone crowded around, ooh-ing and aah-ing and taking pictures. The guy who harpooned it got a trophy and his picture in every paper in Louisiana, usually standing between two rodeo beauties in swimsuits, smiling away.”

So blasting hooked or harpooned fish at boat-side was approved by the Rules Committee of the Rodeo. “Okay fine,” says Johnny. “So I tell my Dad, ‘hey, if you can shoot fish to bring them aboard, how ‘bout letting us shoot them underwater with spear guns and enter them in the Rodeo?’ ”
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