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[Begin Al Cassagne Interview] 

 

00:00:00 

Sara Roahen:  This is Sara Roahen for the Southern Foodways Alliance. It is Tuesday, October 

11, 2011. I’m in Grand Isle, Louisiana at Coastal Bait Shop. I’m with the owner, and if you don’t 

mind, could I get you to introduce yourself and tell me your first name—your full name—and 

what you do for a living, please? 

 

00:00:21 

Al Cassagne:  My name is Al Cassagne. I’m the owner of Coastal Bait, and I’m also a 

commercial fisherman in Grand Isle, Louisiana. 

 

00:00:28 

SR:  And is your—what is your full first name? 

 

00:00:32 

AC:  Alphonse Cassagne.  

 

00:00:34 

SR:  Thank you, and what is your birth date? 

 

00:00:37 
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AC:  My birth date—April 8, 1959. 

 

00:00:42 

SR:  Thank you. Can you tell me where you grew up? Did you grow up in this area? 

 

00:00:44 

AC:  I grew up primarily in Westwego, between Westwego and--and Grand Isle. I--I went to 

school on the West Bank, and I spent most of my summers here fishing, and when I got out of 

school I moved here permanently.  

 

00:01:01 

SR:  Why did you move here permanently? It was calling you? 

 

00:01:08 

AC:  Yeah. I liked the fishing industry, and when I finished school that’s what I wanted to do. 

And I’ve--I’ve fished commercially until—ah, right before Katrina, and then I decided to get into 

the bait business primarily because the--the fishing business price-wise wasn’t there. And the--

the recreational business—you know, with the bait—was--was better. So I’m--I leaned more 

toward fooling with bait now and selling bait. 

 

00:01:49 

SR:  Tell me a little bit about your upbringing. What did your parents do, and was there anybody 

in your family who was a professional fisherman? 
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00:02:01 

AC:  A past history of people that fished. My daddy was in the school system, but they only 

worked nine months out of the year, so he shrimped during the summer. And I guess that’s 

where I probably picked it up, and I just continued on with it. But prior to that, on my mother’s 

side they had a history of fishing in the family.  

 

00:02:25 

SR:  What is your heritage? Are you—is Cassagne—is that French? 

 

00:02:32 

AC:  My mother was French and my daddy was German.  

 

00:02:37 

SR:  Did anybody else in your family move down this way? 

 

00:02:40 

AC:  No. No, no one else. My brother, my sister—I have one brother and one sister, and they 

both still live up on the West Bank in the New Orleans area. 

 

00:02:54 

SR:  How young were you, do you think, when you first went out on a shrimp boat? 
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00:02:58 

AC:  Ah, I don’t know. I guess probably five--six years old, something like that you know. 

 

00:03:12 

SR:  Would you go out for days at a time, or--or did your daddy always come—? 

 

00:03:15 

AC:  No, we just shrimped in and out .you know. Went out in the morning and came back in like 

that. He had a small boat. 

 

00:03:25 

SR:  What was it about that that you liked? 

 

00:03:30 

AC:  I guess just being on the water, and--and it was kind of like as I got older—I don’t guess 

exactly like a job, because you had that little bit of freedom. Although you had to get up and go 

to work—you know when you work for yourself you still got a goal to meet—but I enjoy getting 

up and watch the sun come up and watch the sun go down instead of being in an office. 

 

00:04:03 

SR:  How old were you when you—. Well, I’m guessing that you didn't have your own boat 

right away when you were real young, or how did that work? 
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00:04:11 

AC:  I started out probably around 13--14 years-old with a--with a small boat of my own, 

fishing. And from there I just kept getting a little bigger and a little bigger, and then I downsized 

in the last few years. [Laughs] As I got into the bait business I kind of downsized with the boat. 

 

00:04:39 

SR:  Well how--I mean that’s very young to have your own boat. What size was your first boat? 

 

00:04:46 

AC:  Probably 16-foot. Well, when I was that age, most boys my age around here had--had their 

own boat, small boat that they would shrimp with and crab with, you know. It’s just something 

that we started out young doing. They didn't have all the rules and regulations that they got now, 

I guess, so it made it easier for somebody that age to have a boat and go shrimping or crabbing 

on it, you know. Whereas now it’s probably a little bit harder. 

 

00:05:21 

SR:  Would you, at that age, would you sell what you caught? 

 

00:05:26 

AC:  Yeah. I was—back then I was selling crabs. I guess I was probably 13 years-old, 14, 

somewhere in that neighborhood. And we would sell them right there by my--by my daddy’s 

camp where I stayed. Similar to what I do over here at my bait shop, sell to the public, and I 
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remember back then they were 75-cents a dozen, $5 a bushel, when I first started selling crabs 

as--as a kid. 

 

00:06:02 

SR:  Well how many crabs could you get in one day? 

 

00:06:05 

AC:  It--it varied. You know it all depended. We didn't run that many traps. I mean it was a—it 

wasn’t like we were making a living you know. It was spending money, but that was our job. I 

never had a job; I never worked for anybody. That’s all I ever did was fish since--since I was that 

age. 

 

00:06:28 

SR:  Where was your daddy’s camp? 

 

00:06:31 

AC:  Down Herbert Lane on Chénière, about two miles past my bait shop going toward the 

island on the right-hand side. We lived on the bay. And that’s where I live now; I live next door 

to them, right on Caminada Bay.  

 

00:06:52 

SR:  So it still exists, the original camp? 
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00:06:55 

AC:  It still exists. They built it. And I’ll be 53, and they were building it—I was three months 

old when they started building it, so it--it saw Hurricane Betsy and plenty other ones, and it’s 

still there. 

 

00:07:12 

SR:  That’s really fortunate, yeah. And so okay, so back when--when you got out of school and 

you became a shrimper on your own, tell me a little bit about that era. Did you employ people to 

go out shrimping with you, or would you go out alone, or—what was your life like? 

 

00:07:33 

AC:  Yeah, we--I always had deckhands that worked for me, and sometimes on my own. But 

most of the time we had one person, sometimes two people, on the boat working as--as 

deckhands to help out. Whenever I crabbed, I always crabbed on my own. I never crabbed with a 

deckhand. I always did it on my own, but shrimping, most of the time I had one or two people, 

which I still do at certain times of the year when--when I need the help. 

 

00:08:08 

SR:  And are you inshore or offshore? 

 

00:08:11 

AC:  Inshore. All--all my fishing right now is done inshore.  
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00:08:17 

SR:  And was it always? 

 

00:08:18 

AC:  Basically. We’re not really offshore. You know we--we’d fish years ago when I was 

strictly shrimping in the Gulf, but just along the shoreline—you know, inside of three miles, not 

really offshore fishing. The only offshore fishing I done was I fished mackerel and snapper 

some, and that--that was done offshore whenever we fished for fish, like that. We--we did it 

offshore. 

 

00:08:53 

SR:  So I’m curious, because I hear this inshore/offshore—you know, some people shrimp 

inshore and some offshore. Why did you stick to inshore? Like, why--why do people have 

preferences? 

 

00:09:07 

AC:  I guess it’s just all in what you like. Those that fish offshore, they—it takes a bigger boat, 

and most of the time they go out 15, 20 days at a time; sometimes more. They travel toward 

Texas, different places, and I just never had a desire to--to--to fish in deepwater offshore. I was 

raised, I guess, fishing inshore, and I just—that’s what I was accustomed [to], so I just stayed 

with that. 

 

00:09:48 
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SR:  And so what--what was your year like then? Did you have months when you weren't out on 

the water, and--and what did you do then? 

 

00:09:57 

AC:  In the winter months it’s slow. We always did crab during the winter, but it’s--it’s not an 

everyday thing. Primarily when it got slow like that in the winter months we would—or I 

would—work on my equipment for the following spring season; just fixed things that needed 

fixing and upgrading and getting ready for the following spring season. 

 

00:10:27 

SR:  And would you—you’d sell to docks, or would you sell that shrimp on your own before 

you had a bait shop? 

 

00:10:34 

AC:  I sold to a dock. I sold to Wayne Estay. I sold to Robert Collins and his brothers when they 

were in business. Dean Blanchard. Several docks, and some docks away from here, if I worked 

away from here, but primarily in this area. And I still sell to a dock when it’s more than what I 

can use at my shop because I’m primarily in the live bait business. I--I retail some shrimp, but 

my--my biggest thing is--is the live bait. So when there’s plenty of shrimp—like in the spring 

this year we caught some shrimp, and I sold it to the—most of it to the dock at certain times of 

the year like that. 

 

00:11:23 
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SR:  And how have the prices changed or not since you first started shrimping? 

 

00:11:28 

AC:  Since I first started shrimping…right now we’re getting less money for our product than we 

did years ago. Our biggest impact in this industry is--is—besides the price—is the fuel. The fuel 

and--and the--the price that it costs to keep equipment up these days. But the fuel is the biggest 

issue. It’s--it’s hard to work like we were accustomed to working for a small amount and just 

keep working; you can't do that anymore. If you’re catching just a small amount—small 

amount—and you keep on, by the end of the week a few pounds might add up, but the fuel is—

just you put it all back in expense. You know right now that’s the—I think the biggest issue to 

this industry is the--the cost of fuel, or the operating cost. 

 

00:12:45 

SR:  That’s kind of ironic when everywhere you look there’s fuel being harvested all around 

you. 

 

00:12:53 

AC:  Yeah, all--all—I mean everywhere in this area, and we’re probably—right now if you look 

at the price of fuel, we probably pay more for fuel around here than--than just about anywhere 

else. And it all comes right here out of our backyard, out of our front yard or whatever. But that--

that’s—I see that being—being a thorn in our side in this industry because the demand for it is--

is becoming more and more, so I can't ever foresee it getting that cheap. I’m talking about 15--20 

years ago: 50-cents-a-gallon fuel, 100-gallons a night, $50 worth of expense. One hundred 
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gallons right now a night—$300-some dollars worth of expense, almost $400 worth of expense. 

So that’s--that’s the difference. And--and you know the shrimp, I don’t know what’s the deal 

with that. You know the imports or whatever, but we--we just don’t get the money for our 

product that we did 15 or 20 years ago. It’s just—it’s not there. 

00:14:27 

 And that’s primarily why I went into this bait business. [Phone Rings] 

 

00:14:33 

SR:  Okay, we’re back from a little break. Mr. Cassagne was ordering some crab traps. And 

then—well, when we left off we were talking about how the price of fuel is putting shrimpers 

like you out of business basically. I mean you’ve found an alternative route—income route—and 

you just brought up something else when we were talking off the microphone about how the 

older generation of fishermen knew how to do things, a lot of things, for themselves: Build their 

boats, fix their boats. 

 

00:15:08 

AC:  Fix their boats. You know they—not all of them could build a boat, but a lot of them could 

repair, could fix it; could either build nets or at least patch their own nets. Most of the older 

fishermen could--could take care of keeping their equipment up, take care of their breakdowns 

and--and boat repairs, where--where the younger generation doesn't know how to do as much of 

that. And that’s another--that’s another expense in the business, you know, when you can't fix 

your own net, you can't repair your own boat, that you got to go to somebody, and--and it’s like I 

say: Another expense. 
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00:15:57 

SR:  Why do you think that those skills haven't been passed down all of a sudden? 

 

00:16:04 

AC:  I--I think it’s just lack of interest. You know if you can hire somebody to do it, why do it 

yourself? I—and--and probably back in the days people couldn’t afford to hire somebody so 

they--they learned from somebody or they asked somebody and they just—it was a--it was a 

necessary thing to take care of your own equipment if you wanted to survive in the business, in 

the industry. And I think the younger generation just—it’s all about computers and--and 

Facebook and whatever. It’s not about hands-on experiences with things. It just--it’s not taught in 

school, you know. Even schools is getting away from teaching certain trades like that, and--and 

high schools and stuff, you know. You got to wait until you get out and go to a trade school. 

00:17:14 

 Back when I was in school they had wood-working and they had mechanic classes and--

and so forth, and I don’t think any of that is offered anymore in--in regular schools. 

 

00:17:25 

SR:  Did you learn how to repair your boats from your father? 

 

00:17:31 
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AC:  Ah, not really. I picked up a lot on my own. I just—I’m a person that just—I’ll try to tackle 

anything, and--and I still get people to do certain things. I don’t build my own nets. And I don’t 

build my own traps. But when it comes to repairing them [Phone Rings]-- 

 

00:17:55 

SR:  So you were saying that you don’t build your own traps or your own nets, but you know 

how to repair them. 

 

00:18:01 

AC:  As far as repairs go, I--I do most of my repair work on my boats, and you know my own 

welding. And it’s just things that I had a desire to do it, and I learned on my own or I learned 

from somebody, and it’s just—I guess that’s one of the reasons I got by in this business over the 

years. Instead of having to pay somebody to do everything, a lot of it is done on my own. 

 

00:18:29 

SR:  What about when—we just paused the recording because your son called. So you have at 

least one child. Is he in the business at all? 

 

00:18:41 

AC:  No. Well, he works with me during the summer. He runs one of my bait boats, a smaller 

boat, for me during the summer. And he works on my big boat with me, as a summer job. But 

I’m hoping that he goes to college, and his intentions are to go to college. He’s a junior right now 

in high school.  
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00:19:00 

SR:  So you’re not hoping for him to learn all those skills? 

 

00:19:03 

AC:  Ah, at--at one time he wanted to, you know, follow dad and do this and do that, and--and as 

he got older his heart right now is in sports. He loves basketball. Baseball he could take it or 

leave it, but he loves basketball. And I--I’m pretty sure he’s going to go to college, but he’s got 

some—a knowledge about doing things, about fixing and stuff like that, from--from being with 

me when he was younger. 

 

00:19:36 

SR:  What is your son’s name? 

 

00:19:37 

AC:  Alphonse. He’s the fourth.  

 

00:19:40 

SR:  Do you have other children? 

 

00:19:41 

AC:  No, that’s it. I have one--one child, one son. 
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00:19:44 

SR:  Well I wanted to ask you about something else that we chatted about a bit when the 

recording was paused, which is that you were telling me about a man who has something that’s 

called a dry dock business. And could you explain for the record what that is and how you’ve 

used a dry dock? 

 

00:19:57 

AC:  It’s a place where you bring your boat and he picks it up, and at that particular place you 

can do your own work. He does some work, but if you want to do your own work you can do 

your own work on your boat. And he charges so much to pick your boat up and so much, you 

know, if you buy your paint with him and certain things. And he—you primarily repaint the 

bottom of the boat and paint the sides or do any repairs on the--on the bottom side of the boat 

that you have to do out of the water. And most everybody picks up once a year, every other year, 

something--something like that. 

 

00:20:44 

SR:  That’s interesting. I didn't know about businesses like that, but it totally makes sense that--

that they would exist. And you said that there aren't that many left on the bayou? 

 

00:20:53 

AC:  No, not--not places like that. There--there’s only about three places or four places that I 

know of along Bayou Lafourche, in that area. 
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00:21:03 

SR:  And there used to be more? 

 

00:21:04 

AC:  Yeah, there were several places along there but they—just a few handful left. I guess it’s 

getting to be just like fishermen: Just a handful left in the business, you know. I think that—I 

wouldn’t know exactly, but I think the numbers are—I would have to say in--in the last few 

years are--are down by plenty in the commercial fishery.  

 

00:21:34 

SR:  Well talk to me a bit about the transition that you made. So you still do some shrimping, but 

shortly before Katrina you decided to transition into the bait business. 

 

00:21:45 

AC:  Well I--I fooled with live bait for quite a few years, but I always fished for another bait 

place or another marina, but never for myself. And during the closed season you have to have—

you have to hold a permit to fish during the closed--when the trawling season is closed; you have 

to have a permit to be able to fish on the inside. And I always worked under somebody else’s 

permit. I owned the boat. And I--I just said—I saw what happened in the federal fishery. I lost a 

snapper permit because I wasn’t using it. And I lost—well I sold for little to nothing another 

permit that I had obtained years ago because I could see where I was going to be forced out of 

that sector of the offshore fishing—not shrimping, but in the fish business, from not using it.  

00:22:48 
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 And I said, you know, I got all this equipment and--and I could wind up not being in the 

bait business maybe if the State adopts some of this like the federal government is doing. And so 

that’s when I decided— 

 

00:23:04 

SR:  I’m not sure—can you explain what you mean by that: “Adopts” some of what? 

 

00:23:09 

AC:  Well, like the federal government sets certain rules and regulations, and they took permits 

away because you wasn’t using them. And I said, you know, it could happen with the State; the 

State could--could follow along. The federal government could pressure the State into saying, 

“Look, you got certain things that people is not using. You need to wean them out.” So I always 

had that thought that I could wind up maybe out of the bait business. So I wound up—I had this 

piece of property, and I wound up deciding to go into the bait business for myself. And I still sell 

to a marina. I still fish for a marina that I fished for prior to opening up here. 

00:23:55 

 My other decision was I had two other places that I sold to, and both of them were--were 

messed up from Katrina and didn't reopen. So that’s when I decided to go into the bait business 

for myself.  

 

00:24:13 

SR:  So what year did this place open, where we are right now? 
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00:24:18 

AC:  Gustav—I mean Katrina was in—? 

 

00:24:23 

SR:  Two thousand five. 

 

00:24:24 

AC:  Thousand five—2004, I opened it to give—prior to Katrina. 

 

00:24:32 

SR:  You said that you had to have a permit to fish off-season on the inside. What do you mean 

by “on the inside?” 

 

00:24:39 

AC:  It’s a special bait dealer’s permit. You apply with the State, and you--you got to put a 

$1,000 bond up. You got to be bonded and you buy this bait dealer’s permit and you get your 

bond money back after the season reopens. You got to call it in in the morning and let them 

know where you’re going, and when you come in you got to call in and let them know that you--

you returned, and you got to keep a--a record of what you catch, what you harvest under the 

permit. 

 

00:25:13 

SR:  Every day? 
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00:25:14 

AC:  Every day, right, during the closed season time frame. 

 

00:25:18 

SR:  And by “on the inside,” you mean inshore? 

 

00:25:21 

AC:  Inshore waters, right. When the inshore season closes we’re able to fish, and last year they-

-they started where we could use it before the season opened. It can be used at the beginning of 

May—from May 1st until the season opens, and then you can in turn use it again when the season 

closes, which is usually around the 4th of July, until mid-August when it reopens. For years it 

was just between the two seasons and not before. And so the year before last, I think it was, they-

-they made it available for us to fish that month or so before the season opened for the bait. 

00:26:06 

 The--the bait deal was a choice that we get so much a piece for the bait and that price 

doesn’t change, whereas the shrimp price and the crab price [Laughs] at the dock changes from 

day to day. Plenty of shrimp—not worth any money; no shrimp—worth a little bit more. Plenty 

of crabs—not worth any money; we want them, but you know we don’t want to pay for them. 

The live bait, you get so much for it whether the wind blows and whether they catch fish with it 

or they don’t. When I go catch so much live bait to put in that tank, and if I don’t lose it and I sell 

it, I know what I’m going to make on it. And--and like I say, I still enjoy shrimping, but I--I 
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primarily only shrimp for the dock when it’s--when it’s feasible. You know, when it’s slow I just 

fool with my place with the bait. 

 

00:27:10 

SR:  Well can you tell me some specifics about the bait? What--what do you fish for? What do 

you sell? 

 

00:27:17 

AC:  We--we sell live shrimp, we sell minnows, and we sell live croakers in the live bait part. 

And then they buy--they buy regular bait shrimp and they buy—like this time of the year they 

buy a good bit of crabs to fish with because they’re fishing redfish right now. They buy some 

squid and pogies, dead bait, but the biggest thing is—in the summer months—that live shrimp 

and the live croakers.  

 

00:27:51 

SR:  What do— 

 

00:27:53 

AC:  They’re the two big sellers. 

 

00:27:53 

SR:  What do you fish with live shrimp and live croakers? 
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00:27:56 

AC:  Trout and redfish; most of them use them for trout. Most of them fish speckled trout with 

it. And like I say, in the--in the summer months—May, June, July, August, those--those four 

months primarily—that’s the big seller around here, is that live shrimp and live croakers. Now 

they’re leaning more towards live minnows because they’re fishing more redfish in the marsh 

and not in the bays. They’re more inside in the marsh areas, and they--they fish more with the 

live minnows—live minnows and regular bait shrimp. 

 

00:28:33 

SR:  Can you explain that to me? I mean, this is probably a very ignorant question, but is that 

because it’s minnows that are in the marshes and not the croakers and the shrimp? 

 

00:28:42 

AC:  Ah, basically, and they don’t lose as many. With--with a live shrimp, a catfish—anything 

will bite on a shrimp. So redfish is not like when you’re fishing trout. When the trout is biting 

they’re kind of biting, kind of one after another, so you put a live shrimp on and you know you 

catch one, and you put one on and you miss one; you put one on, you catch one. In the marsh, 

fishing redfish is a little bit slower pace, so the minnow stays on longer. The minnows last long; 

they--they hold up better than--than the live shrimp. 

00:29:21 

 And for redfish that’s a better bait, the minnow, so that’s primarily—and I’m still selling 

a few live shrimp, but that’s the better seller right now, is minnows and regular market shrimp, 

regular bait—dead bait—because it’s cheaper. And we get, it depends on the size—$2 a pound, 
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$2.50 a pound. If they’re bigger, $3 a pound, but--but you’re going to get 50 shrimp or 60 shrimp 

to a pound—maybe 70 shrimp if they’re smaller—for--for a couple of dollars, as opposed to 20 

shrimp for $5 live. [Laughs] You know— 

 

00:30:09 

SR:  And it’s better live—it’s better live? 

 

00:30:14 

AC:  During the summer months with the trout, right, yeah. 

 

00:30:17 

SR:  When it’s not live, is it frozen? 

 

00:30:20 

AC:  Ah, at times. Right now I’m only handling fresh bait—fresh shrimp—on the weekends 

because it’s so slow during the week. So right now if somebody comes it’ll have to be frozen that 

they buy. Like Thursday, Friday, and Saturday, Sunday, I try to have regular fresh bait when I 

got a little bit of business. 

00:30:42 

 During the summer months and all when shrimp is more in-season and the tourists are 

here, well we got fresh bait every day, seven days a week. 

 

00:30:53 
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SR:  I’m looking—I’m looking at a list on the wall, so pogies— 

 

00:31:01 

AC:  This is all frozen baits here. 

 

00:31:03 

SR:  What--what are pogies—I just want to know what each thing is used for fishing. 

 

00:31:06 

AC:  They mostly use these pogies in all the fish offshore, for snapper, or to chum with or—. 

Well they use it to—they fish these mangrove snappers, and they’ll use stuff like that to throw in 

the water and--and chum, entice the fish to come up or to start feeding in a frenzy. That way 

when they throw whatever they got on their line out, they hit it quicker.  

00:31:33 

 The mullet—most of the time, the mullet they’ll use around this time of year and all 

when the big redfish starting coming in, the bull-reds. Squid, mostly offshore bait again, fishing 

snapper and stuff like that. The shrimp, if they don’t have fresh they’ll buy the frozen and that’s 

primarily inshore in the marsh along the side of the road. Crabs, that’s--that’s primarily the same 

thing as the mullets, for the big redfish, for the bull-reds, that they use. 

 

00:32:05 

SR:  So they use just whole crab? 
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00:32:09 

AC:  Ah, they’ll break the shell off and break it and--and quarter it, cut it like in pieces and make 

four baits out of a crab usually. 

 

00:32:19 

SR:  I can't imagine just not eating it. [Laughs] 

 

00:32:25 

AC:  Yeah, because sometimes it’s some mighty, mighty big crabs that they buy to use for bait. 

 

00:32:33 

SR:  Is there a maximum of, like, for example, shrimp that you’re allowed to catch in the off-

season? 

 

00:32:38 

AC:  No, no. I understand they’re talking about putting limits on it, on the amount of shrimp that 

you can catch. I heard some talk about it, but right now, no. You can catch any amount that you 

want. Most of these other things is by-catch product, you know. The pogies and stuff like that is 

when we’re trawling, it’s a by-catch, and instead of throwing it over I bag it and freeze it and--

and sell it like that. 

 

00:33:12 
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SR:  It’s interesting to me that squid is on there, just because I don’t think of squid as being one 

of the natural resources that you see in restaurants or anything—? 

 

00:33:23 

AC:  Well no. Well they—I think in those sushi places they [Laughs]--they eat that, but— 

 

00:33:35 

SR:  I mean, I’ve eaten squid, but I didn't know that it came from here. 

 

00:33:38 

AC:  Yeah, yeah, some—well I know a lot of people that eat it. I have some people that buy it 

for to eat, and I’ll save it for them fresh if I can get it. You know it’s not all the time that that’ll 

happen. [Interruption--Child: I need another $5 and all ones.] You want $5? 

 

00:34:03 

SR:  We have a visitor. 

 

00:34:02 

AC:  [Interruption--Child:  Ten dollars.] Ten dollars. 

 

00:34:07 

SR:  We just had a visitor coming in to get change. So, you know some people who buy the 

squid to eat? 
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00:34:12 

AC:  I’ve got a few people that buys. We just haven't been catching any this year. We caught a 

few in--in the springtime that I froze for bait, and I--I don’t —unless I’m catching them fresh like 

that I wouldn’t sell them to somebody for, you know, for human consumption. But at certain 

times when I am catching them, I--I got a few people that ask me to save them fresh like that for 

them and they come get them. 

 

00:34:39 

SR:  Why aren't you getting them this year? 

 

00:34:41 

AC:  I don’t know. They’re just not here. In fact, right before you came I had a couple that 

stopped here and they asked about them, if I had any squid, so—. 

 

00:34:54 

SR:  Have you had other years when there weren't squid? 

 

00:34:56 

AC:  I--I saw that already, you know. That’s something that’s not real popular in this area; it 

comes and goes. But I mean usually you catch a few, and we’re not catching—since the early 

spring when we started shrimping, in--in the middle of April, we hadn't caught any all summer 

long in this area—or I hadn't. And usually you catch a handful, you know. Usually I got a couple 
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that comes down, an older couple, and--and even on my bait boat this time of the year, you know 

I catch three, four, five a month—decent ones. And I’ll save them in a bag for him and he’ll 

come check like two days later and I’ll have a little Zip-Loc bag for him, but we haven't been 

catching. 

00:35:44 

 Every now and then I’ll notice a couple of real, real small ones, real tiny ones, but they 

just haven't been having any. 

 

00:35:52 

SR:  Is there any other bait that isn't available in the same quantities this year? I’m asking 

because you know— 

 

00:36:02 

AC:  Ah no, not—we went through a bad time with the crabs in the spring. We--we went 

probably two months in--in this area and some areas along the bayou and quite a few places 

down South Louisiana. For about two months it was--it was really, really slow. And then it 

picked up a little bit, and then during the summer we had a little round of crabs in, and which we 

usually get in the month of July—end of July and August—and they caught plenty of crabs on 

the beach and stuff. And that little storm came at the end of August, beginning of September, 

Labor Day weekend, and those crabs just completely disappeared with that storm, like--like day 

and night. And it’s just here recently in--in the last week or so that they’re starting to bite a little 

bit, and they’re starting to show back up some, but it’s been slow again—real slow, exceptionally 

slow—for this time of the year with the crabbing. 
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00:37:12 

 I don’t know if it’s got anything to do at all with what happened last year or not, but I--I 

always said that it would be not this year but next year, and even more so the following year, if--

if reproductively something was affected. 

 

00:37:31 

SR:  By the oil spill? 

 

00:37:32 

AC:  Right. It--it would take two and probably three years to really see it, because first of all, it 

wasn’t fished that year. Hardly anyone fished. If--if the juvenile—when this happened, 

everything that was on that beach spawned. The trout come to that beach and spawned, the crabs 

get to that beach and spawn at the time of the year that all this mess went on. So if--if the 

juvenile stuff—and I’m a firm believer that anything that was big enough that could escape it 

escaped it.  

00:38:12 

 It was like--like putting somebody in a--in a swimming pool and start filling it with 

water, and an older person is going to climb out but an infant can't. So--so if the juvenile stuff 

couldn’t get away, then those numbers would be hurt. And once the--once the pressure is on 

them being fished again by the commercial and the recreational people for a year or so, it’s 

going--it’s going to knock those reproductive numbers down even more. And by the second or 

third year after the--after the oil spill mess, I think that’s when you’re going to really see if--if it 

had any effect. And I think if the numbers isn't really bad by then well, I don’t think it had that 
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much effect on it, but that’s--that’s left to be seen. That’s my opinion, just fooling with this all 

my life you know. 

 

00:39:08 

SR:  If it has affected reproduction, what do you think could have affected it—the oil itself or the 

dispersant? 

 

00:39:20 

AC:  That would be hard to say. I--I’m not qualified really, I guess, to answer that. But I would 

have to look at it like this: A dispersant was something to sink the oil, dissipate the oil, get rid of 

it by some means. Roundup is a weed killer. You spray it to get rid of the grass by some means. 

Any chemical or every chemical has a label on it that says it’s harmful in some kind of way by 

some means. So I guess too much of it could hurt. 

00:40:17 

 I guess too much oil could do the same thing. Now like I say, I’m not really qualified to--

to answer it, but all I can say is you know all pesticides, all--all chemicals that you use to get rid 

of something, has an effect on something, some kind of way. And I just--I think we’ll have to 

wait and see what--what takes place next year. And if we encounter some--some slow, some 

abnormally slow, fishing like we did this year—and also the recreational fishing this year was off 

by plenty in my area here, and I passed a few people in and out of here with the bait so I get a lot 

of reports and a lot of complaints. And so I--I would have to say that if we see this cycle happen 

again next year, then I would have to venture to say that it had something to do with the spill and 

it wasn’t just a bad year. Because I--I saw that all my life in this industry, where you get bad 
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years. You get a bad cycle of weather conditions or whatever; it hurts the reproductive cycle or 

whatever—a cold winter or a hard freeze, too much rain. I saw years where the shrimp didn't 

grow; too much rain, too much rain that made the shrimp—the brown shrimp for our spring 

season—leave early. The spillway opening. You know, Mother Nature plays a part, and--and like 

I say, I saw cycles for some reason that things were off. But the following year it came back and 

the cycle didn't keep repeating itself. 

00:42:19 

 So if this--if this becomes a repetitive deal for the next year or so, then I’m a firm 

believer that it had something to do with either dispersant or the oil and it’s not just a cycle that’s 

a bad cycle that we’re going through, you know. 

 

00:42:37 

SR:  How did the oil spill—how has it so far affected your business, if it has? 

 

00:42:42 

AC:  Ah, well last year it crashed it for the most part, which I got compensated some. But we did 

twice the business in--in ’09 than we did in ’08 because, first of all, we--we came off of 

[Hurricane] Gustav, and this area right here around my bait shop was completely just about 

wiped out. So it took people about two years to rebuild in this area. So that--that made it slow, 

and then we had Gustav that came along and— 

 

00:43:24 
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SR:  I’m sorry; I want to backtrack. You got wiped out by Katrina in this area—is that what you 

meant? 

 

00:43:27 

AC:  Right, by Katrina. Katrina devastated this little area where we’re at. Probably took half of 

the camps out of this area around my bait shop. And then we came back with a—like I say, 

people were getting back and rebuilding and Gustav came and that--that kind of slowed things 

down. People was just getting on track to come down and fish and not work, which Gustav 

wasn’t as bad because a lot of people had elevated and--and so forth, and some people hadn't 

even started rebuilding by that time. 

00:44:03 

 So that was in ’08, and like I said, business was all right. And in ’09 we did real well. 

People were—real well compared to prior to that. Elmer’s Island opened back up, which brings a 

lot of people in this area. So ’09 was decent, and then ’10 came the oil spill, so it’s—and it’s 

hard to say what ’10 would have been, if it would have been better than ’09 hadn't the oil spill 

happened. Economy plays right now a big factor in a lot of things, the economy. This year was 

good and--and not good. The fishing wasn’t that great; we had a lot of people came down. 

People wasn’t spending the money for some reason or another, and I think people had a limit to 

the amount of money to spend. And if you came here and bought bait and you fished—and gas—

and you fished Saturday morning and didn't catch anything, you didn't go buy gas and bait to go 

back Sunday morning. We didn't see that repetitive deal on the weekend, you know. People came 

in on a Friday evening and bought bait, fished Saturday morning; they didn't come back Saturday 

evening. You might have seen them Sunday morning, and then again maybe not. If the fish bit a 
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little bit, you saw them; if they didn't bite much, they just—either didn't have the money or just, I 

don’t know. But it was—. 

00:45:48 

 And I guess by the end of the year we’ll tell, but I mean the oil spill had some--played 

some part in business, not being here. There’s no doubt. Some people were still renting. Some 

people decided to stay in the rent business because everybody that had a camp rented to BP just 

about the year before. I mean plenty, plenty camp owners rented, and a lot of them decided to 

stay rent, so those regular people that came every weekend, you didn't see them. 

 

00:46:24 

SR:  And they--they continued to rent to BP or just to tourists? 

 

00:46:28 

AC:  No, keep--keep it on the market for the tourists, but that business is--is up and down 

depending on the weather and the fishing. And so you know, but we’ll see in the next year or so 

how everything levels out. 

 

00:46:48 

SR:  How long were you shut down completely after the oil spill? 

 

00:46:52 

AC:  I think we closed for two months. We had to close right before Memorial Day weekend. 

They closed everything. I want to say a week or so before Memorial Day weekend, and we 
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stayed closed until I think the third week of July—that everything in this area was shut down, so 

there was no reason to open.  

 

00:47:24 

SR:  And when I first arrived, I think you told me that you didn't go to work for BP, right? 

 

00:47:28 

AC:  They--they finally hired a boat, one of my boats, on the 6th of August, and I got a cousin of 

mine to run it because word was that they were hiring up a few boats that they hadn't hired and 

they would only be a couple of weeks. And I didn't want to close again and--and have to try to 

reopen [his bait shop], so I just--I got somebody to run the boat where I could go ahead and stay 

open, because at that time they had opened it back up where we could start selling seafood again, 

where we could start selling crabs and we could start selling shrimp right about that time. So I—

and fortunately [Laughs] we didn't have any tourists, but I did some business with the BP 

people, with the people working. I had a little business from those people the month of 

September and--and October. 

 

00:48:27 

SR:  Because they would fish? 

 

00:48:28 

AC:  Right, right. In the afternoon when they got off, or--or if it was blowing and they knocked 

them off. At that point we started getting into that time of the year where we got a lot of windy 
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days around hurricane season and all, and--and in particular areas when it was blowing they 

couldn’t work, so they would shut them down. And I--I had quite a few regulars. I was one of the 

only bait shops that was open on the island. Camardelle’s down the road was closed. They had 

rented out to BP—well, to Wildlife and Fisheries working for BP. Sand Dollar stayed closed; 

they were leased out to BP. Gulf Stream Marina wasn’t leased out but they were closed. And 

Bridge Side Marina had a lot of BP activity, and--and they were kind of part-time in the bait 

business between that and with the BP deal. But it was just Bridge Side Marina and myself that 

was--was open last year. So that--that made it a little different for me, too, being the only bait 

shop that was open at that time. 

 

00:49:38 

SR:  So your clientele is all recreational fishing? 

 

00:49:43 

AC:  Basically all recreational, all tourists, right. 

 

00:49:48 

SR:  If you have a commercial fishing operation, do you catch your own bait? 

 

00:49:52 

AC:  Commercial? 

 

00:49:57 
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SR:  Like a commercial fisherman—you don’t sell bait to any commercial fishermen? 

 

00:50:01 

AC:  No, no, no. 

 

00:50:04 

SR:  Right, and so do commercial fishermen buy bait or do they—? 

 

00:50:08 

AC:  They--they catch it their self, right, right, right. 

 

00:50:12 

SR:  Does— 

 

00:50:14 

AC:  Any commercial fisherman is going to sell to a dock, right to some type of dock or maybe 

to a marina. I don’t buy from anybody other than my son during the summer. I furnish 

everything just about that I sell out of here other than the frozen stuff I buy with Punch [Punch’s 

Seafood Market], and ice that I buy with the ice people. But when it comes to live bait and the 

crabs and so forth, I--I catch all of it myself. 

 

00:50:47 

SR:  I see a sign behind you for soft-shells. Do you catch those or—? 
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00:50:49 

AC:  No, I get that with Punch also, just the same people I get the stuffed crabs and the crab 

patties and stuff [from]. 

 

00:50:57 

SR:  That’s another one of our oral histories, is Punch’s Seafood Market in Lockport. 

 

00:51:01 

AC:  I had a lot of people starting to ask for, well, soft-shell crabs and--and something quick to 

fix. They didn't catch any fish and [were] looking for something seafood-wise, but even that, the 

sales dropped off plenty I find this year—not as well as what it was last year, and really in ’09, 

the year before should I say, the last year we were really in business before the oil spill. I--I just 

find people is not—I guess it’s the economy or whatever—just not spending the money. Got a 

certain amount of dollars to--to come here with and that’s the budget you know. 

 

00:51:46 

SR:  Does BP still have a presence here, or are they gone? 

 

00:51:49 

AC:  Ah, somewhat, but--but not much. They still got a couple of companies that’s doing work 

for them—S&H and I think another company down here that’s--that’s still doing some cleanup 

stuff and surveying work or whatever. 
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00:52:11 

SR:  Do you feel like, with the oil spill kind of cutting down on some sales, and then the 

economy, do you feel like this is going to continue to be a viable business for you for making a 

living? 

 

00:52:27 

AC:  Ah, I--I would think so because you still are going to see a lot of tourists. The worse the 

economy gets really, the better it is for us down here because I’m talking about from people 

coming from Baton Rouge, Lafayette, Thibodeaux, Donaldsonville, New Orleans area, Slidell, 

surrounding areas. This is close and it had good fishing, some of the best in the summer months; 

crabbing on the beaches and--and shrimping for—also for recreation. 

00:53:18 

 So--so we always are going to get that influx of people, I think, in those certain few 

months, in the summer months. Economy-wise it--it could hurt; it could hurt on the amount 

they’ll spend. They might still come but not spend. They might not have that $100 bill to spend. 

They might only have $50 now to--to spread around instead of $100. And that--and that’s where 

we would see the difference. But I--I think we’ll survive in it. I don’t know about—I worry about 

the younger generation in this fishing industry, being able to survive in it, starting out. I guess 

you would say I got my foot in the door. You know I seen some of the good times in the fishery 

and the bad times, but--but I saw the fuel prices when they were cheap and the shrimp prices and 

the crab prices when they were at their peak, when there was money to be made, and I just don’t 
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know about the generation that’s coming up in it right now, this next generation, how they--how 

they’re going to fair out and survive it.  

 

00:54:49 

SR:  Well— 

 

00:54:49 

AC:  But I think in the bait business part of it, we’ll--we’ll make it. There’s always going to be 

somebody looking to buy live bait. I mean that’s the thing. You know, so if they got that $50 to 

spend, they’re going to put it on bait to go fish. Now I would say if fishing gets hurt, that it 

doesn’t draw the attention of the people to come—well, for the crabbing, from the oil spill, well 

then that could be detrimental to us you know. If we lose the traction that we got—. We don’t 

have amusement parks and the golf course, and the attraction is the seafood. We got some of the 

best fishing and best crabbing and best shrimping close. If you come to Grand Isle you can run a 

half an hour offshore and fish. You can go on the beach and fish, and if--if the wind picks up 

with a squall you can leave the beach and in five minutes you can be inshore somewhere and--

and fish where it’s calm. We don’t have to run—like Venice, Cocodrie—a long ways to get to 

somewhere. You know we got it all right here. It’s all close. You know you can be shrimping 

right there this morning and crabbing on the beach this afternoon. It’s--it’s not all spread out you 

know, and that’s our attraction. And if the oil spill or whatever would hurt that--that attraction, 

well then, yeah, I would say it could hurt our business, so then people wouldn’t come. I mean if 

the attraction—if there’s nothing to attract them, then that’s—. 
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00:56:42 

SR:  What about hurricanes? Do you worry about those? 

 

00:56:46 

AC:  Not really. It’s a part of living on the coast. I’ve seen a lot of them and been through quite a 

few. Just got to pick up the pieces after and start over or move on, one of the two, and I guess at 

this point pick up the pieces and just start over, you know.  

 

00:57:10 

SR:  Well how many— 

 

00:57:12 

AC:  Move on. 

 

00:57:12 

SR: —how many boats do you have? 

 

00:57:14 

AC:  I got four boats that I use to fish with.  

 

00:57:21 

SR:  And did they all survive Katrina? 
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00:57:24 

AC:  Uh-hm, yeah. My boats, they all—I got a piece of property on Bayou Lafourche that I 

bring my boats to. I got two of them that I bring up there by water and tie up inside the floodgate 

system or area, and the other two I put on the trailer and I usually bring them off the island if it’s 

going to be bad like for Katrina or Gustav or something like that. 

 

00:57:50 

SR:  Did you stay on the island? 

 

00:57:52 

AC:  No, no, we didn't stay. No, I’m not staying for something like that. I mean, what can you 

do, you know? It’s bad enough we got to come back without electricity and water and--and 

whatever to clean up, but why stay here? To experience it. You know that would be the only 

thing that I could think of, because when it’s blowing—and I mean we had water up to the 

windows in here for Katrina and Gustav—I mean it would be far-fetched to say that I’m going to 

leave my house and come here to check my shop or do something here with five or six feet of 

water on the road. I mean I hear people say, “Well, I’m going to stay to take care of my stuff.” 

What are you—how are you going to get around to take care of something? What you going to 

do? You know the water is over the top of your vehicle; the boat breaks loose. You going to go 

swim behind it, you know? I mean the best thing to do is just get your stuff all that you can get 

off of the island, and whatever you can't, tie it down and raise it up and get out of harm’s way. 

00:59:07 

 Property and whatever is replaceable; lives isn't.  



Al Cassagne – Coastal Bait Shop 42  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

 

00:59:13 

SR:  Where did you go? 

 

00:59:14 

AC:  I went to Lafayette, or New Iberia, for Gustav—I mean for Katrina. And I went to my place 

in Mississippi for Gustav. I got some property in Mississippi where we hunt, and I went for 

Gustav over there. And we stayed for this little storm this year. I mean if it’s something like 

that—not much—we don’t usually go. I mean my boat stayed and all, so I’ll stay to take care of 

them. I know I can get around. You know with a couple feet of water or whatever, but if it’s 

something like a Category 2 or 3 or something like that, I’m not hanging around. 

 

00:59:55 

SR:  Can you tell me, so today you’re not fishing— 

 

00:59:57 

AC:  I fished this morning.  

 

01:00:01 

SR:  What time did you get up? 

 

01:00:02 
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AC:  Around 4:30, and I came to the shop. I usually get here in the morning around quarter to 5, 

5 o'clock, and I’ll open up until 6:30 or so. And then I left and I went on my bait boat and caught 

some live bait and came back and I opened back up. And at this time of the year I’m kind of in 

and out. I leave the sign with the number on the front, and if I’m not here and somebody comes 

they’ll call and I’ll come back and serve them. I’m kind of back and forth at this time of the year. 

01:00:39 

 On the weekend—Friday, Saturday, Sunday—try to hang around. My son helps me on 

the weekend. My wife and I went out of town last weekend and my son and a little friend of his 

ran it. He’s got a little friend of his that helps us around here during the summer a little bit. And 

we basically run it ourselves. Her mama comes down and spends the summer with us and helps 

us out during the summer months, and like I said, this time of the year it’s pretty much Monday 

through Thursdays are dead. A few people a day, some days none, so if I got to go on the boat—

tomorrow morning I’m going to go crabbing because I’m running low on crabs and I’ll be gone 

for an hour or two and [if] somebody calls I just answer the phone and [say], “I’m on the boat 

crabbing. I’ll be back in an hour or half an hour or” —you know. I run it like that. It doesn’t pay 

to hire anybody this time of the year to--to sit here, you know. Not enough business, not enough 

business for me to sit here all day, you know. If I got other things to do I just bounce back and 

forth between here and my house. 

 

01:01:55 

SR:  It seems like you can catch—how often do you go to the grocery store? Because you can 

catch all the seafood you want, and it sounds like you go hunting in Mississippi? 
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01:02:07 

AC:  Well, we don’t--we don’t buy any seafood. I mean we put all our own seafood up. We 

don’t buy any seafood. The only seafood I eat that I buy is the people I deal with—with Punch. 

You know every now and then we’ll [say], “What are we going to cook tonight? Let’s take a 

pack of that stuffed shrimp and fix it.” But I mean basically, yeah, we—. And my daddy grew a 

garden for years and he still does, so we get a lot of vegetables from my daddy now, but yeah, 

we eat plenty off the land. 

 

01:02:44 

SR:  And when you hunt, what do you hunt for? 

 

01:02:47 

AC:  Deer hunt, and we duck hunt around here, but we—the property in Mississippi we deer 

hunt, my son and I. But we was raised like that, my brother and I. You know we--we ate. When 

we was kids, if we hunted, you know, [we didn’t] shoot nothing if we wasn’t going to eat it. And 

we--we fished all our life and hunted and duck hunted and rabbit hunted and deer hunted. 

 

01:03:17 

SR:  Do you ever go out to eat? 

 

01:03:19 

AC:  Every now and then. Not too often. If we’re on the road or whatever, we—I had to go to 

Baton Rouge yesterday, and we stopped on the road and ate, my wife and I, but not too often 
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with our schedule. We eat plenty at this time of the year following my son around playing ball, 

the next few months. We’re sometimes twice a week on the road going to watch him play ball. 

And in the summer months when we get out of here—you know she works for PHI, and she 

works 7:00 to 7:00 for Petroleum Helicopters. She’s a dispatcher, so on her seven days when she 

gets off she’s pretty tired, and then her other seven days—. Well she just went back 7:00 to 7:00; 

she used to be 4:00 to 3:00. But she works around here with me, so when we get out of here in 

the afternoon at 7--8 o'clock, we’re ready to go home and I’m ready to go sit down and eat. 

 

01:04:20 

SR:  Well you’ve given me a lot of time. I--I am happy to wrap this up soon, but I wanted to ask 

you quickly about the crab traps that you sell that you make. Can you tell me a little bit about 

that? 

 

01:04:31 

AC:  It’s just a small trap. I call it a beach trap. It’s a half-size trap. It’s half of the size of a full 

trap, commercial trap, and I just—I had a lot of people ask or wanting to buy traps off my dock. 

And I just--I can't sell them because as long as they still work for me they--they’re worth as 

much as a new trap to me. And so when I get rid of them they’re not worth selling because as 

long as they’re catching crabs, at the price of equipment today, they’re worth as much as that 

new trap. 

01:05:11 

 So I--I got the idea, I said, “Well, when the crabs start biting on the beach and it slows 

down for me to sell them, everybody comes here and they want to buy equipment to crab with,” 
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and they wanted to buy my traps. So I started building the small trap, and that way you could fit 

a few of them—if you was in a car you could fit them in the trunk of a car, the kids could handle 

them easy. A lot of people buy them for the kids, for younger kids because they’re a small trap. 

Kids can handle them easy. And then I made a full-size trap, and it doesn’t have any partitions in 

it. It’s just a two-funnel, basic old-time two-funnel trap, and I sell a few of them. In particular at 

that time of the year when the crabs is biting on the beach and stuff and they come here, they 

don’t want to buy crabs with me but they want to buy some kind of—they come here not 

prepared. And they go out there on the beach fishing and they see everybody catching ice chests 

of crabs. And so they come, and nobody else on the island sells traps. And they’ll come here and 

say, “Ah, we need something to crab with.” Well I got the little set-nets that I sell. And [they 

say], “We saw people with crab traps. Do you sell crab traps?” “I have crab traps.” And that’s 

the way I sell most of the traps, in--in the middle part of the summer when the crabs are biting on 

the beach and people comes here not really prepared to go crabbing and they get here and they--

they see what’s going on and then they’re scrambling around, trying to find some equipment so 

they can go crabbing.  

 

01:06:46 

SR:  What are they made out of? 

 

01:06:47 

AC:  Ah, it’s a square-mesh, plastic-coated wire. The same wire as the commercial traps are 

made; it’s just a plain simple easy to make trap, not as time-consuming to make them. And in my 

spare time in the afternoon I put a few together, and I keep a few of them around here, five or six 
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of each style. I’ve got them outside hanging up. I’ll keep like five or six of each style and I keep 

some at the house extra and—. 

 

01:07:24 

SR:  How much are they? 

 

01:07:24 

AC:  The large traps are $26 rigged up with the float and all ready to put in the water, and the 

small ones are $13.50 rigged up to go in the water. 

 

01:07:33 

SR:  What is your product with the biggest profit margin? 

 

01:07:40 

AC:  Probably my live shrimp. That’s probably my biggest seller. That and the crabs; the crabs 

would probably be next. 

 

01:07:49 

SR:  The live bait shrimp? The live bait, yeah? 

 

01:07:54 

AC:  Right, right, the live bait, and the shrimp would be the biggest seller. But if--if I had to say 

out of anything that I—which, I don’t sell much tackle. The only tackle I keep here is what they 
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would use to fish live bait with. I--I don’t keep just hooks and weights, stuff that they come here 

and they say, “I’ve never fished with live bait.” They tell me live shrimp, live minnows, live 

croakers— “How do you fish it?” This is what they use and that’s the only tackle that I—just a 

small amount of tackle and bait buckets, because you can't imagine the people that come here to 

buy bait and they say, “Well, we don’t have anything to put it in.” So I sell the buckets and I sell 

the little aerators because you got to—in particular in the summertime, you got to have an aerator 

to keep that bait alive. 

01:08:47 

 So basically that it’s: Bait buckets, aerators, hooks, and corks, and that’s--that’s the 

extent of the tackle; little Styrofoam ice chest. They’ll come here and they’ll want to buy crabs, 

or they want to buy shrimp to bring home—nothing to put it in. You know plenty, plenty of 

times people come here to buy product and they say, “Well, you got something to put it in,” 

where they don’t have anything to put it in. 

 

01:09:18 

SR:  It’s a good side business. 

 

01:09:20 

AC:  Yeah. [Laughs] 

 

01:09:21 

SR:  Okay, one final question. I’m wondering, what is your favorite part of your job? 
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01:09:28 

AC:  The favorite part of my job? 

 

01:09:30 

SR:  Yeah, what do you enjoy the most about your profession? 

 

01:09:32 

AC:  I guess just the challenge of going and catching product, you know. Some days it’s there 

and some days it’s not. It’s just the challenge of catching it, you know. I guess that’s the 

momentum in the morning to get you going. Where am I going to go, and if it’s not there, where 

I’m going to go next? And it’s just that—and when you do find it, it’s that high that--that you 

know you catch. And it’s been slow; it’s been really slow with the live bait, with the shrimp-

catching, the product. We--we had a really—we had a lot of brown shrimp in the spring season 

early, and since the 4th of July, I think when that freshwater from the river finally made its way to 

us, that brown shrimp left and it left all at once. Which, it was coming to an end, and we didn't 

have much small white shrimp up until—we still don’t in this area. So live shrimp was a 

challenge from July up until now. I saw a lot of mornings go out there and catch none, couple 

hundred and just go back the next morning and go back the next morning and--and then finally 

catch 700, 800, or 1,000, and then maybe the next morning nothing again. It’s been a really, 

really off-season for us with the product. 

 

01:11:19 



Al Cassagne – Coastal Bait Shop 50  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

SR:  And that’s because of the—you said the river finally got here. You mean the flooding of 

the—? 

 

01:11:23 

AC:  The freshwater, right, the freshwater from them opening the spillways. I think it finally 

worked its way around and got in our area maybe, and--and brown shrimp doesn't like 

freshwater. That’s why I think—you know people ask if I think that’s what hurt the shrimping. 

White shrimp is more of a brackish water shrimp. The saltier the water the--the worse the 

conditions are for it. The brackish is the better conditions for white shrimp to survive in. And 

that should have made us an excellent white shrimp season, what happened. And--and it’s not 

there, and it’s not just in this area. It’s pretty much across this state that it’s slow. 

01:12:18 

 We’re not really in a—our area here is not really a white-shrimp-producing area either. 

We are--we are probably the best brown-shrimp-producing area in the whole entire State of 

Louisiana, out of this Barataria Bay area. And maybe right west of Bayou Lafourche, but--but 

east of Bayou Lafourche to that river right here is the heart of the brown shrimp that’s produced 

because we got the saltiest conditions. All our bays and all, we’re close to the Gulf; we’re not far 

inland. It’s small shrimp, but in--in numbers and pounds, we probably produce the most out of 

this whole state in this area. 

01:13:04 

 Now white shrimp you get around these rivers—east of us, the Mississippi River; west of 

us, the Atchafalaya River—or anywhere you’re around a river with more fresh water, you’re 

going to have better white shrimp crops. But it’s not happening in those areas either. 
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01:13:22 

SR:  So it remains to be seen why, huh? 

 

01:13:23 

AC:  Right, exactly. 

 

01:13:26 

SR:  It strikes me that you don’t seem stressed out about this poor year, and I think it takes a 

very patient disposition. 

 

01:13:38 

AC:  Take it like it comes, take it like it comes. It’s just like I said, you know, go catch 700--800 

live shrimp and a few hundred croakers this morning and go back tomorrow morning and catch 

300 shrimp, and it’s—this has been the trend here lately. You get a little disturbed weather, a 

little front, little rough weather, and you’ll catch a handful of shrimp. And then it gets like it’s 

getting today, calms down and gets nice, the water clears up, they bury, they disappear. There 

just are not enough of them to go catch even a few hundred of them. And you got to wait a few 

days until it stirs up. We had that windy condition over the weekend. I was out of town for the 

weekend. And I caught a few this morning and kind of settled down, but the water was still kind 

of muddy. And maybe I might get out tomorrow, and then--and then that’ll be it until this little 

front comes through. 

01:14:28 
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 But it’s just, you don’t catch any today and any tomorrow, and you’re in this business, so 

you got to go back the next day. You know you got to try to find some somewhere during the 

week to put in that tank. And right now it’s not too bad because you got all week to try to 

accumulate it a little bit for the weekend. It’s not like doing the—at the end of the summer it was 

a disaster. A lot of times we didn't have the—you know we could have sold the bait but we didn't 

have it because it just wasn’t there. Just couldn’t catch it and nobody had it; none of the marinas 

you know—yeah, Bridge Side had some. Yeah, they had a couple hundred; three people coming 

in. “You know Coastal Bait had some bait.” Yeah but I never had no 5,000 shrimp in my tanks. 

You know I had 700--800 shrimp I happened to catch one morning. It’s not like I had an 

abundance of shrimp and we struggled since--since July trying to keep bait, you know shrimp in 

particular. And--and toward the end of the summer, the croaker business, once the beach finishes 

up and the mangrove snapper season kind of finishes up at these close platforms, the croaker 

business just dies off. They don’t want them. You know they--they use the live croakers 

primarily to fish the beach and to fish offshore these close platforms for these mangrove 

snappers. And once that kind of winds down toward the end of the summer, you--you lose more 

croakers than you sell. You just—they don’t move. 

01:16:04 

 And the same thing with the crabs. You know you go today and you catch 1,000 pounds 

of crab and you wonder tomorrow if they’re going to bite again like that. And you go tomorrow 

and you fall off to 600 pounds. And you say, “Oh, maybe I’ll wait another day or two to move 

my traps and see if the weather—”, and then another day or two is nothing and then there’s the 

challenge. Pick some traps up and move them or try to find--find some crabs again. 

01:16:31 
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 You know so it’s just that challenge. 

 

01:16:36 

SR:  That sounds so stressful to me. 

 

01:16:37 

AC:  And I guess there’s got to be—it’s got to be built in you if you’re going to survive in this 

business to have that ambition to keep going even when it’s bad. You just—it’s got to be built in 

you, the self-motivation has got to be built in you. That’s why I guess everybody can't do it, and 

that’s part of being in any business for yourself, I guess, got to have that self-esteem.  

01:17:04 

 You know just like a guy in the grass-cutting business: “Well, it’s supposed to rain 

tomorrow.” So goes fishing instead of cutting grass, but it don’t rain. He should have been 

cutting grass, you know. You got to get out, and if you’re going to be in any kind of business like 

that for yourself, you got to get out and make it work. You know it’s just—it’s something that’s 

got to be built into you to—you got to go make it work. 

 

01:17:37 

SR:  It does seem like this business in particular has a lot of variables. 

 

01:17:40 

AC:  Yeah, and it’s a lot of hours. A lot of people don’t realize the amount of hours we put in. 

And I see myself going on the boat at night shrimping and save bait and come home and sleep 
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for two hours and get back up and go on the boat in the morning and catch bait and--and go 

crabbing. And you know, sleep a couple hours in the afternoon, be around here, back and forth, 

and a couple hours in the afternoon and back on the boat at night shrimping to sell to the dock 

when it pays, and save so much bait, and ice the rest up and get up the next morning and go run 

crab traps or go catch some more bait or go catch—you know if we save shrimp at night, go 

catch croakers in the morning or--or whatever and then come back and go catch crabs. And--and 

like I said, this year crabs were hard to get and a lot of days both my son and I ran a lot of traps 

to--to just get a handful of crabs to be able to sell when it was really, really, really slow. 

 

01:18:45 

SR:  I know I said that was the last question, but something just dawned on me, which is that I’m 

assuming when you’re bait-fishing, it’s all with nets.  

 

01:18:55 

AC:  Uh-huh, right. 

 

01:18:56 

SR:  And are they different nets, like a smaller—? 

 

01:19:01 

AC:  No, with the bait fishing on--on my boat that I have right here by my place, we use a trawl, 

a 25-foot trawl, and during the closed season that’s all you can use is one 25-foot net or two 12-

by-12 skimmer nets. We use trawls on both of my bait boats. On my big boat, on my 40-foot 



Al Cassagne – Coastal Bait Shop 55  

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 
 

boat that we shrimp with for the dock we use what they call skimmers, which is on the side of 

the boat. And when we’re catching for the dock we just save so much bait whenever we can for 

the place. So it’s—we’re not primarily talking just bait then. When we go on these bait boats we 

primarily target just live bait. We pull short drags and 10-minute drags, and just to save the live 

bait, just to pick out the live bait. 

 

01:19:59 

SR:  And is there a lot of work involved in separating the bait? 

 

01:20:04 

AC:  Not--not a whole lot of work. It’s more involved on my big boat when we--when we’re 

catching some pounds and we’re picking out some live bait and then we’re picking out the 

shrimp to sell to the dock and maybe picking out the bigger shrimp to bring here to sell, and--and 

then you got to come in and ice up everything and then go unload that shrimp in the morning to 

the dock and bring the live bait here at night, and it’s a little more hectic than when we’re just 

going on the bait boat because when you pick up a drag we dump it in a tank that’s got an 

aeration system and we take it out a netful at a time and we pick just the live shrimp we want or 

the croakers or both, and then everything else is still live and we just rake it back overboard.  

01:20:58 

 So and it’s not a whole lot because, like I said, we only pull 10 minutes so that the bait 

stays alive. So a lot of times we’ll pull 10 minutes and--and we’ll just drift around and won't 

throw back over; we’ll just drift around and hurry up and go through that drag. And then throw 

back over. So it’s not like we’re fooling with a whole bunch of product at one time. You might 
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have maybe a five-gallon bucket of--of everything, or maybe less. You know, and it depends on 

certain times of the year. But when you pull just short drags like that it’s not—it’s just small 

amounts, so you kind of go through it quick. 

 

01:21:38 

SR:  How long will the live shrimp stay alive here? 

 

01:21:40 

AC:  Right now they live good. I can keep them—the water done cooled off plenty and I can 

keep them a couple of weeks in the tank and they hold up real well—that and the minnows. 

During the summer we lose a few with the heat when they start shedding in the tank. But I mean 

we pretty much sell them—we kind of know about what we can sell, and according to the 

weather and the weekend and what—. You know if it’s 4th of July weekend, you can sell 

everything you can get your hands on. You never can get enough usually. 

01:22:15 

 But you know we don’t overload it. I pretty much put in there what I know that I can 

move. I don’t just—because they happen to be there, just go fill the tank up and then I got to 

keep going through it and take the dead ones out because they’re not selling. I mean I got a pretty 

good idea of the weather, the weekend, so forth, you know. Big weekends, yeah, you can pile it 

up because you can sell it—like I said, most of the time more than you can catch, especially this 

year, slow like it was. 

 

01:22:49 
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SR:  If they start shedding in the tank, is that—? 

 

01:22:52 

AC:  The water gets bad. When they shed they got an acid that comes out of that shell or 

whatever and they--they get weak because they soft-shell. When they shed they’ll soft-shell. And 

until they get hard again they’re weak and the other shrimp will eat on them or pick on them and 

eat on them. And then once you get some dead ones in there, and that water temperature in the 

summer is hot, then that water starts getting—. I run a closed system with my tanks. That way if 

a boat comes in or I leave in the morning, I don’t—when I muddy up the canal I don’t pump that 

muddy water in my tanks. I run a closed system, and in the summertime we just keep adding and 

then every couple of days if we run real low or something we’ll drain the tanks and go through 

them good, scrub them good, fill them back up. But in the morning when you got a few people 

buying bait and you’re giving everybody half of a five-gallon bucket of water, or three-quarters 

of a five-gallon bucket of water—and I got some people like a few charter fishermen that come 

by with me and they got big tanks in their truck they’ll take like four or five--five-gallon buckets 

of water and—. But they’ll buy maybe 300 or 400 baits, you know, between the shrimp and the 

croakers.  

01:24:05 

 But the tanks go down; the level goes down pretty quick. So after I leave and everything 

settles down, if my son is here or my mother-in-law is here or my wife is here, then they’ll put a 

pump on and--and take the water out of the bayou and bring the level back up. And I a simple 

filter system that I use and it kind of filters the water and clears it up where we can—you could 

see the shrimp in the tanks swimming around.  
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01:24:32 

SR:  Right, yeah, that’s different from—like at Punch’s, when I saw their soft-shell, and they 

have to drive to get their water, but you can— 

 

01:24:39 

AC:  Right, right, he’s got to drive to get his. Where, yeah, I just pull it right out the bayou. I got 

a pump set up with a hose pump and we just flip the pump on and put the hose in the tanks and--

and just fill them back up to that level. 

01:24:51 

 Right now I don’t change the water hardly ever. I added water yesterday to the tanks and 

I added a little bit this morning and it’s just evaporation and—. But the water stays good cool 

like it is. Yeah, he’s--he’s got an operation that he’s got to haul his water from Leesville for his 

tanks. 

 

01:25:13 

SR:  One final question and then I will let you go. Right behind you there’s also a sign for stone 

claws. Is that stone crabs? 

 

01:25:22 

AC:  Stone crab claws. We sell a few. I catch a few. I have a few I guess you’d say regular 

customers, people that buy crabs with me, and every now and then I catch a few and they’ll ask 

about them and I’ll save them for them. But we don’t handle a whole bunch. I don’t go buy--I 
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don’t buy them. Like some of these docks—Punch and all buys them with fishermen. Leeville 

and Griffin’s, they buy them from the crab fishermen, so they handle a bunch. I catch a few here 

and there, and--and I got just this—. Mostly a certain few people that ask, “If you get some stone 

claws, save them. We’ll be down next weekend or the following weekend. We’d like to buy 

some.” 

 

01:26:12 

SR:  Why do they like those better than the blue crabs? 

 

01:26:14 

AC:  They’re just a—they’re good-tasting, the claw. It’s just the claw that--that you can eat. It’s 

got a different taste to it.  

 

01:26:26 

SR:  Okay, well, thank you for your time. I’d love to take a look at your operation if that’s all 

right. 

 

01:26:30 

AC:  All right. 

 

01:26:30 

SR:  All right, thank you so much. 
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01:26:32 

AC:  You’re welcome. 

 

01:26:34 

[End Al Cassagne Interview] 


