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when the census marshal enumerated heads of households and
tabulated their members, he treated Pierre Jr. as the proprietor
of that farm; that enumeration of his household as six free and
twelve enslaved people apparently includes both Coincoin and
those she held in bondage.5” Yet again on New Year's Day 1816,
that same association was made when Joseph Irwin conducted
the official U. S. survey of the property just two months before
Coincoin's sale to Ailhaud. Irwin stated that the Spanish patent
had been issued to "Marie Theresa, free Negress," but that the
land was "claimed at present by Pierre Metoyer, a man of
Colour."58

The document by which Coincoin relinquished the property to
Ailhaud Ste. Anne in March 1816 explicitly identifies the tract as
being the entire parcel, lying on both sides of the river. Moreover,
the arpentage of the land in that 1816 deed ("seven arpents and
one perche on the right bank . . . and six arpents of frontage
opposite on the left side") is an exact match to the surveyor
details shown on Maés's 1794 plat of Coincoin's homestead
(seventy-one perches on the right bank ascending and sixty
perches on the left).59

Property No. 2: Coincoin's Vacherie on Old River, Section 55,
T8N R7W

Contrary to the HABS narrative, the concession awarded

571810 U. S. Census, Natchitoches, 214; National Archives microfilm
publication M252, roll 10, frame 114. Pierre Jr.'s own family at that time
consisted of five individuals: he, his wife, and their three children (Marie
Susanne, b. June 15, 1804; Pierre III, born about October 1806; and Athanase
Vienne, b. July 7, 1813). Pierre's mother Coincoin would account for the sixth free
person in the household and cannot be placed in the enumerated households of
any of her other free kin, when their household data is compared to their known
family composition. For the identity and ages of Pierre's children, see Mills,
Natchitoches, 1800-1826, nos. 112 (Marie Susanne), 2029 (Pierre), and 2128
(Athanasite).

58 January 1, 1816, survey, "Marie Theresa, free Negress," claim A1679
(S18&89, TSN R6W), SLO.

59Natchitoches Conv. Book 3: 522, doc. 350; survey by Maés for "Marie Therese,
négresse libre," February 10, 1794, claim A1679, SLO. While various measures
were in use in this era, colonial New Orleans surveyors favored the Paris system
under which one arpent de Paris equaled ten perches de Paris.
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Coincoin in 1794 was a tract separate and apart from her
farmstead and it was not "directly to the southwest of the plot
given to her by Metoyer" (an assertion the narrative erroneously
attributes to the 1970s-era studies). On May 14, 1794, three
months after Coincoin's farmstead was surveyed and six days
before Carondelet signed the patent to it, Commandant DeBlanc
granted Coincoin an order of survey and settlement for a second
concession. (See Fig. 1, sect. 55.)

Coincoin's first and second properties were radically different in
size, location, and quality. Her eighty-arpent farmstead at Cedar
Bend on Red (now Cane) River was rich alluvial bottom land,
fertile for crops. The site chosen for her second tract was piney
woods where her cattle could roam, feeding off the mast that
blanketed the roots of a virgin stand of timber. This concession,
ten times the size of her homestead, lay on Old River (i.e., the
oldest recorded bed of Red River), some five miles to the west of
her residence. Before Coincoin could raise the funds for a
Spanish survey of this tract, Surveyor Maés went blind, no
replacement was sent to Natchitoches, and her Spanish title
remained unfinalized.50

When new U. S. Land Office commissioners began accepting
claims from Louisiana's Western District, Coincoin's son Pierre
filed for confirmation of her ownership of both tracts—the
farmstead, which the U. S. deemed a Class A claim (A1679)
because it was fully patented, and the vacherie that it designated
a Class B claim (B2146) because the final Spanish patent had not
been issued.61 By that time, the Spaniard that Coincoin had

60Regarding this tract, the "land entry" book held by the local Clerk of Court (a
cobbled together and much-corrected register) makes an erroneous assertion that
also has confused some researchers. Citing "Vol. 2, Am. State Papers, 441," the
entry for "Maria T. Metoyer, B2146" seems to assert that Coincoin's title to her
Old River land was "Confirmed by Act of Congress March 3, 1807." The cited book
and page has nothing to do with Coincoin, and the act was not one that confirmed
her title. Rather, that act was the one under which commissioners were
authorized to adjudicate claims. The "Maria Theresa Metoyer" entry in American
State Papers appears in vol. 29, 866 (being vol. 2 of a subset of ASP), and it lists
her among the claims to whom the commissioners issued a certificate dated
December 15, 1821 (not March 3, 1807). See the Gales & Seaton edition of
American State Papers: Documents Legislative and Executive of the Congress of
the United States, 38 vols. (Washington, D. C., 1832-1861), vol. 29 (being vol. 2 of
Class 8, Public Lands, 8 vols.), 866.

61Affidavit of Pierre Coinquoin for Marie Théresa, file "OPEL: May 1794"
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hired to live on the land and oversee her cattle operation had
died, and she had ceased to use the land; yet she still prosecuted
the claim. In December 1812, she employed a local French
Creole, Gasparite Bodin, to file an affidavit on her behalf with the
land board at Opelousas, attesting to community knowledge of
her claim.62 The Board confirmed her title three days later and
the property was surveyed on March 29, 1814.63 At her death two
years later, the piney-woods land fell to her ten surviving
children. When Coincoin's great-grandson, the young spendthrift
Théophile Louis Metoyer, was sued by his creditors in 1844, the
auction of his property included his grandfather Louis's two-
arpent share of Coincoin's vacherief* As with many of Loui-
siana's "private land claims" adjudicated by the U. S. Land Office,
the federal patent would not be issued until the twentieth
century. The impetus for action was a series of 1914-1919
petitions by a South Louisiana descendant of Coincoin's black
daughter Thérese Don Manuel, who claimed to be heir to the full
tract.6>

ONRC.

62Affidavit of Gaspard Bodin, December 14, 1812, Claim of "Maria Theresa, free
Negress," no. 2146 (S55 T8N R7W), SLO; also Joseph Irwin (Natchitoches
surveyor) to Levin Wailes (commissioner), December 9, 1812, Joseph Irwin
Correspondence, folder 1806-1849; box 1, Chaplin, Breazeale, and Chaplin
Collection, Louisiana State University Archives, Baton Rouge.

63Asst. Commr., General Land Office, to Messrs. Smith & Rusca, Natchitoches,
April 9, 1919, filed in "Maria Theresa Metoyer," Serial Patent 437,269, General
Land Office Records, National Archives. This file is the only instance in which the
Metoyer surname is assigned to Coincoin. It was an erroneous assumption made
by the U. S. Land Office when the local documents gave her no surname but were
attached to records for her Metoyer sons.

64The tract was described in that auction sale as “two arpents front on the right
bank of Old River with the depth thereunto belonging, bounded above by lands of
Thérese Don Manuel and below by lands of Joseph Metoyer.” Thérése (a child of
Coincoin’s slave union), Joseph, and Louis were three of Coincoin’s ten surviving
children among whom the tract of twenty arpents frontage tract was divided. For
the auction deed, see Natchitoches Conv. Book 33:133-34.

65As commonly happens, the descendant who claimed her land proffered a
highly flawed genealogical account to "prove" his heirship. His affidavit not only
merged two separate women into one (Marie Thérese Coincoin of Natchitoches
and her daughter Marie Thérése Don Manuel of Opelousas), but created for the
first Marie Thérese a fictitious husband named "Coin Coin Victorian" and totally
omitted all lines of descent other than his own. See Affidavit of Dennis J.
Victorian, Lake Charles, June 30, 1914, in Maria Therese Metoyer, Serial Patent
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Property No. 3: Former land of Louis Verchaire, Sections 34
(Partial) & 98, TSN R6W

The HABS narrative also conflates this tract, which Coincoin
purchased in 1807, with her farmstead, erroneously asserting,
"Shortly before her death in 1816, Marie Therese sold the section
of her land where the house was located (on the right side
descending down the Cane River), to Ailhaud St. Anne ... Jean
Baptiste (John B.) Prudhomme, who had married Ailhaud's
daughter . . . purchased the remainder of the Coincoin land from
her son, Toussaint Metoyer, in 1821."66 As its evidence, HABS
cites Conveyance Books 2:522-23 and 10:42. Apparently, its
investigation missed three other critical documents that would
have clarified obvious disparities between its conclusion and the
two cited records.

Coincoin's third tract was part of the 1794 grant shown for her
neighbor Louis Verchaire. (See Fig. 1, patterned parcel.) On
June 5, 1807, she bought one hundred or so acres from Ver-
chaire's son-in-law, Jean Baptiste LalLande, who specifically
identified the tract as part of Verchaire's grant.6?” She sold the
land to Toussaint, the son who had apparently worked it in the
intervening years, on September 14, 1814.68 Toussaint had been
born too late to qualify for free land during the colonial era.®®
Had it not been for Coincoin's 1807 purchase of this prime
farmland, Toussaint, without a skill or trade other than farming,

437,269. The papers sent by that office to the Natchitoches attorneys Smith &
Rusca regarding Victorian's claim were the likely root of the above-discussed
Natchitoches "legend" crediting a "Peter Victorin Coin-coin" as the founder of
Melrose.

66"Coincoin-Prudhomme House (Maison de Marie Therese)," HABS No. LA
1295, 1-2.

6’LaLande to Marie Thérese, Natchitoches "Original Conveyance Acts," Book
42, doc. 501.

68Coincoin to Toussaint Metoyer, Natchitoches Conv. Book 3:308-09.

69Although Toussaint was too young to receive land from the Spanish Crown,
that did not deter him from claiming backwater land after the U. S. land offices
opened in Louisiana; see Register & Receiver Report no. 310, Pierre Toussaint
Metoyer, surveyed by Joseph Irwin, June 3, 1822, as S48 T8N R6W; General Land
Office Records.
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would have had no means to advance in the new American
regime that had already begun to restrict Louisiana's free men of
color.

On April 21, 1821, the same day that Toussaint sold this
property to Prudhomme, LalLande provided Toussaint (in a
separate document not cited by HABS) a deposition reiterating
his sale of that tract to Coincoin. Both documents explicitly state
that the land lay on both sides of the river, not simply the left
half as described in the HABS report. Moreover, the iden-
tification in the deed of neighbors to Prudhomme (the purchaser
being on the upper side; and Dominique Rachal, Lalande's
brother-in-law, on the lower) and the description of its arpentage
(five arpents frontage on the right descending bank and four
arpents on the left), align with that of the LaLande-Verchaire
purchase, not that of Coincoin's farmstead (six arpents frontage
on one side and seven arpents, one perche on the other).70

HISTORIC SITE 2: MELROSE ON ISLE BREVELLE

Just months before Coincoin's 1794 petition for her piney-woods
vacherie five miles to the west of her homestead, her Metoyer
sons began submitting their own petitions for land on Isle

0 LaLande to Toussaint Metoyer, April 21, 1821, confirmation of sale to
Coincoin, Conv. Book 10:41 (clerical copy) and “Original Conveyance Acts,” Book
42, doc. 502 (original document). The LaLande sale to Coincoin consisted of four
arpents on each side of the river; however, on the same day in 1821 that Toussaint
sold the tract to Prudhomme, he first purchased one arpent of land adjacent on
the right descending bank of the river ("adjoining Mr. Jn. Baptiste Prudhomme on
the upper") from his brother Pierre Metoyer Jr. This tract, the small triangle
whose approximate location is marked with an asterisk on Fig. 1, was then added
to the LaLande-Verchaire tract, to make up the "five arpents on the right" and
"four arpents on the left" that Toussaint sold to Prudhomme. For Toussaint's
purchase from his brother Pierre, see “Original Conveyance Acts,” Book 42, doc.
503.

A record of Pierre's acquisition of this one-arpent triangle has not been found.
That land apparently was the residence of his first wife, Perine LeComte, from
whom he was estranged several years before her 1815 death. On November 20,
1841, Prudhomme's brother Narcisse deposed, in a land claim Pierre had filed on
Perine's behalf, that Perine lived and died on land that was (in 1841) part of the
Jean Baptiste Prudhomme plantation; see R&R no. 309, Marie Perine Metoyer
(unnumbered claim to S50 T7N R6&7W), General Land Office Records. It should
also be observed that one acre (or arpent) tracts conveyed in this era were often
burial grounds.
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Brevelle, ten or so miles south of her. Their petitions were
successful and they would expand that land through many
additional purchases. By the 1830s, Coincoin's offspring owned
some eighteen thousand acres on the Isle and nearly five hundred
slaves.”? They did, indeed, establish a "plantation empire," but
the founders were Coincoin's offspring, not the aging freedwoman
herself.

When, in 1805-1806, the U. S. Land Office set up means by
which Louisiana's landowners could file for confirmation of their
titles, four adult sons of Coincoin and Metoyer immediately sub-
mitted their evidence for the following tracts:

Claimant Date of Petition Date of Order Acreage Survey
& Settlement
Augustin 1794 May 6, 1795 39572
Dominique Dec. 20, 1795 May 18, 1796 5778
Louis Dec. 20, 1795 May 18, 1796 9117
Pierre n.d. March 5, 1798 12875

Louis's 1796 concession of 911 acres is the land now called
Melrose. Controversy about his identity as Melrose's founder
rests upon one issue: In 1795-1796, Louis was still a slave, inel-
igible for any grant. Six years would pass before his father

"1Calculations for land personally made by Elizabeth and Gary Mills from the
cumulative body of all deeds, land grants, and approved claims for the family.
Calculations for slaves personally made by them from the U. S. census returns,
conveyances, marriage contracts, and property inventories.

72Augustin Metoyer, Claim B1960 (S26&93, T7N R6W), SLO.

“Dominique Metoyer claim [unnumbered], Survey no. 1242 by Pierre Joseph
Maés, April 15, 1799, File "OPEL: April 1799," ONRC; and Claim B1833 (S24&99
T7N R6W), SLO.

7Louis Metoyer claim B1853, "OPEL: May 1796" (undated affidavit created ca.
December 1806 by [Jean Baptiste] Paillette and endorsed ca. 1811 by Louis's
attorney Wlilliam] Murray), ONRC.

5For Pierre's 1798 concession, which he exchanged to Augustin for another
tract prior to filing a claim, see documents submitted by Augustin, December 28,
1806, and affidavit of Nicolas Gallien, November 16, 1811, in Augustin Metoyer,
Claim B1952 (S18&95 T7N R6W), SLO. Coincoin's offspring also filed a number
of other land claims with the U. S. Land Office that are not discussed in this
paper.
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legally freed him in May 1802. At that time, Metoyer explicitly
stated he had "verbally" given Louis his freedom on January 1,
1801—not 1795, when someone petitioned for Louis's land, and
not 1796, when the order of survey and settlement was issued,
but in January 1801, six weeks before his marriage.” It was, as a
point of fact, Metoyer's practice to manumit his enslaved sons
immediately before their marriage. That marriage, not the need
for a land grant, was the trigger for Louis's manumission.””

Several Mills publications of the 1970s explore part of this
point, noting three circumstances under which the law might
have been circumvented.’®

1. The 1795 commandant, whose family had once
owned Coincoin, could have approved the concession
illegally, perhaps on an assertion by Metoyer that he had
indeed granted Louis his freedom.?

76P. Metoyer to "Louis," Natchitoches Misc. Book 2:208. Louis married on
Monday, February 9, 1801, after the publication of three bans on consecutive
Sundays (placing the first ban at January 25, 1801). For the marriage, see
Elizabeth Shown Mills, Natchitoches, 1729-1803: Abstracts of the Catholic Church
Registers of the French and Spanish Post of St. Jean Baptiste des Natchitoches in
Louisiana (New Orleans, 1977), entry 3448.

77 Dominique was manumitted on January 15, 1795, four days before his
marriage; see P. Metoyer to "Dominique,” doc. 2584, NCA, and Mills,
Natchitoches, 1729-1803, entry 3401. Similarly, Dominique's older brother
Augustin was manumitted on August 1, 1792, twenty-one days before his
marriage; see P. Metoyer to "Nicolas Augustin," doc. 2409, NCA, and Mills,
Natchitoches, 1729-1803, entry 3389. The fourth enslaved son, Pierre Jr., was
manumitted with Louis on May 28, 1802, and his partially destroyed marriage
record indicates a marriage on or shortly before September 22, 1802; see P.
Metoyer to "Pierre," Natchitoches Misc. Book 2: 210, and Elizabeth Shown Mills,
Natchitoches, 1800-1826: Translated Abstracts of Register Number Five of the
Catholic Church Parish of St. Frangois des Natchitoches in Louisiana (New
Orleans, 1980), entry 946.

8For example, see Mills and Mills, Melrose, 39-46, and G. Mills, Forgotten
People, 53-6.

®That 1795 commandant, Louis Charles de Blanc, was the grandson of
Coincoin's first owner, St. Denis. By the time Louis Metoyer was freed, De Blanc
had left Natchitoches for Attakapas. When land office hearings were held in
Natchitoches on Dec. 28, 1806, at which Louis submitted his first proofs of title, he
presented a letter De Blanc had written from Attakapas on his behalf, attesting
that he had indeed granted Louis the land. See affidavit of Louis Metoyer, drawn
by his attorney Paillette and referencing DeBlanc's letter; Paillette's undated
document is archived with other December 28, 1806, documents, in file "OPEL:
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2. After the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, documents
could have been illegally backdated, so that Louis could
claim free Spanish land under the new American regime.
However, Natchitoches had a new commandant at that
time, one who was not likely to backdate records, as the
prior commandant might have done for an old friend.80

3. The only possibility by which the concession could
have been made legally would have been for Coincoin to
apply for yet another concession and then turn it over to
her son. Multiple grants were allowed under Spanish
land laws, so long as settlers met conditions of occupancy
and improvement.?! No documentary evidence supports a
proposition that Coincoin was the Melrose concessionaire,
only a tenuous thread of lore—that is, an account by some
offspring that she spent her final days on Isle Brevelle
with her son Louis or her son Augustin.82

The weight of the evidence lies strongly in favor of the first
possibility: that the Melrose concession was indeed made at the
time alleged, 1796, illegal though it was. However, the third
possibility was the one preferred by the preservation society,
whose restoration architect, Samuel Wilson Jr. of New Orleans,
submitted the application for Melrose's landmark status in April
1972, two weeks before the study was commissioned. In that

May 1796," ONRC. DeBlanc's actual letter is not in this file. However, it surfaced
in the 1980s, advertised by an auction house, at which time it was purchased by a
DeBlanc descendant, Joseph Darby of Natchitoches, who shared a copy with the
present writer. The letter attributes the Melrose tract entirely to Louis Metoyer,
makes no mention of the fact that he was still enslaved at the time, and does not
involve either Coincoin or Metoyer in the transaction.

80In the wake of the Louisiana Purchase, U. S. officials suspected much
backdating of land grants. No record has been found alleging such by the
commandant who oversaw the transition at Natchitoches, Felix Trudeau.
Trudeau could have done so easier than most commandants, given that his
brother Carlos Trudeau was then Surveyor General of the colony; but the point is
rendered moot here by the substance of DeBlanc's letter.

81See particularly Art. 13 of the codification of Spanish Louisiana land laws
issued on July 17, 1799, by Intendant ad Interim Bonaventure Morales, in Francis
P. Burns, "The Spanish Land Laws of Louisiana," Louisiana Historical Quarterly,
11 (1928): 557-81.

82Mills and Mills, Melrose, 39-46; G. Mills, Forgotten People, 53-6.
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application, Coincoin was explicitly identified as the Melrose
founder.83

In addition to the findings presented in the 1972-1973 study,
four issues not debated then (nor by any known researcher since
then) provide germane evidence:

1. Two petitions—not just one—were jointly filed in
December 1795 and two concessions were granted on
May 18, 1796: one for Louis; the other for his brother
Dominique, who was newly freed and newly wed. That
was the logical time for Dominique to apply for a grant, as
his older brother Augustin had done after his own
manumission and marriage. It cannot be argued that
Dominique's claim was also a post-1803 claim, illegally
backdated, because Dominique's land was officially
surveyed for him in 1799.8¢ The implication here is that
Louis's petition, filed with that of his free brother, simply
sailed through unquestioned.

2. Louis was not the only enslaved son who petitioned
for land and got a concession. The claim file of his
brother Pierre Jr. reveals that an order of survey and
settlement was issued to him on March 5, 1798—four
years before his manumission.85 If one argues that the

83The myth-based narrative Wilson supplied was not subsequently corrected by
the society after the historical investigation was completed. As a consequence,
many subsequent documents prepared by landmark agencies have repeated the
many inaccuracies of that form. For example, see Marcia M. Greenlee (Historical
Projects Director, Afro-American Bicentennial Corporation), "National Register of
Historic Places Inventory—Nomination Form: Melrose Plantation—Yucca
Plantation," undated (http:/pdfhost.focus.nps.gov/docs/NHLS/Text/72000556.pdf),
extracting her historical narrative from Wilson's Form 10-300 of April 13, 1972.
Also Susan McCown (HABS Architectural Historian), "Melrose Plantation (Yucca
Plantation). . .Written Historical and Architectural Data," HABS No. LA-2-69,
dated September 18, 1985, http:/lcweb2.loc.gov/pnp/habshaer/la/1a0100/1a0105/-
data/la0105data.pdf.

84Maés Survey no. 1242, April 15, 1799, Dominique Metoyer claim
[unnumbered], File "OPEL: April 1799," ONRC. That document also carries the
colonial land office's notation that the order of survey and settlement was issued
on May 18, 1796, and the final decree (patent) was issued to him on June 8, 1799.

85For Pierre's 1798 concession, which he exchanged to Augustin for another
tract prior to the filing of U. S. claims, see documents submitted by Augustin
Metoyer, December 28, 1806, and affidavit of Nicolas Gallien, November 16, 1811,
in Augustin Metoyer, Claim B1952 ((S18&95 T7N R6W), SLO.



432 LOUISIANA HISTORY

Melrose concession must have been made to Coincoin,
because Louis was not free, then one would have to
extend that argument to the grant of Pierre Jr. Given the
conditions that existed for securing grants and the fact
that it had taken Coincoin seven years to develop her
sixty-seven-acre concession sufficiently enough to qualify
for the 1794 vacherie, it begs disbelief to suggest that she
soon thereafter successfully applied for two additional
tracts of prime farmland totaling more than a thousand
acres.

3. For a decade prior to Louis's manumission, various
local records identified him and his enslaved brothers as
free. The surviving 1792 passport authorizing his parents
to send a bateau and a gabarre of trade goods to New
Orleans stated they would be manned by two "mulatres
libres." The boatmen were not named, but identification
and study of the very few freedmen then at the post leave
no doubt that these two "mulatres libres" were their
sons—reasonably, the two adult sons Augustin and
Louis. 8 In 1794, the tax assessor at Natchitoches
charged Coincoin with tax, together with "Pierre, her free
mulatto son," then crossed through Pierre's entry,
apparently after someone informed him that Pierre was
not free.® In 1801, at Louis's marriage, the priest
identified him in the official record of his marriage as a
"free man of color," even though another sixteen months
would pass before his manumission.8

4. When Louis filed his claim to Melrose with the land
office, he contended that he could not obtain a Spanish
survey for his 1796 concession because the only surveyor
went blind. However, Maés. (who surveyed Coincoin and
Metoyer's land in 1794) still had sufficient sight in 1799
to survey the land of Louis's brother Dominique, as well
as that of numerous other planters along the river. The
more probable reason for Louis's failure to have his

86“Etat de la Cargaison d’un Bateau ...." April 20, 1792, Holmes Collection.

871793 Tax Roll of Natchitoches,” dated February 3, 1794, Folder 703, Melrose
Collection.

88Mills, Natchitoches, 1729-1803, entry 3448.
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concession surveyed—and the grant formalized—was the
fact that he was still a slave. The best strategy for Louis
in the 1790s was to not call attention to himself by
bringing a land-office official to the land he could not
legally possess, especially not a surveyor who was his
father's neighbor and well knew Louis's status.8®

SUMMATION

The accounts of Melrose recorded before Mignon's arrival on the
Isle—those being the "purest" form of tradition—consistently
identify the founder as Louis Metoyer, a man of color from Santo
Domingo. That tradition is correct as to his identity and his
color, but it errs about his origin—a mistake tradition often
makes.? Those earliest accounts, as tradition also tends to do,
offered no specific dates. The dates later alleged for Melrose,
1743-1750, were injected as part of the Coincoin myths created by
the Henry family "folk historian," Francois Mignon—myths that
would be vehemently rejected by Joseph Henry in the next
generation. At the time the historical investigation was launched
in 1972, the oldest buildings were being restored by the
architectural historian Samuel Wilson Jr., who offered one cor-
rective to the lore: Their construction, he felt, represented the
very late 1700s.90 The Mills dating of the Melrose concession to
1796 was then considered confirmation of Wilson's architectural
judgment.

That new dating, however, presented its own problem. As the
1973 tourist booklet plainly states 92 (but most subsequent

89"W. Murray [attorney] for Louis Metoyer," to "The honourable Board of Land
Commissioners," undated letter, ca. 1811, judging by content and related
documents; in File: OPEL May 1796, ONRC. Also Dominique Metoyer claim
[unnumbered], Survey no. 1242 by Pierre Joseph Maés, April 15, 1799, File
"OPEL: April 1799," ONRC. Maés plantation is marked on Fig. 1 as sects. 11, 84.

%A possible origin for the lore associating Louis Metoyer with the Caribbean
might be the fact that the New Orleans Métayer family, also Creoles de couleur,
came there from the islands.

91Samuel Wilson Jr. to Gary B. Mills, letter, July 31, 1973.

92Mills and Mills, Melrose, 45. The point was also explicitly made by the present
writer at a 1980 symposium sponsored by the preservation society, in a paper
later published as part of the previously cited Four Women of Cane River. As
noted there, pp. 6 and 16 (n. 10), Coincoin “cannot be given credit” for any of the
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literature ignores), the documentary evidence tells a different
story. The Mills investigation had turned up three separate
surveys in the files of the state land office, made in 1813 and
1814, that place Louis's residence on the opposite side of Cane
River from the site of the surviving structures.? It also reported,
from the records of the Louisiana Supreme Court, lengthy
litigation between Louis and a prominent white male who also
claimed ownership of the tract. Louis ultimately won that suit in
1818, after a costly twelve-year battle.9¢ That court ruling,
logically, marks the point at which he would have begun to invest
seriously in building on the contested property.%>

The value of the Coincoin narrative to local tourism is obvious.
As a historical site, Melrose illuminates a little-known aspect of
the African American experience, and the placement of Coincoin
at its head provides an icon of black female self-determination for
a culture that had done little to preserve its black heritage. Yet
there is another reason why that narrative has endured: the
sense of empowerment and pride that Coincoin's own offspring
have derived from this model of a strong, entrepreneurial black
female. After the completion of the 1972 Mills study for the
preservation society, one Coincoin descendant wrote from the
Isle: "T know you proved that Coincoin did not build Melrose, but
when I take people there, I still tell them that she did because I
want them to be proud of her."% Thereafter, in a classic
demonstration of myth displacement and replacement, Coincoin's
offspring who felt the Melrose research left them with no shrine
at which to commemorate her memory enthusiastically embraced

houses associated with her. This finding from the documentary trail, however, did
not align with the preferred Coincoin narrative.

93Specifically, see the March 15, 1813, survey by Joseph Irwin, Louis Metoyer
claim B1953; the March 14, 1813, survey by Irwin, in Augustin Metoyer claim
B1960, whereon Irwin marked bearings for the dwelling house on Louis's adjacent
property; and the October 19, 1814, survey by Irwin, Augustin Metoyer claim
B1952, on which Irwin again marked bearings for Louis's dwelling.

94Boissier et al. v. Metayer, 5 Martin (0.S.) 678, September Term 1818.

9%Studies by MacDonald, Morgan, et al. at Melrose have confirmed this later
dating of the older structures at Melrose, correcting Samuel Wilson's earlier
assessment that the buildings were constructed by Coincoin in the late-eighteenth
century; see "The Archaeology of Local Myths and Heritage tourism," 132-34.

9%Lee Etta Vaccarini Coutii to Elizabeth and Gary Mills, October 23, 1974.
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the "new myth" created in 1978 when Joseph Henry asserted a
new home for her. Subsequent archaeological proof that this
cabin, the "Coincoin—Prudhomme House," does not date to
Coincoin's era still meets considerable local resistance.

Community legends and family lore serve needs fundamental to
the human psyche. They tie society emotionally to a sense of its
past, long after actual knowledge has faded. However fragile
their threads, traditions weave a comforting cloak around those
who need reassurance as to their personal identities or social
roles. Traditions that are meant to live beyond the world of
reality, such as the trickster tales of African and Native-
American cultures, teach valuable lessons by personifying social
traits that reap benefits or wreak harm. History's nemeses are
the traditions of more common ilk: those rooted at best in fading
memories and family pride or, at worst, in a storyteller's desire to
entertain or someone's need to promote a cause.

Coincoin demonstrates that point. Her family did indeed build
a "plantation empire" on Cane River, one they lost during the
Civil War and Reconstruction. Her family did indeed hold on to
her memory well into the twentieth century. But the memory of
that distant woman who made freedom and fortune possible for
her family faded with each generation, until Mignon came to the
Isle and became enchanted by what he misconstrued. Under
those circumstances, respect for her as the ancestor to whom they
were indebted for their success became the myths that she built
their plantation empire and the historic homes that still stand at
Melrose and Cedar Bend.

Historical documents created by and about Coincoin and the
historical properties associated with her are abundant, varied,
and generally explicit. They provide compelling evidence of her
role in Cane River history and speak to the odds she battled as an
uneducated black freedwoman. Those documented facts trump
theories that are rooted in myth, legend, lore, or so-called
tradition. With Coincoin, all these contradictions and disproved
claims attest a different reality not popular with proponents of
"popular" history: One cannot accept putative traditions because
of their appeal or the support they may lend to preferred
hypotheses. Tradition has a place in the researcher's tool kit, but
it is not fact. Accepting it without supporting evidence—or, as
this paper also shows, forming conclusions before all relevant
historical materials are studied—leads history astray.
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Figure 1

Landholdings of Coincoin & Pierre Metoyer
0Old River & Red River (now Cane River)

Township 8N, Ronge 7W - Township 8N. Range 6W

']is Natchitoches Tor Natchitoches <«

) To foot of ld‘eanwfh‘* : To Isle Brevelle

Notes for Figure 1

Section Date Note

13 & 86 1780 Pierre's first concession

17 & 88 1782 Pierre's second concession; his principle
plantation

18 & 89 1783-86  Preemptive settlement by Metoyer and Coincoin;
title requested by Coincoin in 1786, awarded
1787, patented 1794, sold by her in 1816 in its
entirety to Ailhaud Ste. Anne, who conveyed to
son-in-law J. B. Prudhomme



19 & 90

34 & 98

6 & 91

20 & 92

11 & 84

1786-87

1785-87

c1800

1787

1794

1821
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Ailhaud Ste. Anne's concession, patented 1795

Louis Verchaire's concession, patented 1795;
northern part (patterned area approximates the
bounds) sold to son-in-law Jean LalLande, who
sold to Coincoin in 1807; Coincoin sold to son
Toussaint in 1814, who sold to J. B.

Prudhomme in 1821

Nicolas Docla (f.m.c.) preemptive claim, approved
by U. S., sold 1816 to J. B. Prudhomme

Michel Hernandez concession, patented 1795,
cited as upper neighbor of Coincoin in 1807 deed
from LaLande

Concession & patent to Pierre Joseph Maés;
because Maés, the only available surveyor at
Natchitoches, was the immediate neighbor of
Louis Metoyer's mother and father, and would
have known his slave status, Louis could not
have his illegal 1796 Melrose concession
surveyed; therefore his Spanish title remained
incomplete.

1 arpent/acre tract adjoining J. B. Prudhomme,
sold by Pierre Jr. to brother Toussaint 1821, who
sold (same day) to Prudhomme



