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of America

1'. ";1l|.|_||||| I'|l'|-l.l' I! |II..:'.!. | I'.ll!lll apn TUAf

wrale the editor of the Chicagn

Triberne in 1 943:

Can someone tell me about a
place called Cane Rive Lowisiana?
While |we were] on maneuvers
[there] the people were so nice 1o
us. [hey FAVE US oo and hot bas
wiis, creole gumbo hlet, and nce
Ihey were a bit shy and they spoke
French and broken English, and one
old ladv read eighteenth-century
French tor us in her prayer book and
gave us her blessings.... They live in
i old world, ol w themselves, and
have their own church. school, and
places of amusement. When asked
who they were, one lady answered in
French, *We are the

of Amenca.”

pollen pooy |

by Elizabeth Shown Mills, CE, CGL, FASG
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The world that Private James Holloway
encountered is a fabled Lsle deep in the
heart of Louisiana, some fifty square
miles of rich alluvial land meandering
between Cane River and one of its ancient
branches.” The Creoles who settled it are
indeed a "ﬁ;‘;lrgul_l:l:rl" people, a culture like
none of the stercotypes Amencans leam
from the classroom and the media.

Loussiana’s Creoles of color were nat
just free men in a slave society. They were
families of diverse ethnic blends who nose
from slavery wo become masters. Under
France and Spain, they were a respected
third caste; but Anglo officials who
wrested control of Louisiana after the
T.IJI'L'I'IIKE 11!. |ﬂl‘|3 I'L'\'_'IIEHI.ZEIJ nri.ll'l.r.':r I:l'lrir
caste nor their ctizenship. The Islanders
of Cane River, being French, Spanish,
German, African, and Indian—and
proud of all their forebears, noble and
prasant—refused to accept the wea that
one had w be either white or black. And so, they preserved
thieir sdentity by retreating into their world.

When Cane River's mult-hued freedmen settled the Tsle
in the 1790s, it was their Canaan. From pestilential cane-
brakes they hacked out a plantation empire whose man-
stons were the envy of new arrivals from Angle-America,
.‘kllti.lJ l]!E du*:ru:‘iﬂlrl 11F t:l\'ll “:Ir ill'l':l lh.l.' IJI:I\'L'I!}' ill'ld
persecution of [im Crow, the Isle was their refuge. For more
than a century since then, the memory of the world ther
forchears created—and the role their ancestors once played
as a cultural bridge between divided races—has been a
source of strength, pride, and inspiraton for generations of
their offspring.

Cane %ucr :min: my amc;m in 1970, Mot just the Isle but

thie forty-mile valley that winds out of Red River and up o
the ancient village of the Natchitoches Indians where, 1
1714, France sct up Lowsiana’s westernmost outpost. As a
young wife and mother, I went there o find my children's
roots, mever suspecting that a bout of cunosity would
become a lifelong love affair. Like Private Holloway, 1 found
its prople puzzling, They came in every shade, even though
they shared the same family names. They worshipped in
the same churches bur, curiously, in different wings: one
for whites, one for blacks, and one for those considered o
be neither.

More |:l|.'rp|t:|:i.|:|g, Ihl::.r shared the same l'l.'l:d:ll'd!., chal-
lenging modern researchers to sort them out: Rachal from
Rachal, Le Court from Le Cour from La Cour, this Jean
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Wicolos Augustin Metoyer, oldast son of
Coicain and Pz, ond bis wils Morie
Agnes Pulsanl, m. 1834

Baptiste from thar Jean Baptiste. Among them all, like a
thread surching them twgether, were the Metoyers, L.
(free men of colorl, a family that intrigued me even though
I could find no place for them on our family chars.

Unexpectedly, in 1972, fae made the Tsland families
mine in a different way MNatchitoches” preservarion soci-
ﬂ[} L1 Elﬁl.'ll WI!II !]If CRlate gmllrldﬁ |:r|l.u Illilll.lu.li.‘ull. o
the Isle—a mansion and outhwldings steeped in lore and
wracked with comtroversy, If legends could be believed,
they were built in the colonial era by a freed slave variously
called Mare Thérew and Coincoan. T was asked 1w docus-
mient its past for an application to the National Begister. My
husband, Gary, a doctoral candidare in history, joined me in
the project when his studies allowed.

As usual, the legends strayed here and there from the
facts nfhisl:uw!.-. like parners in a waliz whe rouch and rwirl
together, then swing away to flire with others before com-
ing back into each other’s arms, Yet the story that emerged
from thousands of records scantered across six nations {the
Unived States, Canada, Mexico, Cuba, Spain, and France)
was even more incredible,

Ar the project’s end, the fabled plantardon—acrually
founded by Coincoin’s son Lowis Metoyer and known now
as Melrose—was declared a Naoonal Histonc Landmark.
the same designation accorded o the homes of George
Washington and Robert E. Lee,

A Legend’s Rools
The enigmatic Maric Thérése dite Coincoin’ was born at
the Mawchitoches outpost in August 1742, the fowrth child

Cota of Mot Soie Unisgredry o Louislos, Warar Basotial beory. Carwala i
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of a union forced upon her enslaved parents, Her father, an
African artisan, was a new arrival when he was baptized as
Frangois in December 1735, Three weeks later he was wed-
ded to Frangoise, called Fanny, Coincoin’s mother, according
to tradition, was the daughter of an African king, capured as
a child by warriors of a nval tibe and sold into slavery.

As personal servants to the post commandant and his
wife, Frangois and Fanny emjoyed privileged status among
the frontier’s slaves, Ironically, that statws also wrought thear
deaths when yellow fever struck the commandant’s house-
hold, when Frangois and Fanny nursed, then buried, their
mistress, Weakened by the fever themselves, they both sue-
cumbed within hours of each other. Owver their dead bodies,
legend holds, the sixteen-year-old Coincoin swore an oath
to earn her family back its birthright, One day they would
be free—and they would be the masters,

She kepe her oath, paying a painful, troubling price.
When Freedoam CRTE, ahe was !;.”:rq--ﬁ.w :.ncu.rs il and the
maother of fifteen children. Five were borne of a slave mar-
riage o a2 Plains Indian who, tradition says, left her when
she would not abandon their children and flee with him
o freedom amoeng his people. Ten more children were
borne of a French merchant, Pierre Metoyer, with whom
she struck a bargain and
then stayed years lon-

ger than cheir bargain

reqquired.
Cut loose from a
rwenty-year  concuba-

nage violently opposed
by her church, Coincoin
Began life anew, Trained
by her mother in heal-
ing arts, she doctored
the ill, harvested herbs
far medicine, lru|_1]:||:|J
bear and turkey for
resale, and helped her
teenaged sons clear the
dixty-seven acres their father gave for their suppore. With
cash from her labors, she paid down on the freedom of her
half-Indian children and siblings, at least those whose mas-
ters agreed to sell them, By her death in 1816, at the age of
seventy-four, she was the mistress of more than a thousand
acres and some sixteen slaves. At least seventy-four grand-
children would mourn her passing.

The F .

In 1792, Coincoin’s eldest half-French son, Augustin
Metoyer, petitioned the Spanish Crown for a grant of land
downriver en the Isle—395 acres studded in canebrakes
and bristhing with yucca, His brothers followed, obtaining
their own grants from & Crown thar encouraged all citizens

Cane River stole my hearl
an 1990. | weni there
10 [ind my childrens rools,
of aunrondy would Lecome a
Uifolong Love affais

regardless of color, They cleared and planted, bought the
freedom of their brides, then sacrificed to free other kins-
men who joined them on the Isle, Tract by tract they bought
surrounding lands, as well as slaves to help them work
it—that being what planters did in a plantabion economy.
With tme, more than 18,000 acres bore the name Metover,
fim.c., on parish maps. Mearly 500 slaves called them mas-
ter. Scores of those, they freed.

For the Islanders, the goal was not mere prosperity but
survival in a radically changing world, Amid the cultural
barttle waged between the old, white Creole regimie and the
new Anglo areivals, the Islanders occasionally tilted the bal-
ance of economic and political power. Wealthy, pious, and
cultred, they buile schools for their youch, importing mtors
to instill the French and Creole walues that the Anglo new-
comers decried. When the parish (county) lost its Catholic
church, they built one on the Lsle and invited white Creole
|1r_"|g||.|4l:rr=. LLE] iuin them, Those :Ll.'ighi:n’.lrs till'ﬂt—j:il.ling
respectfully behind the families of color who had provided
the house of worship.

Az insulation against Anglo Lowisiana’s growing distrust
of free people of color, they made the Isle a self-sufficient
ECOOOMY Their FOLLIE ]1|.'\|:|p|:_- dive rsi.ﬁl.'d, oprning SLOres

and |car|'|i|!g crafts and rrades. Censuses raken on the eve of
the Civil War rank them among the wealthiest familics in
one of the wealthiest parishes of the state. Passersby on the
ships that steamed up from NMew Orleans—including the
famed rtraveler, Frederic Law Olmsted—were shocked 1o
learn that the pallared mansions dotting the lsle were those
of a family born in slavery'

Then came war, Both armies plundered and burned,
leaving the Islanders destitute. Amid the destructon of
Reconstruction, the people of the Tsle saved their refuge
from the auction block by moving into the cabins of their
ﬁ:n’:l:l.-rr ;lav:;, t:::ring down theiwr B;E stna, and \|'|'|i|:|g
thie brick for cash to pay their taxes. As area whites regained
prosperity and began to refurbish their own war-tom homes,
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the Tste was plundered once again. A sack of groceries could
be exchanged for a buffet or a chaise or an oil painting from
an impoverished Isle family with many children o feed.
Political leaders who once had hunted and gamed with
the Islanders passed on; a new generation of white Creoles,
struggling to preserve their own way of life against the
Anglo takeover, turned their backs on the Creoles of color,
Toe impoverished w continue their own schools, a new
generation of Islanders grew up uneducated —unwelcome
in white schools and unwanted, even in the black schools
that only went through grade six. The whites who ruled
the parich during Jim Crow

nickname must have come from a habir of quacking like a
duck—orn, they explained, was French tor “quack.” These
wniers, apparently, saw no problem in porteaying a spec-
tacularly successful woman as a willage idiot.

On the other hand, a critcal examination of the records
Coincoin created, and the identification and study of her
siblings, would have led those writers to two important
facts. Contemporary clerks, as well as her son, wrote her
name in a vanety of ways that had no French counterpan—
KuenKouen and QuoinQuoen, for example—spellings also
indicating that the first and second syllables {wnlike “coan

coin") were inflected diffes-

looked at the Islanders
and saw black, not café au
lait, But the cultural divide
between freed slaves, whao
were  principally  Anglo
and Baptist, and the Isle's
French-speaking  Catholic
Creoles was much too great
to blend into each other.

For a century thereafter,
sheer pride sustained the
Islanders. Eventually, amid
the reawakening of America’s
social conscience in the mid-
19005, their culture became
a curiosity. Melroze, the one
plantation they lost to whites

Iﬁmo{.

thal sdeamed up {rom

New Orleans were L
shocked 1o Learn That
dotting the lihe were

|  ently Moreover, two sisters
and a brother also bore
| uneonventiconal alternate
| mames that had no French
l equivalent at all.

Suspecting those names to
| be African, my husband and
| T contacted a linguist at the
University of Wisconsin, Dir,
Jan Vamsina specialized in
African dialects. We gave him
all spelling vanan found
foor each name but gave no
detail about the individuals.
Vansna's studied response:
The family's roats lie among
the Ewe people who asccupied

family

for debt, became a literary
Mecea., Wrirers of the ilk of
Harnett Kane, Lyle Saxon, Frangois Mignon, and William
Faulkner came, dwelled, and spun their tales,

For the Fne:lug’is! and the |'||'|:t,|:|ri.::|n1 thar ereated the
greatest problem of all: how o peel away the layers of mod-
ern fancy w find the reality of Creole life upon the Isle of
E;n:;? In:kc:l, huw i!ucs a redearcher do thar au}’whtrt?

H{,daw',;

Separabing fact from fancy requires at least three things,
First is the need o trace every oral and printed story back
to its roots so each can be judged, not on how often it is
repeated bur on the reliability of the original informant.
Second, the tradition must be weighed againse the surviv-
ing evidence, separating out the starements that have docu-
mentary support, those that conflict with the records and
those at least companble with proved circumstances, Third,
rescarch must be exhavstive; unless every porential source is
tapped, one cannot say that any tale 15 true or false,

Coincoin's very nmame is a case in point. Those writ-
ers-in-residence at Melrose, knowing nothing of African
customs and canng even less, decided that her unusual
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the coastal region of modem
Togo on the West Coast of
Africa. The mosr elling name, ironically, was Coincoin,
KuenKouen, or Qoin(juoen. The phonetic equivalent
KotiKwh, in the Glidzi dialece of the Ewe, was the name
traditionally given to second-born daughters, Whar D
Vansina did not know was thar local baptismal records place
Coineoin as her parents’ second-born daughter.

- ¥ -
Historys Choice of

Tntrgued by our diseovery of a wealthy, insular com-
munity that wenr far beyond the bounds of Melnose, Gary
expanded our study for iz dectoral dissertation. Cane
River continued to be our other home, and the Metoyers
who carved a civilization out of the canebrakes became our
adopted family Uldmartely, Gary's career took him else-
where, but my research stayved rooted along thar fascinating
river,

Gary's disseration, published by Lowisiana Stare
University Press in 1976 as The Forgotten Prople: Cane
River's Creoder of Color, reconstructs the Isle’s socioeconomic
histary from the hones of the documentary record. My own

thesis of 1981, probing all Matchitoches families, added
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ol [poraona, Meton Bemosal Boeory. {amme 3 Heos

Tooriey o Herbrwinionn ok s

cal depth to
v o Cane River life,” Tn 1982, we affer
_.:r.':'.l.'.ll-..-_l.'_!. of Fran and Fanny's |||'|'.|||'|||_.:

o the Nag

i ST fJ.‘:.u'.'r."n'.
where it became the fiest slave genealogy pub-
hished in a major Amencan journal.

¥et, as evers alogist knows, beyond the

tramework of begats and the special themes
of histery, families can have a heart throbbing
15 MATTIW
Iy historian

I I\-IIIII ||II'

len't it schalarst

with stones that

focus, How else, then, can a fam

cnsure |||i|| Hi Iillllil"."‘h Ili"-ill'
spint that fueled it generation after genera-
tign—is preserved?

The abvious answer 15 an .a!'-|:rn.h;|'| many

family historians dream of taking and yer fear

o tabe: the historical novel. Every serious

-::-||I1 !II |1 Snli

e gt F Sg Mg
EF I1..i|l|'_|hr .|,1r| (] 1|I.|. TTHM

be fermlized with fiction, lest che fruit of the

family tree be poisened, A novel 15 ficnion by
definition. Surviving documents vield only so

| the histancal record can-

much dialogue,
not provide all the substance needed to mold

[IJ]:‘lI.I.'EII\'."J LII.IIIII.“'_'J.‘-. l‘lll-.hill." mare, l\.'iI.I.J:I

scene must be soripped of the trivia thar make

!;I II!"I I'\'-_"'. 1|IIZIW:III}'_||II; :III(I 'I|1l:' st o I!I.'l:l.'l {x1

Iy

has to be culled 1o those whao l:.|'|||j|' pErse

the family, because typical kinship webs are

more than a J'I"‘-'L'I.\ |L'|||.|\'.':"'\- Cin |.'|||||r||L|.'
5Ii||. hetion teaches. There 15 no mone

memorable way 0 see human lives than

throwugh a storyteller’s lens. Nor is there a be

ter way to make “forgotten” societies known
to all those whe bnd traditional history bor
ing but relish a good read. And so, once a

I.IIIIiI".'-‘- Ili'\-".'::lr'l.' Ilil'\- I.'\l!'l\.'ll |'.'.r|'|||||1' workien

and documented, once its genealogy has

been pubhished with each begat lootmoed o

an ongnal source, both Cho and St. Genie,
I think, will indulge a storveeller’s probe inmo
a family’s heart

Whether Private Holloway stll lives, [
do not know. Past effors o locate him have
tled, Tt he survives, however, he soon will
have the story the Islanders would have told
him had they not already leamed the folly
of letting strangers see into their heans and

3o I.\.
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In a four-generation epic. file of Caacs, 'm now ven-
FEE o i just '.hd[.-] Am ﬂl:.l]ung aiil the historscil
skeleton of Haolloway's “fomgoticn people™ with the irads

L) ||'|- wl |||.:| define themselva, Fe e, Fr-ln.‘ui'- .“|||

Fanny, Coincoin, Augustin and Louss, and Tante Perine,

the r;nm-l'-': [ = STw Ty _Lh't|lc:|._ liwe their lives omee mar: an
a stugr crvated by all the Cane Brver famulies wath whom
the Islanders lived, worked, boved, and feuded for man
CERMEFIES

Telling the story of the Telanders through a storyellers
eyes, | hope, will help noc juest Privece Hodloway bur all of
s 1o bemer understand another of the “forgosten™ cultieres

thar has shaped oor current world. G-

Elrzalverh Shown Mills, 06, OGL, FASG, i 2 penerational
frivorien ko sdited the Natonal Ge ||ir||.|_|:|c.|] 5\-_&'“::5.'
Cruarterdy from 1957 to 2002, served as presidemt of the Board
__I'-:Jr r.‘r.r!'ﬁ: &F s .-.:_r' I':'mﬂllng:'m s;-m' the 'I'mrq'rrrn 31;.m-.:r_'. u‘r'
Crewealogenty, and developed (and sill direcis) the lomg-run
mivig Advanced Rrerarch Methodology Track of the Samjiord
Umipernry Imatniute of Cremealagy and Hinarcal Research.
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P, James Malowsy o e adice, Chicago Tabuae, | Augia
1943
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by v i iy, Toadoy A iw ke o ede B e
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2000 Tadamy’s lamily hved just belos the lsle
charmcian, of course, oveeton




Announcing the new historical novel from Ancestry

hy Elizabeth Shown Mills, (&, 6L, FASG

A gripping tale of
cultural and racial
conflict

lile of Canes is the epic account of a

mulri-racial |-.Llllii:|.' in Louisiana thar,

over four generations and more than
150 years, rose from the chains of
slavery to rule the Isle of Canes, His-
torically accurate, this hirst novel by
eminent genealogist Elizabeth Shown
Mills is a gripping tale of cultural and
racial conflict, economic criumph and

ruin, and unyielding family pride rold

against the backdrop of colonial and

antebellum Louisiana. .l I

Now Available
Hardcover, 600 pages, 524.95

To order, call 1-800-262-3787 and mention Promo Code #10470
http://www.isleofcanes.com
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