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Under the Colonial Radar?
The History and Memory of an “Invisible” 
Mixed-Race Household in New Caledonia

Adrian Muckle and Benoît Trépied

In the wake of Ann Laura Stoler’s now-classic works on the power relations structuring 
intimate relationships in imperial contexts, published more than twenty years ago, 
numerous studies have sought to rethink the exercise of colonial domination from 
the perspective of the private sphere.1 At the intersection of gender, race, and class 
relations, this literature examines conjugal and familial relationships—as manifested 
in sexuality, sentiments, domestic arrangements, household economic practices, or 
the education of children—as political sites where the question of the difference 
between the colonizer and the colonized is crystallized.2 If the distinction between 
these two categories, reflecting the supposed superiority of Europeans to “natives,” 
was the basis of colonial hierarchies and legitimized the imperial undertaking, it was 
never an impermeable edifice. On the contrary, it was always threatened by the risk 

This article was first published in French as “Sous le radar colonial ? Histoire et mémoire 
d’un foyer multiracial ‘invisible’ en Nouvelle-Calédonie,” in “Mondes océaniens,” 
thematic dossier, Annales HSS 79, no. 4 (2024): 563 – 604, doi 10.1017/ahss.2025.2. 
1. Ann Laura Stoler, Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial 
Rule (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002); Stoler, “Tense and Tender Ties: 
The Politics of Comparison in North American History and (Post)Colonial Studies,” 
Journal of American History 88, no. 3 (2001): 829 – 65; Pascale Barthélémy et al., “Carnal 
Knowledge and Imperial Power: Race and the Intimate in Colonial Rule,” Monde(s) 24, 
no. 2 (2023): 133 – 59.
2. On the “politics of difference” at the heart of imperial formations, see Jane Burbank 
and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History: Power and the Politics of Difference 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 11 – 13.
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of too great a social proximity—sexual, emotional, domestic, or familial—between 
people on either side of the colonial frontier. In these conditions, preserving the 
colonial order implied constructing and reproducing this line of demarcation at the 
very heart of daily intimate life, to a degree and in forms that have varied greatly 
from place to place and from period to period.3

The wealth of historiography on this theme is directly tied to the vast quan-
tities of ink devoted to questions of interracial intimacy during the colonial period 
itself. In the case of France’s second colonial empire, which is our main focus 

3. On this last point, the literature is extensive. In general, as colonization developed 
authorities became less tolerant of interracial relations previously deemed necessary 
or desirable, but which later threatened growing ideals of bourgeois respectability 
as white women arrived in larger numbers. Significant variations emerge however 
between European colonies in which exploitation was based on economic, commer-
cial, diplomatic, or military domination with a relatively small European presence (as 
in the majority of colonies in Africa, Asia, and Oceania), and colonies of settlement in 
which there were relatively large European populations—with a greater proportion 
of white women—and projects to establish new European societies (principally in 
the Americas, Algeria, South Africa, Australia, and New Zealand). Other differences 
are evident between colonies with or without a history of slavery; in the former cases 
relations between whites and “natives” might be more favored or tolerated than 
those between whites and slaves. Gender differences are also of note: while unions 
between white women and “native” men or slaves were almost universally deplored 
if not prohibited, they were much more likely to be tolerated between white men 
and non-white women. This schema however cannot do justice to all the diversity of 
colonial situations. In the French case, see for example Gilles Havard, “‘Les forcer à 
devenir Cytoyens.’ État, Sauvages et citoyenneté en Nouvelle-France (xviie – xviiie 
siècle),” Annales HSS 64, no. 5 (2009): 985 – 1018, here pp. 1001 – 1005; Cécile Vidal 
and Emily Clark, “Famille et esclavage à La Nouvelle-Orléans sous le régime français 
(1699 – 1769),” Annales de démographie historique 122, no. 2 (2011): 99 – 126; Emmanuelle 
Saada, Empire’s Children: Race, Filiation, and Citizenship in the French Colonies [2007], trans. 
Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012); Rachel Jean-Baptiste, 
Conjugal Rights: Marriage, Sexuality, and Urban Life in Colonial Libreville, Gabon (Athens: 
Ohio University Press, 2014). On the British Empire, see Durba Ghosh, Sex and the 
Family in Colonial India: The Making of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2006); Damon Ieremia Salesa, Racial Crossings: Race, Intermarriage, and the Victorian British 
Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Claudia Knapman, White Women in Fiji, 
1835 – 1930: The Ruin of Empire? (Sydney: Allen and Unwin, 1986); Angela Wanhalla, 
Matters of the Heart: A History of Interracial Marriage in New Zealand (Auckland: Auckland 
University Press, 2013). See also, in other imperial contexts, Amandine Lauro, Coloniaux, 
ménagères et prostituées au Congo Belge, 1885 – 1930 (Loverval: Labor, 2005); Charlotte 
de Castelnau-L’Estoile, Un catholicisme colonial. Le mariage des Indiens et des esclaves au 
Brésil (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 2019); Frances Gouda, “Genre, métissage 
et transactions coloniales aux Indes néerlandaises (1900 – 1942),” Clio. Histoire, femmes 
et sociétés 33, no. 1 (2011): 23 – 44; Carmen Bernand et al., eds., “Amériques métisses,” 
special issue, Clio. Histoire, femmes et sociétés 27, no. 1 (2008). For wider surveys see 
Jean-Frédéric Schaub and Silvia Sebastiani, Race et histoire dans les sociétés occidentales, 
xve – xviiie siècle (Paris: Albin Michel, 2021); Chelsea Schields and Dagmar Herzog, eds., 
The Routledge Companion to Sexuality and Colonialism (London: Routledge, 2021); Solène 
Brun, Derrière le mythe métis. Enquête sur les couples mixtes et leurs descendants en France 
(Paris: La Découverte, 2024), 35 – 71.
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here, soldiers and missionaries, doctors and anthropologists, journalists and writers, 
magistrates and lawyers, administrators and jurists, elected representatives and 
colonial notables all took up the pen in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
to discuss the correct distance to maintain so as to preserve the “prestige” and 
“dignity” of the French colonizer in the eyes of “natives.”4 Worried especially by 
the uncertain position of children born to European and “native” parents, they 
built up and fueled a long-running debate on the empire’s “métis problem”; a social 
question but also and above all a juridical one, since the issue was whether métis 
(or which métis) had the legal status of French citizens or were “native subjects” 
without citizenship.5 These thinkers, promoters, and agents of colonization (almost 
exclusively white men) produced a multitude of texts on interracial relations and 
métissage—letters, pamphlets, articles, manuals, books, reports, reviews of debates, 
judicial decisions, decrees, and laws—which have since become sources for the 
history of the construction and deployment of colonial categories at all levels of 
society, right down to the private sphere.6

Recent research on colonial intimacy has seen a shift in this historiography, 
with less emphasis on the dynamics of imperial power and an increased focus on 
the social experiences of those subjects of colonial discourse who, in one way or 
another, brought these norms and categories into question. The aim, according 
to Chelsea Schields and Dagmar Herzog, is to consider “colonized experiences 
and evasions of power and the imaginaries and practices of selfhood, care, kin-
ship, survival, and eroticism that persisted nonetheless”; or, in the words of Pascale 
Barthélémy, the “limits of state intervention in intimate lives.”7 As Bastien Bosa 
has argued, the social construction of racial categories is of less interest to these 
studies than the way in which the persons concerned were affected by them.8 
Methodologically, this perspective entails reading the colonial archive not “along 

4. Saada, Empire’s Children, 59 – 65.
5. Ibid., 1 – 41; Rachel Jean-Baptiste, Multiracial Identities in Colonial French Africa: Race, 
Childhood, and Citizenship (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2023); Violaine 
Tisseau, Être métis en Imerina (Madagascar) aux xixe – xxe siècles (Paris: Karthala, 2017); 
Owen White, Children of the French Empire: Miscegenation and Colonial Society in French 
West Africa, 1895 – 1960 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). Stemming from the 
ideology of “natural parentage” and questions over the links between parentage, trans-
mission, social status, race, gender, and citizenship, this debate is reminiscent of an 
older controversy over the status of bastards under the ancien régime and then the 
Revolution. See Sylvie Steinberg, Une tâche au front. La bâtardise aux xvie et xviie siècles 
(Paris: Albin Michel, 2016); and “Et les bâtards devinrent citoyens. La privatisation 
d’une condition d’infamie sous la Révolution française,” Genèses 108, no. 3 (2017): 9 – 28; 
Saada, Empire’s Children, 17 – 22.
6. Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2009).
7. Chelsea Schields and Dagmar Herzog, “Sex, Intimacy, and Power in Colonial Studies,” 
in Schields and Herzog, The Routledge Companion to Sexuality and Colonialism, 1 – 17, here 
p. 3; Barthélémy et al., “Carnal Knowledge and Imperial Power,” 139.
8. Bastien Bosa, “Comment devient-on aborigène ? Trajectoires familiales dans le Sud-Est 
de l’Australie,” Annales HSS 64, no. 6 (2009): 1335 – 59, here pp. 1338 – 39.
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the grain” but “against” it, so as to place at the center of the analysis the traditional 
“voiceless” of colonial studies (low-status whites, women, métis, “natives”) engaged 
in these kinds of intimate transactions.9 The most revealing documents, and there-
fore the ones most often used by historians, are those which relate to disputes or 
conflicts brought to the attention of the administration or the courts, in particu-
lar when individuals claimed, for themselves or their children, a legal status or 
rights that the colonial state denied them. Investigations, grievances, petitions, 
complaints, trials, and judgments all gave rise to more or less voluminous writings, 
which enable historians to grasp how far the lives of certain subalterns were affected 
by colonial categorizations and the room for maneuver (or agency) available to 
these individuals.10

Despite these efforts, however, the “mixed couples” and “mixed-race” fami-
lies who had no specific interaction with the authorities remain in the historiograph-
ical shadows. Existing under the administrative radar, these individuals and groups 
are virtually invisible in colonial archives. It is only by reducing the focus of analysis 
to the micro-social scale, by looking at individuals, families, and social relationships 
within local contexts of interaction, that configurations of interracial intimacy and 
métissage operating below the institutional level can be examined. At the crossroads 
of ethnography and oral history, field research provides a privileged method for 
unearthing this type of trajectory, which has generally remained beyond the reach 
of the colonial state’s archives.11 Biographical accounts and family histories also 
offer important interpretive keys, lending a concrete social dimension to individual 

9. Stoler, Along the Archival Grain; Marie Rodet, “C’est le regard qui fait l’histoire. Comment 
utiliser des archives coloniales qui nous renseignent malgré elles sur l’histoire des femmes 
africaines (archives),” Terrains & travaux 10, no. 1 (2006): 18 – 35; Pascale Barthélémy, 
Luc Capdevila, and Michelle Zancarini-Fournel, “Femmes, genre et colonisations,” 
in “Colonisations,” ed. Barthélémy, Capdevila, and Zancarini-Fournel, special issue, 
Clio. Histoire, femmes et sociétés 33, no. 1 (2011): 7 – 22; Elisa Camiscioli, “Women, Gender, 
Intimacy, and Empire,” Journal of Women’s History 25, no. 4 (2013): 138 – 48.
10. For example, Ghosh, Sex and the Family in Colonial India; Amandine Lauro, “‘J’ai 
l’honneur de porter plainte contre ma femme.’ Litiges conjugaux et administration colo-
niale au Congo belge (1930 – 1960),” Clio. Histoire, femmes et sociétés 33, no. 1 (2011): 65 – 84; 
Rachel Jean-Baptiste, “‘A Black Girl Should Not Be with a White Man’: Sex, Race, and 
African Women’s Social and Legal Status in Colonial Gabon, c. 1900 – 1946,” Journal of 
Women’s History 22, no. 2 (2010): 56 – 82; Bosa, “Comment devient-on aborigène ?”; Angela 
Wanhalla and Kate Stevens, “A ‘Class of No Political Weight’? Interracial Marriage, Mixed 
Race Children, and Land Rights in Southern New Zealand, 1840s – 1880s,” History of the 
Family 24, no. 3 (2019): 653 – 73.
11. Here we situate ourselves in continuity with the work of Françoise Blum and Ophélie 
Rillon on the d’Arboussier family and with Violaine Tisseau on the histories of mixed-
race families in Madagascar. See Françoise Blum and Ophélie Rillon, “Une histoire de 
famille dans l’empire colonial français. Penser les trajectoires individuelles et familiales 
au prisme de l’intersectionnalité,” 20 & 21. Revue d’histoire 146, no. 2 (2020): 39 – 52; 
Tisseau, Être métis en Imerina; and Tisseau, “Au creux de l’intime. Familles et sociabi-
lités de l’entre-deux à Madagascar pendant la période coloniale (1896 – 1960),” Annales 
de démographie historique 135, no. 1 (2018): 113 – 40.
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life courses.12 The history that we examine in this article—that of a household 
formed by a French settler, an Indigenous Kanak woman, and their descendants in 
colonial New Caledonia—is the result of an inquiry of this kind.13

From a theoretical point of view, such cases are useful to “think with” because 
they shed light on little-known social realities that need to be taken into account 
if we are to avoid “flattening the complex lives of people living in colonies.”14 
The challenge is to capture the complex conjugal, family, and local configurations 
that developed “at ground level” and out of sight of the colonial administration, 
configurations that may challenge received understandings of interracial intimacy 
and the experiences of mixed-race persons. In the French colony of Madagascar, 
for instance, attention to familial networks—as grasped through the état civil (the 
register of births, deaths, and marriages) and life histories—has underscored the 
insertion of certain métis within European and Madagascan society rather than 
their supposed isolation: “in the depths of intimacy, European and Madagascan 
networks come together, enabling individuals to be both mobile and territorially 
anchored.”15 In a similar fashion, attention to the diverse motivations for not recog-
nizing legally the paternity of mixed-race children may help us to better understand 
broader strategies for social integration or the maintenance of social respectability 
involving mixed-race persons and their parents in particular colonial situations.16 
Ultimately, the distance of these couples and families from institutions and even 
from the law raises questions: Why and how did people live so “discreetly” in this 
kind of mixed household? What social forces explain their “non-encounters” with 
the colonial authorities and their absence from the colonial archive? What does this 
reveal about the scope and limits of colonial domination?

To address these questions, we explore a case that is something of an enigma 
in relation to the historiography of New Caledonia. Although this particular 

12. As exemplified in the work of Clare Anderson, Subaltern Lives: Biographies of Colonialism 
in the Indian Ocean World, 1790 – 1920 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); 
Martha Hodes, “A Story with an Argument: Writing the Transnational Life of a Sea 
Captain’s Wife,” in Transnational Lives: Biographies of Global Modernity, 1700 – Present, 
ed. Desley Deacon, Penelope Russell, and Angela Woollacott (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), 15 – 26; Hodes, La femme du capitaine. Guerre, amour et race dans l’Amérique 
du xixe  siècle (Toulouse: Anacharsis, 2019); and Virginie Riou, “Trajectoires pseudo-
coloniales : les Français du condominium franco-anglais des ex-Nouvelles-Hébrides 
(Vanuatu) de la fin du xixe siècle à l’entre deux guerres” (PhD diss., EHESS, 2010). See 
also Angela Wanhalla, In/visible Sight: The Mixed Descent Families of Southern New Zealand 
(Wellington: Bridget Williams Books, 2009), which charts the author’s own family history 
to exhume largely “invisible” mixed-race histories in southern New Zealand; Wanhalla 
and Stevens, “A ‘Class of No Political Weight’?” 653 – 55.
13. The noun and adjective “Kanak” (both used invariably) are used today to designate 
the Indigenous people of New Caledonia.
14. Frederick Cooper, “Conflict and Connection: Rethinking Colonial African History,” 
American Historical Review  99, no.  5 (1994): 1516 – 45, here p.  1518. On “thinking 
with” cases, see Jean-Claude Passeron and Jacques Revel, eds., Penser par cas (Paris: 
Éd. de l’EHESS, 2005).
15. Tisseau, “Au creux de l’intime,” 114.
16. Tisseau, Être métis en Imerina, 181 – 84.
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mixed-race household remained largely “invisible” to the colonial state, it was 
nevertheless well known in a local context and endured for over fifty years. What 
follows will trace the principal stages in its history and explore how it has been 
remembered and recounted by various actors, including, of course, during the 
research that led to this article.

A Historiographical Enigma: 
The “Henriot-Napoaréa” Case

In the early 2000s, one of the present article’s authors, Benoît Trépied, undertook a 
doctoral thesis in anthropology, examining the social dynamics of political engage-
ment in the rural municipality of Koné, situated on the west coast of the Grande 
Terre, the main island of the South Pacific archipelago known as New Caledonia. 
To do this, he lived and investigated on site for two years.17 In the course of eth-
nographic interviews devoted to Koné’s former municipal leaders, both Kanak and 
European interviewees evoked the direct familial connection between Auguste Louis 
Henriot (1874 – 1958), originally from metropolitan France and mayor of Koné in 
1919 – 1925 and 1935 – 1946, and Paul Napoaréa (1938 – 1994), Koné’s Kanak mayor 
in 1970 – 1988 and 1993 – 1994. Most notable was the following exchange with Maria 
Napoaréa, Paul’s widow:

Maria: But don’t you know? You see, the old man [Paul], his father was a métis. The 
grandfather of my old man is Auguste Henriot …
Benoît: But did everyone know that?
Maria: Yes, it’s well known. The old man’s father was the son of Henriot. But he was not 
recognized as [a] Henriot; it was his mother who recognized him, the old man’s mother, 
Paul’s grandmother.18

Elderly European men from Koné mentioned Auguste’s relations with Kanak women 
in a more ironic fashion, without however naming them or their descendants:

Roger: He lived at Baco19; he lived with a girl from Baco and he had a small coffee plan-
tation, but that’s all. … We knew that at Baco, … me, if I went there tomorrow I could 
tell you: “that’s Henriot’s son, that’s his descendant,” but [in an ironic tone] the old man 
Henriot never went with a native woman.20

17. Benoît Trépied, “Politique et relations coloniales en Nouvelle-Calédonie. 
Ethnographie historique de la commune de Koné, 1946 – 1988” (PhD diss., EHESS, 2007); 
Trépied, Une mairie dans la France coloniale. Koné, Nouvelle-Calédonie (Paris: Karthala, 2010).
18. Benoît Trépied, interview with Maria Napoaréa (born in 1947), Tiaoué (Koné), 
December 3, 2002.
19. We discuss the specific features of this locality in the commune of Koné below.
20. Benoît Trépied, interview with Roger Mennesson (1923 – 2008), La  Tontouta, 
January 12, 2004.
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Léon: He had about twenty hectares. He made some coffee and then he made children with 
the native women. There was no television in those days! 21

In 2002, Trépied eventually met a ninety-two-year-old woman, Suzanne, who affirmed 
that her biological father was Auguste Henriot and her mother was a Kanak woman 
called Marcelle Neniko (1887 – 1971). Suzanne was then living in the Koniambo tribu 
(reserve), at the home of her Kanak daughter and son-in-law.22 Dressed in a “mission 
robe,” the typical dress of Kanak women of her generation, she spoke Paicî (a local 
Kanak language) fluently and French with more difficulty. Accompanied by Sonia 
Grochain, a fellow doctoral student working on the history of labor in Koné, Trépied 
was only able to conduct a short interview of around thirty minutes with Suzanne, 
due to her advanced age. In addition, the topic of the interviewers’ research at the 
time meant that their questions primarily concerned what Suzanne could remember 
of Auguste’s political and professional activities, rather than the private lives of her 
parents or the family home in which she herself had grown up.23

In his doctoral thesis, Trépied did not dwell on this singular family history 
as it did not appear to have played any significant role in the municipal careers of 
either Auguste Henriot or Paul Napoaréa.24 He only returned to it in the 2010s—
and after the passing of Suzanne in 2006—when he began a new research project 
on métissage in collaboration with the historian Adrian Muckle, another specialist on 
the region of Koné and coauthor of this paper.25 In 2014 we published an article 
on the transformations of the “métis question” in New Caledonia, from the begin-
ning of French colonization until 2009.26 We then narrowed our focus to Koné and 
reinvestigated Auguste’s marital and family history by conducting new archival 
research and fieldwork, as well as revisiting material gleaned from our earlier inves-
tigations, including the 2002 interview with Suzanne.

21. Benoît Trépied, interview with Léon Magnier (1925 – 2015), Koné, April 17, 2003.
22. Tribu is a colonial category designating a “native reserve” delimited by the colonial 
administration and placed under the authority of an administrative petit chef. The Koné 
region today has nine tribus, distinct from the settler township of Koné (the “village”).
23. Benoît Trépied and Sonia Grochain, interview with Suzanne Napoaréa (widow 
Moagou), Koniambo (Koné), November 6, 2002. All subsequent citations of Suzanne 
draw on this interview. We examine the question of her patronym below.
24. Trépied, Politique et relations coloniales; Trépied, Une mairie dans la France coloniale, 
100 – 104.
25. Adrian Muckle, “Spectres of Violence in a Colonial Context: The Wars at Koné, 
Hienghène and Tipindjé –  New Caledonia, 1917” (PhD diss., Australian National 
University, 2004); Muckle, Specters of Violence in a Colonial Context: New Caledonia, 1917 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2012).
26. Adrian Muckle and Benoît Trépied, “Les transformations de la ‘question métisse’ 
en Nouvelle-Calédonie (1853 – 2009),” Anthropologie et sociétés 38, no. 2 (2014): 89 – 108; 
translated into English as Muckle and Trépied, “The Transformation of the ‘Métis 
Question’ in New Caledonia, 1853 – 2009,” in Mixed Race Identities in Australia, New Zealand 
and the Pacific Islands, ed. Kirsten McGavin and Farida Fozdar (New York: Routledge, 
2016), 116 – 32.
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To understand the originality of this particular case, it is important to briefly 
review the findings of the literature on multiracial unions and métissage in colonial 
New Caledonia. These phenomena were tied closely to the specific settlement 
project that the French state defined for this territory, which was colonized from 
1853 onwards. While the country received the usual white, male colonial adven-
turers (soldiers, administrators, missionaries, traders, etc.), the authorities also 
attempted to build a new French society by organizing the permanent installation 
of “penal settlers” (convicts from the penal colony) from the 1860s, then “free 
settlers” from the 1880s and 1890s onwards. Most of these migrants came from 
metropolitan France and both groups included women. Their arrival led the Kanak 
people to be dispossessed on a vast scale. By 1901, there were 12,253 free settlers 
and 5,323 penal settlers in New Caledonia, while the estimated Kanak population 
of just under 30,000 people had been confined to reserves covering well under 
20 percent of the archipelago’s land area.27

Métissage developed apace with French settlement. The sporadic unions 
between Kanak women and European traders and adventurers that had existed 
since the 1840s gave way, from the 1860s onwards, to more intense mixing with 
soldiers, cattle farmers, and penal settlers.28 By the early 1900s, however, when 
there was no longer an absolute penury of “respectable” white women in the 
colony, matrimonial relationships between European men and Kanak women 
came to be strongly disapproved of within the social milieu of the free settlers 
to which Auguste Henriot belonged.29 As for relations between Kanak men and 
white women, they were literally unthinkable and socially proscribed.30 These new 
social norms in New Caledonia corresponded with a wider imperial discourse in 
vogue at the beginning of the twentieth century, according to which the founding 
of “French families” was indispensable to the success of the colonial project. In this 
context, relations with Indigenous women came to be perceived as degrading for 
white men, and in particular for those who were not transient but who intended to 
establish themselves permanently in the colonies.31

The fate of the children born from such relationships did not, however, 
raise the same colonial anxieties as in other parts of the French empire. Whereas 

27. According to the 1901 census, 5,180 of the 12,253 free settlers were female, includ-
ing 896 single women over eighteen, 1,754 married women, and 2,126 children. Of the 
5,323 penal settlers (libérés), just 144 were women. “Recensement général de la popu-
lation, November 3, 1901,” Journal officiel de la Nouvelle-Calédonie (hereafter “JONC ”), 
April 5, 1902.
28. Joël Dauphiné, “Le métissage biologique dans la Nouvelle-Calédonie coloniale 
(1853 – 1939),” in Colonies, territoires, sociétés. L’enjeu français, ed. Alain Saussol and Joël 
Ztomersky (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1996), 217 – 22.
29. Isabelle Merle, Expériences coloniales. La Nouvelle-Calédonie, 1853 – 1920 (Paris: Belin, 
1995), 360 – 68.
30. Ibid., 363 – 64.
31. Saada, Empire’s Children, 3, 22, and 40; Marie-Paule Ha, “‘La Femme française aux 
colonies’: Promoting Female Immigration at the Turn of the Century,” French Colonial 
History 6 (2005): 205 – 24, here pp. 207 – 209; Stoler, Carnal Knowledge, 48 – 51 and 53 – 55.
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mixed-race children presented a significant “problem” in the eyes of colonial 
authorities in Indochina and to a lesser extent Madagascar and West Africa, such 
debates as there were in New Caledonia were seldom driven by social concerns.32 
Indeed, the scholarship has generally stressed the absence of métis as a separate 
social category in this settler colony.33 According to these works, métis children were 
automatically integrated from the youngest age into one or other of the societies 
in question. In other words, they were either legally recognized by the father and 
raised in the European world as his heirs and French citizens, or they were raised 
as “natives” and colonial subjects within the maternal family, with their Indigenous 
patrilineal line being established through adoption by a male relative.34 In 1948, the 
colony’s governor summarized the situation in these terms:

In New Caledonia, the fate of the métis is decided quite naturally on the basis of the envi-
ronment in which they grow up. … Because they are dispersed in many different settings 
in which they are perfectly assimilated, it is impossible to count them both for practical 
reasons and out of respect for privacy.35

Our study of Auguste Henriot, Marcelle Neniko, and their descendants does not 
however fit with these conventional historiographical analyses of interracial relations 
and métissage in colonial New Caledonia. The originality of this case lies in its timing 
and duration as well as the fact that it remained “below the radar” of the adminis-
tration: to the best of our knowledge, no historical actor ever approached colonial 
authorities to formalize or challenge this de facto family configuration.

This raises two related sets of questions. One concerns the relationship and 
household that Auguste maintained with Marcelle, a Kanak woman and “native 
subject,” for over fifty years while also becoming a minor colonial dignitary. What 
exactly were the circumstances in which they lived together unmarried for so 
long? To what extent did Auguste actually deviate from the prevailing social 
norms enjoining sexual and social distancing? And how did he sustain this situ-
ation without apparent damage to his status? The other set of questions relates 
to evidence that Auguste raised to adulthood at least two children—Louis or 
“Loulou” (1901 – 1976) and Suzanne (1910 – 2006)—but did not legally recognize 
or acknowledge them. Upon leaving his household at the ages of twenty-two and 
eighteen, respectively, they were adopted into the Kanak Napoaréa family, but 

32. Saada, Empire’s Children, 19; Tisseau, Être métis en Imerina; White, Children of the French 
Empire; Muckle and Trépied, “The Transformation of the ‘Métis Question.’”
33. Alban Bensa, “Colonialisme, racisme et ethnologie en Nouvelle-Calédonie,” Ethnologie 
française 18, no. 2 (1988): 188 – 97; Merle, Expériences coloniales; Jean-Louis Rallu, “Les 
catégories statistiques utilisées dans les DOM-TOM depuis le début de la présence 
française,” Population 53, no. 3 (1998): 589 – 608, here p. 604; Frédéric Angleviel, ed., 
La Nouvelle-Calédonie, vol. 1, Terre de métissages (Paris: Les Indes savantes 2004); Saada, 
Empire’s Children, 31 – 32.
34. Christiane Terrier, “Calédoniens ou métis ?” in Angleviel, La Nouvelle-Calédonie, vol. 1, 
65 – 80, here p. 70; Merle, Expériences coloniales, 364 – 66.
35. Cited in Saada, Empire’s Children, 31.
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there is compelling evidence that the mixed family remained bound by biological 
ties and lived or “everyday kinship.”36 This leads us to ask why Auguste’s rela-
tionship with his children differed so markedly from what is otherwise known 
about the supposedly full integration of métis, from childhood, into either Kanak 
or French society.

To address these questions we attempt to trace the history of this family 
over the long term, beyond the colonial cut-off point of 1946, the date when New 
Caledonia became an overseas territory and Kanak obtained French citizenship. 
We seek to apprehend where possible the lived social experiences of its mem-
bers while also attending to the story’s aftermath and postcolonial legacy. To these 
ends we mobilize published histories concerning the locality of Koné and archival 
sources—including the various états civils (registers of births, deaths, and marriages), 
church and property records, newspapers, photographs, and municipal and territo-
rial records—as well as family histories and ethnographic interviews with descen-
dants and witnesses from the period. Together, these anthropological and historical 
sources and methodologies help construct a history from both sides of the racial and 
colonial divide. We begin by exploring Auguste and Marcelle’s family histories and 
how they came to live together in the early 1900s. We then consider the politics 
of colonial respectability and the conditions under which Auguste neither married 
Marcelle nor recognized his children yet maintained a household with them and 
sustained their familial ties until his death. Finally, we examine the silencing of this 
shared history over the decades that followed.

The Meeting of Auguste and Marcelle

The principal starting point for this history is Suzanne’s testimony pointing to the 
existence of a particular mixed-race household during the early twentieth century in 
the subdivision of Baco, near Koné. In her 2002 interview, Suzanne related that she 
was the youngest of four siblings (fig. 1) and that her mother, Marcelle Neniko, lived 
with Auguste Henriot until shortly before his death. What is striking in Suzanne’s 
recollection is not her Kanak mother’s relationship with a settler or her own “mixed” 
heritage, but rather her account of the relationship’s longevity and the fact that she 
and her siblings grew to adulthood in the same household as their father:

Suzanne: I stayed there at Baco with my father. I was born at Baco, I grew up at Baco. … 
My brother, my big brother, is Loulou. … But the other brother [Gabriel] he died before he 
could marry. And my sister [Alice], too, that’s how she was, my sister.
Benoît: And so you lived at Baco, was that in the tribu or on a property?
Suzanne: No, it was on a property, at my father’s, because he had the coffee plantation 
and all that.

36. Florence Weber, Penser la parenté aujourd’hui. La force du quotidien (2005; Paris: Éd. 
Rue d’Ulm, 2013), 7 – 11.
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In answer to further questions, Suzanne clarified that her parents never married 
and that when her mother came to live with her father, “she stayed there with him 
and never returned to her tribu. She only went back when there was a celebration.” 
Asked if she knew her paternal grandfather, Suzanne replied, “Yes, I knew him, but 
not the surname; yes, it’s Henriot. Auguste Henriot, he’s my father.”

Establishing the circumstances in which the relationship between Auguste 
and Marcelle began has required careful reconstruction from fragmented family 
histories and archival materials. Neither Suzanne nor her own daughter, Micheline 
Moagou, could say precisely how Marcelle came to live with Auguste. In 1987, the 
anthropologist Alban Bensa recorded a genealogy of the Kanak Napoaréa family 
which showed their adoption of Suzanne but identified her mother only as an 
unnamed “woman from Poya,” a region fifty kilometers south of Koné (fig. 2).37 
The “Henriot Saga,” the family history told in 1998 by its “white” descendants, 
Roger Henriot and his wife Évelyne, for a newspaper series on New Caledonia’s 
“pioneers,” refers only to Auguste’s “liaison with two Melanesian women” and the 
existence of two unnamed children.38

Auguste’s family arrived at Koné in 1891 from Beaune in the Côte-d’Or 
département of France, as assisted migrants. At that time, French authorities hoped 
that the installation of respectable free settlers would help “regenerate” New 
Caledonian colonial society, which was mainly penal. The family comprised artisan 
locksmith Claude-Léon, his wife Adèle, their eldest son Auguste, and five younger 
siblings: Alexandre, Jeanne, Henri, Marie, and Félicité. Auguste, who was seven-
teen at the time, had, like his brother Alexandre, completed his primary school-
ing (an achievement that would later distinguish them in rural New Caledonia, 
where literacy levels, even among settlers, were low). The administration financed 
their voyage and installation, but to receive the title to their concessions they were 
required to develop their property within five years.39

The Henriots’ initial prospects were poor. An 1895 report described Claude-
Léon as a “lazy” and indifferent agriculturalist with “mediocre” land who would 

37. Alban Bensa papers, Genealogy of the Napoaréa (Näpôaréa) family, established with 
Christian Napoaréa, August 5, 1987, copy given to the authors by Alban Bensa.
38. Jean-Marc Estournès, “La saga Henriot,” in Sagas calédoniennes : 50 grandes familles, 
vol. 1, ed. Dimanche Matin (Nouméa: Dimanche Matin, 1998), 128 – 31. Recently we 
have discovered on an open-access genealogy website that Auguste Henriot is now pub-
licly presented as the father of “Loulou Napoaréa” and of “Suzanne Henriot.” Loulou’s 
mother is identified as “X Iaba” and Suzanne’s as “Marcelle Soukita.” The author of the 
genealogy, “J. P. K. Gousset,” does not specify his sources and Auguste’s other children 
(whom we discuss below) do not appear. Nevertheless, the very existence of this notice 
testifies to the greater openness that now prevails around questions of métissage in New 
Caledonia, in contrast to the powerful silence on this subject that marked the twen-
tieth century and is discussed in the final part of the article. See https://gw.geneanet.
org/jpkgousset?lang=fr&n=henriot&p=auguste+louis (consulted December 13, 2024).
39. Claude-Léon’s concessions comprised a “village” section in Koné, where the family 
home was established, an adjacent “garden” section, four hectares of “agricultural” land 
to the west of the village, and another twenty hectares of grazing land.
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never become a “good settler.” He was living “miserably and so [was] his family.”40 
In this regard the Henriots were typical of assisted migrants to New Caledonia. 
Established in 1879, Koné had a meager European population of just 141 persons 
by 1891. For families with limited capital and no knowledge of tropical agriculture, 
the challenges were often insurmountable and more than half of those who had 
arrived before 1888 abandoned their concessions.41 Yet, despite these odds, Claude-
Léon obtained the definitive title to his village, garden, agricultural, and grazing 
concessions in 1896, and in 1901 – 1902 Auguste and Alexandre purchased two village 

40. Nouméa, Archives de la Nouvelle-Calédonie (hereafter “ANC”), 97W, “Renseigne
ments sur les colons,” Koné, February 12, 1895.
41. Merle, Expériences coloniales, 230, 269, and 320 – 22; Christiane Terrier, “La colonisa-
tion de peuplement libre en Nouvelle-Calédonie (1889 – 1909), ou des conséquences 
de la confrontation entre intérêts métropolitains et insulaires dans l’évolution d’une 
utopie française en Océanie vers un type colonial spécifique” (PhD diss., Université de 
Nouvelle-Calédonie, 2000), 231 – 33.

Figure 2. Center-north of Grande Terre, New Caledonia

Source: Map by Pascal Dumas, University of New Caledonia, 2010.
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sections alongside their parents in what is today Auguste Henriot Street.42 At about 
the same time, the brothers began developing their own concessions in the new 
rural subdivision of Baco, some four kilometers from Koné.43

While their economic situation remained modest, the Henriot family is ulti-
mately an example of colonial “success,” in that the first generation managed to 
make a living and chose to remain where they had settled. They exemplify the 
observation that, for settlers with limited means, the mobilization and diversifi-
cation of family resources were key to their survival and implantation.44 Having 
secured his concessions, Claude-Léon entrusted the coffee plantation to his sons 
and turned to blacksmithing, while his wife and daughters ran a pension, over-
saw the garden, and commercialized the coffee harvest. Only after their parents’ 
deaths did Marie and Félicité marry, while Jeanne remained single. None of the sis-
ters would have any children. Their great-nephew Roger describes “a poor family 
where everyone had to bring their own money home. That’s why the girls were 
slow to get married.”45

The two eldest sons, Auguste and Alexandre, also never married and devoted 
themselves to the family’s wider interests. In 1896 Auguste traveled to France to 
perform his military service as a French citizen, but was released after only four 
months due to poor health. Upon his return to Koné, he took over the family coffee 
business, assisted by Alexandre. Once established, the brothers deployed their edu-
cational capital in Koné’s municipal commission (which would later become the 
mairie). First elected to the commission in 1908, Auguste served as its president or 
mayor from 1919 to 1925 and again from 1935 to 1946. Alexandre was its secretary, 
and one of its few permanent employees, from 1919 until 1962.46 Only the youngest 
brother, Henri, established a “recognized” family. After entering the postal service, 
in 1907 he married Marie-Rosalie (Zilie) Chazal, daughter of Denis-Auguste Chazal, 
a warden at the nearby penal settlement in Pouembout. Paul Henriot, their only 
child and the only recognized Henriot child of his generation, was born in 
1909.47 Henri’s career took him away from Koné, but property records show that he 
remained involved in the family’s affairs—a point that will become crucial to this 
history given that Paul would ultimately inherit from all the siblings.48

42. ANC, 1093W65, act granting definitive title to concessions, October 26, 1896; 
Aix-en-Provence, Archives nationales d’Outre-mer, Dépôt des papiers publics des 
colonies, ncl/114, Notariat, Bourail, 1901 – 1902, deeds of sale dated July 30, 1901, and 
August 1902.
43. ANC, 129W1. According to the deeds granting definitive title on April 6 and 16, 
1917, the Baco concessions were allocated on January 22, 1900, and September 17, 1904.
44. Merle, Expériences coloniales, 343 – 45 and 353 – 55.
45. Estournès, “La saga Henriot,” 129.
46. Ibid., 130.
47. Ibid.
48. In 1908, Henri purchased Auguste’s and Alexandre’s Koné village sections, but land 
tax records suggest that Auguste remained responsible for them. ANC, 231W33, “Matrice 
de la contribution foncière,” 1911.
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While Marcelle’s descendants are unsure how she came to Koné, our research 
indicates that she was born not at Poya but on the Isle of Pines, to the south of 
the Grande Terre, to one of the hundreds of families exiled from Poya and other 
regions following the largest uprising against French authority in New Caledonia, 
the war of 1878 – 1879. By cross-referencing an 1894 Catholic census of these exiles 
with other church records, we have been able to identify Marcelle as part of a 
family group together with her parents, Jean-Baptiste Téa and Christine Pouïa, and 
two siblings.49 Of their lives on the Isle of Pines we know little except that they 
were among the few exiles to have been baptized.50

In 1894, when Marcelle was about seven, the Service of Native Affairs advised 
“mine owners and agriculturalists” that two hundred men, women, and children 
of all ages had been recruited as laborers from among the exiles for a period of 
five years.51 Of these, about fifty people originally from Poya, including Marcelle’s 
family, were sent to Koné. This choice was conditioned not only by the region’s 
demand for labor but also by an undertaking to the exiles that after five years they 
would be resettled near their original homes, and by a promise to the Catholic mis-
sion that Christians would be placed in rural centers near established missions.52

At Koné the exiles formed a precarious community subject to the harsh con-
ditions of indentured servitude. While some of the men were employed in nearby 
mines, the majority, including women and children, were set to work on coffee 
plantations belonging to one of the region’s largest landholders, Sylvestre Leconte. 
Attentive to their fate, the priest Xavier Chaboissier noted in 1895 that Leconte’s 
“Catholic natives” struggled to attend Sunday worship as their only free time was 
in the evening, but also because “the poor children are in rags and dare not show 
themselves alongside the well-dressed small whites.”53 A photograph taken at 
around this time of Kanak, Javanese, and New Hebridean (Ni-Vanuatu) laborers 
on Leconte’s estate portrays them as marginalized figures living in poverty (fig. 3). 
When one exile murdered a settler, the press painted them darkly as vengeful 
former insurgents who had “more or less eaten whites,” who trafficked in rum with 
the penal settlers, and whose women “sell their favors to all comers.”54 This last 
comment points to the vulnerability of the exiled women, portrayed as available 
to the local sex trade.

49. Nouméa, Archives de l’Archevêché de Nouméa (hereafter “AAN”) 87.7, “Exilés 
à l’Île des Pins – Recensement,” February 1894. The names recorded in 1894 do not 
correspond precisely with those recorded after 1934 on the Kanak état civil under the 
family name Neniko. We conjecture that the sister identified in 1894 as Agnes Chouké 
is Adèle Mou and that the unnamed brother is Adrien Tiéou (see fig. 1).
50. On the fate of the exiles more generally, see Alain Saussol, L’Héritage. Essai sur le pro-
blème foncier mélanésien en Nouvelle-Calédonie (Paris: Musée de l’Homme, 1979), 245 – 49.
51. JONC, November 17, 1894. Marcelle’s date of birth is estimated in the post-1934 état 
civil for the tribu of Tiaoué.
52. AAN, 87.7, Notes Journal, Vao, November 3 – 9, 1894.
53. AAN, 45.2, Xavier Chaboissier to Monseigneur, Koné, June 27, 1895.
54. Anon., “Dans l’intérieur,” La Calédonie, January 15, 1896, pp. 2 – 3.
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When their indenture ended in December 1899, the administration assigned the 
“former insurgents” to residence in the tribu of Tiaoué, some twelve kilometers 
from Koné.55 With strong linguistic and extended family ties to the Poya region, and 
deemed “loyal” due to its alliance with the French in 1878, Tiaoué was a logical 
destination for the exiles. The decision fulfilled the administrative requirement 
that Kanak live within designated tribus under an administrative petit chef unless 
indentured or granted “free residence.” It also coincided with renewed efforts at 
the turn of the century to define and record reserve boundaries, to clear land for 
Koné’s settlers, and to ensure them a supply of labor.

Circumstance, timing, and geography thus point to the Henriots’ need for 
labor and Marcelle’s position as an exile and subject of the Tiaoué petit chef as 
probable factors in her passage from indenture on Leconte’s plantation to life with 
Auguste, sometime between 1899 and the birth of their first child in 1903. After five 
years of indenture, Marcelle would have been an experienced plantation worker, 
and by 1900 the coffee the Henriots had planted five to eight years earlier would 

55. Arrêté no. 1004, October 25, 1899, Bulletin officiel de la Nouvelle-Calédonie (1899), 630.

Source: Nouméa, Archives de  la Nouvelle-Calédonie, Serge Kakou collection (Charles Nething 
photographs), 148 Fi 22-1.

Figure 3. Workers on the Leconte plantation at Koné in the late 1890s
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have begun to require regular harvest labor, with production at Baco—the sub-
division where Auguste established his home adjacent to the tribu of the same 
name—perhaps beginning by 1905. Manuals for New Caledonia’s planters made 
clear that most would have to rely upon their own family resources; convict labor 
was unreliable and immigrant indentured labor was expensive. Kanak were char-
acterized as having little motivation to work, but settlers were told that those who 
cultivated good relations with local chiefs might obtain a rotating labor supply.56 
There may well have been an alliance of sorts between Auguste and successive 
Tiaoué petits chefs in which Marcelle and later his children helped to sustain an 
informal contract that brought harvest workers from Tiaoué to his plantation over 
the following half-century. At the very least, Auguste was one of “those settlers who 
negotiated with and accommodated Kanak demands and expectations”—a key 
attribute of planters who succeeded in recruiting Kanak when needed.57 As will be 
discussed below, he was also one of the few settlers with some ability to converse 
in the Paicî language spoken in Tiaoué.

Auguste may have been mindful of the advice given to French emigrants in 
Gustave Gallet’s 1884 Notice sur la Nouvelle-Calédonie—the most recent manual at 

56. Union agricole calédonienne, Notice sur la Nouvelle-Calédonie, ses richesses, son avenir 
(rédigée pour l’exposition universelle de 1900) (Paris: Société d’éditions littéraires et artis-
tiques, Librairie Paul Ollendorff, 1900), 17 – 18.
57. William Matthew Cavert, “Remaking the Pacific: Ecological Imagination and 
Transformation in France’s Pacific Island Empire, 1842 – 1931” (PhD diss., University 
of Hawaiʻi at Mānoa, 2022), 252 – 53.

Figure 4. The region of Koné during the interwar period

Source: Map by Pascal Dumas, University of New Caledonia, 2010.
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the time of his family’s emigration—which suggested that relations with Kanak 
women were beneficial to the colony and portrayed métis children in positive terms, 
while warning that the abandonment of women “without justification” was an 
unforgivable offense that would endanger wider colonial relations.58 By the early 
1900s, attitudes towards Kanak women and the growing numbers of métis had 
hardened, and another handbook published in 1894 fell silent on such matters.59 
Auguste nevertheless seems to have taken the earlier advice to heart—he would not 
abandon either Marcelle or his children until the very last years of his life.

Geography also favored the establishment of Auguste’s unconventional 
household. Situated at a point where the social and administrative boundaries 
separating Kanak and settlers converged, the settler subdivision of Baco stood 
at a crossroads between Koné village (four kilometers to its west) and the tribus 
of the interior (notably Tiaoué some seven kilometers to its northeast), directly 
abutting the main block of the tribu of Baco. Whereas Koné was separated from 
the reserves by several kilometers, Auguste and his neighbors at Baco were in daily 
contact with Kanak; his principal Baco section was only a short distance from the 
reserve boundary.

Between 1901 and 1910, Auguste had four children. The first two, Louis 
(“Loulou”) and Alice Tiéouké, were born in 1901 and 1902 to a woman later iden-
tified on their Catholic baptismal records as Marguerite Placia and on Loulou’s mil-
itary record and his entry in the Kanak état civil as Alice Balazia.60 All that is known 
of her is that she was, like Marcelle, “from Poya.”61 By the time Auguste had his 
two children with Marcelle—Gabriel Bouaoughane in 1903 and Suzanne Toutoué 
in 1910—Marguerite/Alice had evidently either departed or died, as Loulou is 
known to have been raised by Marcelle. Indeed, the need for someone to care for 
his children may also have been a catalyst for Auguste bringing Marcelle into his 

58. Gustave Gallet, Notice sur la Nouvelle-Calédonie (Nouméa: Imprimerie du gouverne-
ment, 1884), 51.
59. Anon., Guide de l’émigrant en Nouvelle-Calédonie (Paris: A. Challamel et Léon Chailley, 
1894), 40; Terrier, “Calédoniens ou métis ?” 71 – 73.
60. Maintained in each municipality, the French état civil or civil register recorded births, 
deaths, and marriages as well as declarations of paternity or maternity for all French citi-
zens and foreign residents. As Kanak had their own customary civil law status they were 
not required or even permitted to be recorded in the French état civil, though there are 
many exceptions. Prior to 1934, the Kanak état civil existed only in a rudimentary form, 
with administrative chiefs being required to inform authorities of births and deaths and 
to assist with maintaining the lists on which the head tax and levies on labor were based. 
In 1934, detailed procedures for a Kanak état civil were set out; from then on, registers 
were maintained for each tribu under the supervision of the gendarme delegated to over-
see “native affairs” in each locality. To the best of our knowledge, this is when the details 
of all families living at Tiaoué were first compiled. In addition to these administrative 
records, the Catholic priest in each parish maintained registers of baptisms, marriages, 
and burials in which no formal distinction was made between Kanak or French. The 
extant records of the Koné parish, including Tiaoué, begin in 1900.
61. Alban Bensa papers, Genealogy of the Napoaréa (Näpôaréa) family, established with 
Christian Napoaréa, August 5, 1987, copy given to the authors by Alban Bensa.
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household. At the time of Gabriel’s birth, Marcelle would have been about sixteen 
and Auguste twenty-nine. As none of the children were registered in the French 
état civil, and as no such register existed for Koné’s Kanak population until 1934, 
these details are from the earliest extant records of their existence: the Catholic 
records of the baptisms that took place between 1920 and 1927, when they were 
on the verge of adulthood.62

On Auguste Not Marrying Marcelle

In terms of the Koné region’s social history, Auguste and Marcelle’s relationship 
was almost but not quite anomalous. Auguste’s social peers, the free settlers who 
arrived in the 1880s and 1890s, colonized a region inhabited for millennia by Kanak 
but marked since the 1870s by the social world of the cattle stations and the nearby 
penal settlements at Pouembout and Koniambo, founded in 1883 and 1885.63 They 
set themselves apart, building on migratory circuits, marital alliances, and shared 
aspirations of social improvement to protect their social capital of respectability 
as pioneers and construct a rural French village at Koné.64 Within this group, to 
recognize children with Kanak or to take a Kanak wife was unheard of. Of 101 mar-
riages registered in the French état civil for Koné between 1880 and 1920, only five 
involved Kanak women; without exception the husbands were ex-convicts.65 And 
while twenty-one métis children were registered at Koné from 1880 to 1907, the 
parents’ profiles reflect the social world of the cattle stations, with the fathers being 
mostly stockmen linked to the penal settlements.66

Seen in this light, it is unremarkable that Auguste did not marry Marcelle. 
It may be read as evidence that he respected the social boundaries imposed by 
his family and peers as well as the economic interests of the close-knit Henriot 
siblings, embodied since 1909 in Henri’s son Paul. Nevertheless, in relation to the 
social boundaries by which free settlers distinguished themselves from Kanak and 
penal settlers, his cohabitation with Marcelle and their household was still unusual 
and even risqué. As noted in a study of “coffee colonialism,” “while there may have 

62. Gabriel and Alice were baptized on October 9, 1920, Loulou on June 21, 1921, and 
Suzanne on December 8, 1927. ANC, Koné Mission, register of baptisms. For Loulou 
and Gabriel, we privilege the dates of birth estimated at baptism (1901 and 1903) over 
the dates recorded in later documents (1902/1903/1906 for Loulou and 1906 for Gabriel). 
In Suzanne’s case, 1910 is the date estimated at baptism and in official records, but her 
family believe it was 1906: “‘Mamie Toutou’ centenaire,” Les nouvelles calédoniennes, 
January 3, 2006, https://www.lnc.nc/article/societe/mamie-toutou-centenaire.
63. Adrian Muckle and Benoît Trépied, “In the Long ‘Run’: Kanak Stockmen, the Cattle 
Frontier and Colonial Power Relations in New Caledonia, 1870 – 1988,” Oceania 80, no. 2 
(2010): 198 – 215, here pp. 199 – 206.
64. Merle, Expériences coloniales, 366 – 67.
65. Koné, État civil, marriages, 1880 – 1920.
66. Koné, État civil, births, 1880 – 1907.
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been toleration of rural romance in isolated communities, long-term relationships 
were frowned upon.”67

The respectability that Auguste upheld by not marrying Marcelle and 
maintaining her at a distance from Koné was perhaps what allowed the relation-
ship itself to survive despite disapproval and possibly in defiance of the regulations 
requiring Kanak to reside within tribus. Unless she were married to a non-Kanak, 
indentured, or granted “free residence,” it was forbidden for a Kanak woman to live 
on European property. Marcelle’s presence in Auguste’s Baco residence was thus a 
contravention for which they both could have been punished. Less reputable set-
tlers were prosecuted in similar circumstances. In 1907, ex-convict Rocco Lopresti 
was fined fifteen francs under the indenture regulations for sheltering the uninden-
tured Kanak woman whom he later married—an offense referred to in court records 
as “embezzlement of a native.”68 If Marcelle was neither indentured nor a free 
resident, Auguste’s status as a free settler as well as his concession’s proximity to the 
tribu may have afforded him protection. Colony-wide debates show that authorities 
turned a blind eye to the mobility of female Kanak domestic laborers, who were 
more likely than men to be granted free residence.69 However, as no nominative 
records of free residents or indentured laborers survive, we cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that Marcelle fell into one of these categories. The 1921 and 1926 censuses 
record just two Kanak women living outside of the tribus in the Koné region; if one 
was Marcelle then her position was genuinely exceptional.70

One piece of evidence that allows us to speculate on the cost to Auguste of 
his relationship with Marcelle is the statement in the “Henriot Saga” that Auguste 
remained “single out of spite” after being denied the hand of his brother Henri’s 
sister-in-law, Célina Chazal, whose father deemed her too young to marry.71 The 
“Saga” implies that Auguste’s “liaison with two Melanesian women” followed this 
disappointment, but there is no doubt that his Baco household existed before this 
event. Born only in 1896, Célina would not have reached the legal marriage age of 
fifteen until 1911, by which time all Auguste’s children had been born. The anec-
dote nevertheless suggests that Auguste intended to establish a European family 
and that his relationships with Marguerite/Alice and Marcelle may initially have 
been seen as only passing ones. It is not difficult to imagine, however, that the 
existence of his Baco household counted against him in the respectability stakes 
and provided another reason, in addition to the age difference, for Denis-Auguste 
Chazal to forbid the marriage.

For Auguste to have established a “recognized” household at this stage of his 
life would have been consistent with the evidence that planters who maintained 

67. Cavert, “Remaking the Pacific,” 247 – 48.
68. ANC, 23WE4, “Jugement de Simple Police,” Koné, October 28, 1907; Koné, État 
civil, record of marriage, December 29, 1913.
69. Adrian Muckle, “‘Natives,’ ‘Immigrants’ and ‘Libérés’: The Colonial Regulation of 
Mobility in New Caledonia,” Law, Text, Culture 15, no. 1 (2011): 135 – 61, here p. 151.
70. ANC, 441W, 1921 census and 1926 census.
71. Estournès, “La saga Henriot,” 129.
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alliances with Indigenous women in the early years of settlement often sought a 
return to “civilization” through a “respectable” marriage.72 European women were 
providers of heirs, preferably male, to whom a planter could transmit his landed her-
itage, enabling him to put down roots with dignity and establish a French lineage. 
Such marriages brought respectability once a property had become established 
and the assistance of Indigenous women in terms of agricultural and domestic 
work, the recruitment of labor, or access to land was no longer crucial.73 Seen in 
this light, the rebuttal of a proposal may have been a significant blow, leading 
Auguste to perpetuate a cohabitation that he perhaps thought of as expedient, if 
not temporary, and which was tolerated on those terms by his family and the wider 
colonial community.

We do not know whether Marcelle herself desired or opposed marriage to 
Auguste. There is no evidence in her descendants’ recollections that she sought 
to cultivate respectability in European eyes or to assimilate culturally, other than 
through her church and her facility with French. Marriage to Auguste would have 
entailed accession to French citizenship (as women took their husband’s nation-
ality and status upon marriage) and freedom from the indigénat (the regulations 
that applied to “natives”), while also removing her customary civil law status.74 As 
noted above, such marriages were rare but not unknown, and in 1911 authorities 
confirmed that a Kanak widow could retain her status as a French citizen.75 Under 
French civil law, any wife of Auguste would also have had some right to his estate 
upon his death.

Auguste’s Double Life and the Tensions  
of Colonial Respectability

Cohabitation with Marcelle and his unacknowledged children provided no dis-
cernible barrier to the growth of Auguste’s local stature. He was propelled into the 
limelight by the war of 1917–1918—a conflict centered on the Koné region which 
pitted the French army against Kanak “rebels” for almost a year—when he helped 

72. On discourses surrounding European women as harbingers of morality, prestige, and 
respectability in the reshaping of colonial society, see Stoler, Carnal Knowledge, 55 – 57 
and 70 – 71; Ha, “‘La Femme française aux colonies,’” 205 – 209.
73. Riou, “Trajectoires pseudo-coloniales,” 442.
74. During the colonial period, Kanak as native subjects (rather than French citizens) 
retained customary civil law status (statut particulier). Their civil law relationships 
(e.g., marriage, adoption, and inheritance rights) were governed by uncodified indigenous 
custom rather than the French Civil Code. Prior to 1946, the few Kanak who became 
French citizens were removed from this customary jurisdiction and became subject to 
the French Civil Code. Since 1946, when all Kanak became French citizens, Kanak have 
been able to choose to retain their customary civil law status.
75. Isabelle Merle and Adrian Muckle, The Indigénat and France’s Empire in New Caledonia: 
Origins, Practices and Legacies (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2022), 233. See also the review 
of the French version of this volume by Emmanuelle Saada, Annales HSS 79, no. 4 
(2024): 663 – 68.
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thwart what settlers believed to be a surprise attack on Koné village.76 His first 
term as mayor lasted from 1919 to 1925 and was followed by a second from 1935 to 
1946. In 1922 he was elected to New Caledonia’s Chamber of Agriculture, where he 
served until 1946. After the colony rallied to the Free French movement in 1940, 
he was appointed to its wartime Administrative Council.

In his public roles, Auguste was a forthright advocate for his fellow settlers, 
expressing views typical of an era in which efforts to mobilize Kanak labor increased 
markedly. When the governor Henri d’Arboussier-Monplaisir visited Koné in 1924, 
Auguste publicly “requested that the natives be ‘obliged’ to work.”77 Seven years 
later, when the Chamber of Agriculture debated policies which threatened the 
supply of harvest labor by compelling Kanak to develop their own coffee planta-
tions, Auguste again made himself heard. He stated his conviction that the adminis-
tration would help settlers procure the cheapest labor possible, and denounced the 
obligation placed on Kanak to cultivate their own coffee—imposed by authorities 
in the name of a “new native policy”—which in his view undermined their willing-
ness to work for planters.78 These positions were consistent with his dependence 
on Kanak labor as a coffee producer and reinforce the hypothesis that his conjugal 
life stemmed from relationships formed within this economy.

Auguste’s status was sustained by his involvement in community social events 
and organizations linked to Koné’s horticultural industry—the agricultural union, 
the cooperative, and the Racing Club of which he was a founding member. Auguste 
and his siblings also gained a reputation for their contributions to the coffee industry. 
In 1931, the “Henriot family” won a gold medal for their coffee at the International 
Colonial Exhibition in Paris.79 In the 1930s, agronomist Jean Risbec cited Auguste 
and Alexandre as valuable sources of information on coffee and cotton planting.80 
Shared with Alexandre and the wider family, this notability may have helped insu-
late Auguste from any opprobrium concerning his domestic arrangements. In a 
context of generalized interconnectedness among Koné’s free settler families, the 
Henriot brothers’ municipal careers strengthened their local status.

While Auguste’s social and political functions conferred a certain status, his 
private life remained at odds with the norms that structured the world of Koné’s 
free settlers. It is by returning to Suzanne’s recollections and the family history 
recounted by her last surviving daughter, Micheline (born in 1947), that we can 
gain a better idea of everyday life in the household where Loulou and Suzanne 

76. Auguste Albert Faure, “‘Affaires de Koné.’ Rapport du Brigadier Faure sur les débuts 
de l’insurrection de 1917 en Nouvelle-Calédonie,” Journal de la Société des Océanistes 76 
(1983): 69 – 88, here pp. 74 – 75; Muckle, Specters of Violence, 17 – 20.
77. AAN, 46.1, Halbert to Monseigneur, Koné, December 4, 1924.
78. Revue Agricole, January 1933, 940 – 50. See also Jean-Marie Lambert, La nouvelle poli-
tique indigène en Nouvelle-Calédonie. Le capitaine Meunier et ses gendarmes, 1918 – 1954 (Paris: 
L’Harmattan, 1999).
79. Évelyne Henriot family papers.
80. Jean Risbec, “L’Agriculture en Nouvelle-Calédonie,” La revue du Pacifique, July 15, 
1933, 406 – 17; Risbec, “Les parasites du caféier en Nouvelle-Calédonie,” L’Agronomie 
colonial. Bulletin mensuel du Jardin colonial, October 10, 1936, 105 – 22, here p. 108.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20


23

O C E A N I C  W O R L D S

lived with their parents until each left—Loulou by 1921 – 1923 and Suzanne in 
1928, at the moment of her first marriage. Small details provide crucial insights 
into their domestic and familial intimacy. Although Auguste did not legally recog-
nize his children, Suzanne’s account makes clear that he assumed a paternal role 
in her daily life: she uses terms of affection such as “my papa,” and describes trips 
together to the seaside and his anecdotes about life in France: “He said, ‘It’s too hot! 
[Laughing] In France, my friend, we always put on things [warm clothes] because 
it’s too cold’ [Laughing again].” On Saturdays or Sundays they went together to 
Koné, but always returned to “our house at Baco, the old man’s place, papa’s.”

In Suzanne’s recollections, Baco’s geographical and social distance from Koné 
is evident. Neither Suzanne nor Loulou attended the Koné village school, and 
while this was not exceptional, their absence from the one institution which would 
have marked them as French rather than “native” is telling.81 Nor did Auguste take 
the more radical step of sending them to Catholic boarding school to further their 
assimilation, as was sometimes the case for métis children who had been recognized. 
Suzanne’s childhood, like so many others at that time, involved labor: “I didn’t go to 
school, I stayed like that, hanging around, working.” Asked if she attended church 
while at Baco, Suzanne affirmed, “Yes … [we went] to the mass at Koné. It’s Catholic. 
At Baco it’s the Protestants.” She presumably went with Marcelle rather than 
Auguste, who was politically anti-clerical. At church they would have rubbed shoul-
ders with other settlers and indentured laborers, but not with most of the region’s 
Kanak Catholics, who worshipped in their tribus. In the microcosm of Koné village, 
there can be little doubt that everyone knew who this Kanak woman and her daugh-
ter were in relation to Auguste, even if they did not know them by name.

For the most part, however, Suzanne’s visits to Koné were infrequent and she 
apparently was not socialized to the “white” world:

Benoît: And when you were a child, when you were still at Baco, did you have little 
European friends or little Kanak friends?
Suzanne: Little Kanak friends.
Benoît: But did you frequent the Europeans a bit?
Suzanne: Oh, no.

While in Suzanne’s recollections her older half brother Loulou no longer lived on 
the property, Micheline understands that Loulou too had been part of the household 
and spent his childhood with his father:

Benoît: We think that when a settler has a child with a Kanak woman, it’s just like that, 
but that she’s going to raise them alone. But in this case he raises them ...?
Micheline: Yes, well, uncle Loulou, he’s the one who looked after the horse that pulled the 
[cart] to take the coffee. [Grandfather] said, “Loulou, go and get the horse, … we’re going 

81. Marie Salaün, L’école indigène. Nouvelle-Calédonie, 1885 – 1945 (Rennes: Presses uni-
versitaires de Rennes, 2005), 103.
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down to Koné, we’ll take [it] with us.” That’s what my mother always used to say, “He  told 
your uncle to bring the horse.” …
Benoît: And then, do you know if they went to Koné together?
Micheline: Yes! He always went with grandfather afterwards, to do the shopping or to 
carry things.82

Further evidence of Auguste’s “other” life can be found in the traces of his social 
proximity to the Kanak world, which set him apart from his European family and 
social peers but which were not necessarily stigmatizing. There is ample evidence 
for instance of Auguste’s familiarity with key Kanak figures from the region. Suzanne 
recalls that “there were whites who came to talk with him, there were Kanak.” 
The statement that Auguste provided to judicial authorities following the war in 
1917 – 1918 revealed him to be on speaking terms with Kanak notables who visited 
his home, including Ferdinand Tiéou Nétéa (Céu Nätéa), a son of the Tiaoué petit 
chef.83 A later Kanak account remembers “Monsieur Ario” as the Baco resident who 
authorized the felling of a tree needed to build a canoe in about 1920.84 While some 
of this familiarity no doubt reflected the specific geography of Baco, which facili-
tated social relations between Kanak and settlers, some of it appears to have been 
due to his relationship with Marcelle and her ties to Tiaoué. Significantly, when 
Suzanne first married in 1928, it was to Paul Poigni Nétéa, a son of the aforemen-
tioned Ferdinand. Once again, this may have helped sustain Auguste’s relations 
with Tiaoué as a principal source of labor.

What is more, Auguste had a certain level of competence in the Paicî language 
spoken by Suzanne and Marcelle:

Suzanne: My papa, we spoke “in language” to him, and he, he spoke French. [Laughs]
Benoît: But did he speak the language?
Suzanne: Yes! [Laughs]
Benoît: So, at home the two of them spoke French and Paicî …
Suzanne: Yes, Paicî! [Laughs]

Being able to converse with some Kanak in their own language set Auguste apart 
from many settlers, who made it a point of honor to ignore everything Kanak.85 
Except in the pastoral hinterland, where this type of linguistic familiarity was well 
established, we have found only two similar cases among Auguste’s peers; like 
Auguste, both men had arrived as adolescents in the 1890s and in adulthood estab-
lished concessions at Baco and Koniambo.86

82. Benoît Trépied, interview with Micheline Moagou, Koniambo (Koné), July 14, 2016. 
All subsequent citations of Micheline draw on this interview.
83. AAN, 21.7, “Déposition du témoin Henriot Auguste,” October 2, 1918.
84. Maurice Coyaud, Contes chinois et kanak (Paris: PAF, 1982), 56.
85. Merle, Expériences coloniales, 360 – 64.
86. Muckle and Trépied, “In the Long ‘Run,’” 199 – 202. They were Antoine Chautard 
(Auguste’s neighbor at Baco) and Jean-Marie Fiacre.
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On Auguste Not Recognizing His Children

Over the course of the 1920s, Auguste’s children departed his Baco household. 
Gabriel died in 1921 and Alice soon afterwards, both after being isolated with lep-
rosy.87 In 1921 – 1923, Loulou attained adulthood and left the household, followed by 
Suzanne in 1928. At this juncture, Auguste’s non-recognition of his children became 
all but definitive, as each in turn integrated the Kanak world. Just like his non-
marriage to Marcelle, Auguste’s non-recognition of his children shaped their status, 
ultimately determining their adult identities as “native” colonial subjects. Their 
departure from his household thus represents another tipping point, further under-
scoring the limits to his acceptance of his mixed-race family.

For both of Auguste’s children, a key public moment in their non-recognition 
was their baptism in the Catholic chapel in the Tiaoué tribu—Loulou in 1921 at 
the age of twenty and Suzanne in 1927 at the age of seventeen. While French citi-
zens and colonial subjects appeared on the same parish register, maintained by the 
priest, the location in which their baptism took place—Tiaoué, not Koné—marked 
both Loulou and Suzanne as “native.” That Loulou was assigned only the given 
name Louis (Auguste’s middle name) and not, as was the norm in the Catholic 
tribus, a second Kanak given name, suggests that he was not fully integrated within 
the Kanak world at this time and that Auguste had perhaps envisaged that his first-
born son might one day be his heir. In contrast, the Kanak given names of Auguste’s 
other children anchored them clearly to their maternal Kanak side: Alice Balazia, 
Gabriel Bouaoughane, Suzanne Toutoué. A further point of classification came for 
Loulou with his voluntary military service as a “native rifleman” in 1923 – 1926, and 
for Suzanne with her marriage to Paul Poigni Nétéa at Tiaoué in 1928.

Another less public but equally key moment of non-recognition was the 
adoption of both Loulou and Suzanne into the Napoaréa family, as the children of 
Patrice Oué Napoaréa (1889 – 1961). We cannot establish the precise date or circum-
stances of this adoption, but it is most likely that it too occurred around the time of 
their baptisms and integration into Tiaoué, and prior to their respective marriages.88 
While no historical study of Kanak customary adoption practices exists, anthropo-
logical research on the wider Paicî linguistic region in the late twentieth century 
shows that adoptions or transfers within and between families are commonplace.89 
As well as providing heirs to one of the Napoaréa family lineages, the adoption of 
Loulou and Suzanne was necessary to establish their Kanak paternal line and in 

87. ANC, Koné Mission, register of burials, February 15, 1921. Alice’s death record has 
not been located, but according to Suzanne she too died in the local partial leprosarium.
88. That Loulou was baptized on the same day as his adoptive uncle, Prosper Téin Tarino 
Napoaréa (1880 – before 1935), also reinforces this hypothesis.
89. See Isabelle Leblic, “Adoptions et transferts d’enfants dans la région de Ponérihouen,” 
in En pays kanak. Ethnologie, linguistique, archéologie, histoire de la Nouvelle-Calédonie, 
ed. Alban Bensa and Isabelle Leblic (Paris: Éd. de la Maison des sciences de l’homme, 
2000), 49 – 67.
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turn facilitate their customary marriages. Such adoptions do not involve severing 
ties with one’s biological family, with whom one continues to use relationship terms 
corresponding to one’s former position. This widespread practice often occurs at 
birth, but adoptions in adulthood are not uncommon. Insofar as adoption may also 
serve to maintain past alliances between families, there is a strong probability that 
both Loulou’s and Suzanne’s incorporation into the Napoaréa lineage in particu-
lar was somehow connected to the largely unknown ancestry of Marguerite/Alice 
(Loulou’s biological mother) and/or Marcelle (Suzanne’s biological mother).90

As Loulou and Suzanne approached adulthood, the implications of not being 
recognized by Auguste grew more significant and the room to avoid identifica-
tion as “native” diminished. In 1915 the colony defined as “native” “any person 
of either Melanesian or Polynesian race, or of mixed race, originating from New 
Caledonia or its dependencies or from the archipelago of Wallis and Futuna, who 
does not enjoy the rights attached to the quality of French citizen or who, accord-
ing to their personal status, does not qualify as a citizen and subject of a foreign 
power.”91 Everyone so defined was subject to the indigénat and the regulations it 
underpinned, including a head tax imposed on all men over sixteen (the age of 
majority under the colonial regulations); the requisitioning of men as laborers for 
public services for up to twelve months, usually between the ages of eighteen and 
twenty-two; and the obligation to reside within a tribu. French citizens, on the other 
hand, did not reach majority until the age of twenty-one and were not subject to 
any personal taxation, though for men military service became compulsory at the 
age of twenty.92

While Suzanne had a greater margin of maneuver, in that women were not 
subject to formal labor requirements, Loulou would have had little room to evade 
the indigénat once he approached the crucial age between sixteen and twenty in 
1917 – 1921. Much would have depended on the discretion of the agent for the 
Service of Native Affairs, the all-powerful gendarme.93 Authorities may have turned 
a blind eye to Loulou’s existence during his childhood, but this would have been 
difficult once he matured physically and reached the age at which a French youth 
would have to enroll for military service. On the other hand, if he was registered 
at Tiaoué, on the nominative list used for the head tax and labor requisitions, then 
the pressure from his petit chef to assume his obligations as a Kanak male under the 
indigénat may have been considerable.

90. It is also noteworthy that, according to Catholic church records, Patrice Oué Napoaréa 
himself had been born to exiles on the Isle of Pines; he subsequently appears to have 
been adopted into the Napoaréa lineage as a junior brother to Prosper Téin Tarino 
Napoaréa. This invites further questions on the incorporation of the former Poya exiles 
into the Tiaoué tribu that are beyond the reach of this study.
91. Arrêté no. 681, September 3, 1915, art. 1, JONC, September 11, 1915, 550.
92. Merle and Muckle, The Indigénat and France’s Empire, 205 – 206.
93. In New Caledonia, gendarmes (paramilitary police responsible for policing in rural 
areas) were also delegated responsibilities as agents (syndics) for local government services 
such as native affairs and immigration.
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Without recognition by a European or foreign parent, it was rare for a métis 
to escape categorization as “native.” Were Loulou and Suzanne to have tried, their 
lack of formal schooling would have told against them. In recorded instances of 
“passing”—which more typically occurred in localities with long-established pat-
terns of mixing and where, unlike Koné, there had been little free settlement—an 
individual’s French education and culture were critical.94 A case in point concerns 
one Philippe Auguste Katevineca, whose right to be an elector and member of the 
municipal commission at Ouégoa in New Caledonia’s north was challenged in 1917. 
An inquiry established that Philippe’s parents were indeed probably both Kanak, 
but that since he had been raised and educated as a European by the Catholic 
mission, married first the daughter of an “unrecognized” métis and then a French 
woman (with whom he had several children), had registered for military service, 
and exercised a recognized profession as a merchant or shopkeeper, he could be 
deemed to possess a French état.95

Later in adulthood, there remained a distant possibility that Loulou might 
have been “recognized” by his father. In 1929, the Koné settler Jean Médard 
applied to recognize his adult son, “the native Ty Charles.” “Ty Charles,” the 
municipal commission explained, “is of mixed race and it is common knowledge 
that he is the son of Jean Médard and the late Pouaoué, a native woman from the 
tribu of Baco. As this child was not recognized at birth by his father and his mother 
died shortly afterwards, he was adopted by Poata Louis, a petit chef from Baco.”96 
“Ty Charley Médard” was subsequently “recognized as a French citizen” and left 
the tribu.97 In Loulou’s case, however, once he had married at Tiaoué and had chil-
dren of his own, such a scenario was far less likely.

For Suzanne, the path to evading classification as a “native” was potentially 
more straightforward. In principle, by marrying a European or a person of another 
recognized nationality such as Japanese (relatively numerous in New Caledonia 
since the 1890s) she would have gained her husband’s status and been liberated 
from the indigénat.98 As noted above, however, only five such marriages involving 
Kanak women occurred at Koné prior to 1920. In the years up to 1946 there were 
only three more—and in all cases the husbands were Japanese.99

Ultimately, we can only speculate as to why Auguste did not recognize Loulou 
or Suzanne, but protecting his own and the Henriot family’s status is likely to have 
been an important factor. While technically it was not too late to recognize them 
once they had reached adulthood, the risk of opprobrium was greater given their 
only partial assimilation. Also significant was the unusual configuration of the wider 

94. See Bastien Bosa, Julie Pagis, and Benoît Trépied, “Le passing : un concept pour 
penser les mobilités sociales,” Genèses 114, no. 1 (2019): 5 – 9.
95. ANC, 23WC15, Cougoul to the governor, February 19, 1917.
96. ANC, E-DC9 2D1, [Koné Municipal Commission] to the Procureur de la République, 
June 3, 1929.
97. South Pacific Commission, Pacific Islands Manuscripts, no. 53, Conférence des natas, 
Poyes, 1929.
98. Merle and Muckle, The Indigénat and France’s Empire, 233.
99. Koné, État civil, decennial tables.
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Henriot family, which remained largely undivided by marriage. By not recogniz-
ing his children, Auguste protected the Henriots’ collective economic interests—
which, since Paul’s birth in 1909, had been expected to revert in their entirety to 
the siblings’ sole legal heir. Just like marriage to Marcelle, recognition of his chil-
dren would have entailed rights to Auguste’s property. Whether Loulou or Suzanne 
themselves sought recognition is not known, but its desirability may not have been 
self-evident. When questioned on the pros and cons of French citizenship in 1919, 
a group of Kanak Catholic school boys were unanimous in preferring the status 
quo; while citizenship offered mobility, as well as access to firearms, alcohol, and 
credit, it also entailed compulsory military service and a loss of valuable protections 
(including exposure to debt collection and loss of land).100

Auguste’s Kanak family therefore remained invisible to French civil law, but 
the existence of his children, notably Loulou, did not go unremarked in Koné 
society. In 1927, Loulou was indentured by the Catholic mission at Koné. The 
priest Jules Halbert recorded that “as coachman we have a good mixed-race boy. 
Loulou H. … (not to name him). He was a soldier in Nouméa for three years and 
was coachman to the commandant.”101 Auguste’s Kanak family was thus local if not 
official knowledge, and a subject of irony for Halbert due to the anti-clerical sen-
timents held by Auguste and his father Claude-Léon. By the time Loulou’s third 
child, Bernard, was born in 1935, a Kanak état civil had been established and births, 
deaths, and marriages were being recorded in a register maintained by a gendarme. 
The entry for Bernard’s birth recorded his father as “Loulou called ‘Henriot,’” 
noting that he was the son of “Auguste Henriot.”102 Auguste’s relationship with 
Loulou was thus clearly stated on the official birth record of one of his grandsons. 
At the same time, the structures of marriage, parenthood, and family into which 
Loulou’s own children were integrated strongly identified them as “native” and as 
belonging to the tribu of Tiaoué rather than the settler subdivision of Baco.

Towards the End of a “Mixed” History

In 1945, Auguste turned seventy-one while Marcelle was about fifty-eight. The 
immediate postwar period marked the end of Auguste’s political career, including 
his position on the Administrative Council and his elected positions in the Koné 
municipal commission and the Chamber of Agriculture, which he left in 1946. These 
years also saw the extension of French citizenship to all Kanak and, with the end 
of the indigénat, the end of restrictions on residence. Importantly, however, Kanak 
retained their customary status in matters of civil law.103

Until the mid-1950s, Auguste focused his energies on his plantation at 
Marcelle’s side. Together they continued to call on local Kanak for seasonal labor, 

100. Salaün, L’école indigène, 58 – 60.
101. AAN, 46.1, Jules Halbert to Monseigneur, Koné, March 31, 1927.
102. Tiaoué, État civil, entry for the birth of Loulou Bernard, August 23, 1935.
103. Merle and Muckle, The Indigénat and France’s Empire, 315 – 16.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20


29

O C E A N I C  W O R L D S

mobilizing interpersonal and family ties formed over the previous decades, but no 
longer aided by the colonial labor system which had been abolished in 1946. Gathélia 
Wabéalo, who was born in the early 1940s and who spent his adolescence in the tribu 
of Baco in the 1950s, recalls that Auguste’s workers came from Tiaoué and Baco:

From Baco there were maybe … my mother, she always went, every time, because she 
[Marcelle], she went through my mother. And my mother, she calls the women, maybe 
five. Then they send to Tiaoué and the others come down, five, so that makes perhaps ten. 
Or sometimes it’s five or six. And after, to help with the hulling, they each take turns. One 
lot, once they’ve finished, they’ll lend a hand, then they come back here. But the ones from 
Tiaoué they continue, because they sleep there, she [Marcelle] cooks for them.104

Gathélia’s memory reflects a longer standing set of practices in which Marcelle played 
a key role as an intermediary in recruiting labor for the Henriot plantation—and espe-
cially the female labor on which coffee planters so heavily relied. Despite reports in 
the postwar period that relations between plantation owners and local Kanak women 
were falling away due to deteriorating labor conditions, “the settlers who provided 
good food, paid the going rate, … and refrained from demanding sexual relations 
from the women they employed found labor. The others did not.”105

Auguste and Marcelle also received visits from Loulou, Suzanne, and their 
children. Their departure from Baco in the 1920s had not meant separation; Suzanne 
recalled that Auguste attended her first wedding at Tiaoué in 1928, employed one 
of her husbands for odd jobs for the municipality, and sometimes came to Tiaoué 
with presents for his grandchildren. The recollections of Micheline, Suzanne’s 
youngest daughter, testify to the affective ties that had endured despite the mixed 
family’s socially and legally illegitimate status:

Micheline: I used to go down when we went to see old Henriot down there at Toono 
[Baco]. Because around the house, there are a lot of custard apples, we always came to 
pick them up. … When he was at Toono, well, we were little, but I remember him. … Each 
time we always went with him to [be at his side], and so on, and then grandmother said, 
“Hey, stop bothering your grandfather!” … And then because he was white, well you know 
[laughs quietly], there was a bit of pride in having a grandfather … a white grandfather!
Benoît: And did you call him “ao” [grandfather] and all that?
Micheline: Yes! … When it was the holidays we said, “Let’s go down to Baco, to see guè 
[grandmother] and ao.”
Benoît: And when you went to Baco did you all eat together?
Micheline: Yes.
Benoît: He didn’t set himself apart because one was Kanak or white?
Micheline: No.

104. Benoît Trépied, interview with Gathélia Wabéalo, Pouembout, July 12, 2016.
105. Jean Guiart, Les Mélanésiens devant l’économie de marché. Du milieu du xixe siècle à la fin du 
millénaire (Nouméa: Le Rocher-à-la-Voile, 1998), 56. See also Sonia Grochain, “Les Kanak 
et le travail en Province Nord de la Nouvelle-Calédonie” (PhD diss., EHESS, 2007), 176.
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Micheline recalls an affectionate grandfather who took his grandchildren in his 
arms and who set aside custard apples and other fruit for the Tiaoué family: “He 
always had something to give us when we came! We didn’t ask for more, but 
there you go.”

A little while before his death in 1958, Auguste, whose health was declining, 
returned to live with his sisters at Koné. Marcelle too moved to Koné, but she 
could not follow Auguste to the Henriots’ family home in the village. Instead, she 
lodged nearby with her own sister, Adèle. It was at this moment, probably after 
1955, that the Baco household ceased to exist. To visit the ailing patriarch, Marcelle 
and Auguste’s descendants now had to confront the hostility of Auguste’s sisters:

Micheline: That was their house down below, the family house. We went to see them there, 
because afterwards he went to stay down there, there were his sisters, but … His sisters, 
they weren’t easy to get along with … [Speaking of one of them] my mother [Suzanne] 
said, “Don’t pay any attention.” Even my grandfather [Auguste] said, “Don’t pay any 
attention to her. She yells, let her.” … I don’t know if she doesn’t like us, but there you go. 
We came to see grandfather, and that’s it.
Benoît: And so you’re saying that old Auguste’s sisters weren’t too welcoming?
Micheline: Yes, the one called Félicité. Yes, oh, from the church when you were up there 
you could hear her shouting down below, she was always in a bad mood. I wonder if she 
didn’t like Kanak, or, I don’t know, but there you go.

The sisters’ hostility illustrates that Auguste’s “mixed” conjugal and family life was 
only tolerated while confined to Baco. It would have been scandalous to them that 
Marcelle and her illegitimate métis children might enter their home—their private 
space, but also the symbolic foundation of the Henriot family in New Caledonia. To 
have seen under their very noses the affective ties linking their brother to Marcelle 
and the Kanak who called him “papa” or “ao” (grandfather) would likely have been 
an intolerable affront.

Marcelle’s dependence on Auguste was now exposed. By not marrying 
Marcelle, he had delivered her to a precarious future from the moment that he 
himself was no longer able to look out for her. Indeed, his sisters’ behavior fore-
shadowed the fate awaiting her at the hands of the Henriot family once Auguste 
had died: non-recognition, dispossession, and abandonment. With Auguste’s death 
on July 8, 1958, the ties between the Kanak and white families were definitively 
severed; each group set about effacing this troubling past and presenting an ethni-
cally pure and “respectable” vision of themselves, without the “stain” of métissage, 
within their respective social words. This dynamic of rupture and turning inwards 
coincided with the decline of the coffee industry, the sector of agricultural activity 
which had played a structuring role in the familial, domestic, and economic life of 
the household at Baco.106

106. On the coffee industry’s decline, see Alain Saussol, “Le café en Nouvelle-Calédonie. 
Grandeur et vicissitude d’une colonisation,” Les cahiers d’outre-mer 20, no. 79 (1967): 
275 – 305, here pp. 294 – 98; Trépied, Une mairie dans la France coloniale, 230 – 32.
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Auguste’s funeral provided the first act of this rift between the European 
and Kanak lines. According to Suzanne and Micheline—then forty-eight and 
eleven years old—his Kanak family was neither informed of his death nor invited 
to his funeral. Suzanne related, “My father died at Koné. The others at Koné 
[the Henriots], who I don’t know, they didn’t tell us.” Micheline spent time with 
Auguste before he died, “But I don’t think that we went to his burial. Because 
mum, she didn’t get on with old Henriot’s sisters.” This attitude was probably not 
surprising to Marcelle, Loulou, or Suzanne given the hostility shown by the sisters 
prior to Auguste’s death.

After the funeral, Auguste’s decision to not legally formalize his relationship 
with Marcelle or his children had a significant impact on their lives. His deed of 
succession transferred his entire estate—his property at Baco, his shares in a local 
business, and his share of his parents’ estate—to his five surviving brothers and 
sisters “in the absence of descendants and ascendants,” to use the formal legal 
wording, which itself speaks volumes.107 His illegitimate Kanak family received 
nothing. Micheline does not recall any item belonging to her grandfather being 
given to her mother or grandmother. Aged seventy-one at the time of Auguste’s 
death, Marcelle did not return to Baco. One can only imagine the upheaval that 
she experienced at the passing of the man with whom she had shared most of her 
life, followed swiftly by the disappearance of their domestic space. After living for 
a time with her sister, she was taken in by her daughter Suzanne at Tiaoué. When 
Marcelle died in 1971, she was not reunited with Auguste in the Koné cemetery, 
but buried alongside her sister Adèle in Koniambo.

The death of the three eldest Henriot siblings (Auguste in 1958, Jeanne in 
1962, and Alexandre in 1965) marked the end of the family’s presence at Koné. 
The Baco property was subsequently sold to a cattle farmer who converted the 
plantation into grazing land. The remaining siblings, who now resided in Nouméa 
(Henri and Félicité) and Bourail (Marie), seldom visited Koné in the time before 
their own deaths between 1974 and 1979. The house and land in Koné itself were 
rented out until they were sold by Paul, Henri’s son and the family’s sole legitimate 
heir, in the early 1980s.

The non-dit

Between 1900 and 1958, Auguste’s parents, siblings, and nephew had been forced 
to make accommodations with his “mixed” household. While Marcelle and the 
children do not appear in the surviving family photographs taken between the 1920s 
and 1950s (fig. 5, for example), and although they were unwelcome at Koné, the 
family’s existence was known to all the Henriots and to most of the residents of the 
village. Henri had left Koné in the early 1900s, but he visited regularly throughout 
the 1920s and 1930s in the company of his wife Zilie and son Paul, and it is unlikely 

107. Évelyne Henriot family papers, deed of succession for Auguste Henriot, 1958.
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Figure 5. The “white” Henriot family in 1938

that they had neither seen nor heard of Marcelle, Loulou, and Suzanne. Auguste’s 
death was an opportunity for the surviving Henriots to erase an embarrassing episode 
by securing the non-transmission of its memory—in other words, by ensuring that 
it was forgotten. This meant not only cutting off relations with Marcelle, Loulou, 
Suzanne, and their descendants, but also saying nothing of them to the next gen-
eration, Paul’s sons Roger and Daniel, born in 1938 and 1939 respectively.

Rear: Auguste, Félicité, Alexandre. Front: Marie-Rosalie (Zilie), Henri, Georgette 
(Paul’s wife), Jeanne, Paul. Not present: Marie. Courtesy of Évelyne Henriot.
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This mechanism of silencing, or the non-dit, played out to perfection.108 
Neither Roger nor Daniel became aware of the secret until the late 1980s, when 
Roger and his wife Évelyne learned of it from a chance conversation with an elderly 
Koné resident named Reuillard. When questioned by Roger, Paul (then aged 
eighty) pleaded ignorance; in Évelyne’s words, “my father-in-law didn’t know … 
or he didn’t want to say.”109 This suggests that Roger and Daniel’s grandparents 
and great-aunts and uncles never spoke of Auguste’s Kanak family—including 
Auguste himself, who lived until his great-nephews reached adulthood. While 
they did not grow up in Koné, Paul’s children certainly visited during their child-
hood and adolescence for family holidays, and frequented their wider family suffi-
ciently for Roger to be able to provide portraits of them for the “Henriot Saga” in 
1998. Moreover, in 1964, two years before his marriage to Évelyne, Roger, who had 
trained as a teacher, was assigned to the public school in Koné. Alexandre was still 
alive and Roger spent time with him: “I knew my great-uncle well. He was a great 
guy, charming.”110 However, it seems that at no time did Alexandre mention his 
elder brother’s Kanak family. The pact of family silence was maintained and each 
remaining sibling would carry the secret with them to the grave over the course of 
the 1960s and 1970s.

On the Kanak side of the family a similar dynamic of silencing was at play, 
especially on the part of Loulou and his descendants. As one Tiaoué resident 
recalled, Loulou “never talked about Henriot. … Some said that name, ‘Henriot,’ 
but for us he was just a Napoaréa, ‘Papa Loulou.’ We considered him to be a 
Napoaréa. He didn’t say it was his father.”111 This silence is also captured by one 
of Roger’s experiences at Koné in 1964, as recounted by his wife Évelyne:

Benoît: And you wrote to me that your husband knew Loulou when he was at Koné.
Évelyne: Yes, he was friends [with him] when he was young, without knowing. My hus-
band taught there, and then, well, he was single, so where did he go in the evening? He 
said, “To have friends you have to go to the bar,” so he went to the bar, so he knew him, 
he was friends with Loulou. He saw that they called him Loulou Henriot, but without 
knowing why. And he didn’t really ask himself the question. Because at that time it often 
happened, for example, that a cleaning lady who worked for a Henriot, let’s say, had a 
child, and she called him Henriot. You see, it was common. So he didn’t question it any 
further. It’s when I did the genealogy that we got involved, that Reuillard talked about it 
[at the end of the 1980s], that he said, “But damn, I knew him well, Loulou! He was a 
fine chap! I was good friends with him! Without knowing anything!” And the other one 
never said anything!112

108. On the historical force of silencing in New Caledonia, see Louis-José Barbançon, 
Le pays du non-dit. Regards sur la Nouvelle-Calédonie (1992; Nouméa: éditions Humanis, 
2019).
109. Benoît Trépied, interview with Évelyne Henriot, Nouméa, July 7, 2016.
110. Estournès, “La saga Henriot,” 130.
111. Benoît Trépied, interview with Yvon Goromoedo, July 18, 2016.
112. Benoît Trépied, interview with Évelyne Henriot, Nouméa, July 7, 2016.
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Figure 6. Loulou demonstrating the hulling of beans during Tiaoué’s  
coffee harvest (c. 1935 – 1945)

Figure 7. Suzanne at Tiaoué with two children (c. 1935 – 1945)

Source: Nouméa, Archives de  la Nouvelle-Calédonie, 
collection Archives des pères maristes, Album Père Guéneau, 
1 Num 35, 1833.

Source: Nouméa, Archives de  la Nouvelle-Calédonie, 
collection Archives des pères maristes, Album Père Guéneau, 
1 Num 35, 2121.
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Suzanne maintained a similar stance to Loulou; she knew who Roger was, but 
did not approach him during his time in Koné. Micheline, who was seventeen 
at the time, remembers the teacher Roger Henriot, but mistakes his place in the 
genealogy by referring to him as Paul, son of Henri, rather than Roger, son of Paul 
(and grandson of Henri), a misunderstanding indicative of the distance created by 
the family’s silence:

Micheline: Paul [sic], he was a teacher later at Koné, and then after he left I never heard 
anything more about him. I think he’s the son of, what was he called, Henri?
Benoît: Right. And Paul, did you know him as well?
Micheline: Yes, I saw him because he was a teacher, but I didn’t …
Benoît: There was no contact.
Micheline: That’s it. It was mum who said, “Well, you see him there, he’s an elder brother, 
an uncle to those on your side.” Yes, we didn’t know his father, Henri [sic].

Loulou, Suzanne, and their children kept Auguste in their memories, but by the 
1960s their families were fully immersed in the Kanak world. Loulou had established 
his own household at Tiaoué, where he had been adopted into the Napoaréa family 
and where he had married in 1929. As they became adults, his own children took 
Kanak partners and married under Kanak customary law. By the time he passed 
away in 1976, Loulou was patriarch to an extensive Kanak family, including his 
third son, Paul Napoaréa, then mayor of Koné. Suzanne too had been established 
in Tiaoué since her first marriage in 1928. After the death of her second husband, 
Augustin Dogo Moagou, in 1965, she remained there along with most of her surviv-
ing children and her mother, Marcelle (until the latter’s death in 1971). Only in the 
last years of her life did Suzanne leave Tiaoué to live with her daughter Micheline 
at Koniambo. She died in 2006, at ninety-six years of age, the matriarch of large 
Kanak family with many descendants.

The extant photographic record underscores the apparent separation of the 
families and visualizes the non-dit surrounding their shared history. As mentioned 
above, photographs of the Henriot family, from Évelyne’s collection, show no trace 
of Marcelle or of Auguste’s children. The only photographs known to us of Loulou 
and Suzanne prior to 1950 are from the archives of the Catholic mission and locate 
them within the tribu of Tiaoué. Both figure prominently in the photographs taken 
by the Marist priest Pierre Guéneau to document everyday life and Catholic ritu-
als at Tiaoué in the 1930s and 1940s (figs. 6 and 7). This suggests that the church 
played a key role in their integration into Kanak society, as does the fact that each 
was baptized shortly before leaving the house at Baco. While we do not know 
whether any of the photographs in which they feature appeared with captions in 
mission publications, it would seem that Loulou and Suzanne were in no way sin-
gled out as being anything other than Kanak.

Loulou and Suzanne’s part-European heritage did not raise the same issues 
for each of their families. The patrilineal logics of Kanak social organization placed 
Loulou and his descendants in a more vulnerable position. In the event of conflict 
over land or politics, their “foreign” ascendancy could be mobilized against them, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20


36

A .  M U C K L E  ·  B .  T R É P I E D

as was—and still is—common practice within the Kanak world. Suzanne’s situation 
was different; as a daughter and wife, her “customary” role was not to establish a 
family line but to integrate that of her spouse. The children from her respective 
marriages received from their fathers a familial identity and a social position per-
ceived as legitimate in terms of the social imperative of patrilineality. It is probable 
that this different relationship to their European descent, as a function of gender, 
has also shaped the transmission of memory concerning the family’s genealogy—
the narrative appears to be more taboo for Loulou and his family line than for 
Suzanne and her descendants.

The parallels in the logics of social respectability among Europeans and 
Kanak at Koné are striking. In both the European village and the Kanak tribus, 
social propriety forbade public evocations of the genealogical ties between the 
Henriot and Napoaréa families, as if they had always lived separately from each 
other, as “pure” Europeans or “pure” Kanak. Yet, while no one spoke of it openly, 
“everyone” knew this history, which in Koné, with its widespread familiarity and 
physical proximity between Europeans and Kanak, could hardly be concealed.
 

Auguste’s and Marcelle’s family was invisible to French civil law and the colonial 
administration, just as it has been invisible to the historiography of interracial inti-
macy and métissage. There is no question, however, that it existed in terms of bio-
logical ties and everyday expressions of kinship, as revealed in the recollections of 
their daughter Suzanne and their granddaughter Micheline. Conducting our inquiry 
on the scale of lived experiences, and extending its reach beyond the official end 
of colonization in 1946, has made it possible to move beyond the dichotomies that 
have marked the study of New Caledonia. Sketching out this one family’s history 
suggests a way to bridge the gap between the world of Koné village, more gener-
ally the focus of historical studies of settler “whites” (including recognized métis), 
and the world of the tribus, most often treated in anthropological studies of Kanak 
society (including “light-skinned” Kanak).113 As such, it has enabled us to grasp a 
more complex colonial situation, in which the distance between the two worlds 
fluctuates, sometimes widening but often narrowing, sometimes ambiguously, though 
never completely disappearing. As Martha Hodes has noted in another context, “the 
scrutiny of day-to-day lives demonstrates not only the mutability of race but also, 
and with equal force, the abiding power of race in local settings. Neither mallea-
bility nor instability … necessarily diminishes the potency of race to circumscribe 
people’s daily lives.”114 In the same fashion, our study highlights the fundamentally 
ambiguous nature of the colonial frontier, in constant tension between rigidity 

113. Benoît Trépied, “Nouveaux regards sur la situation coloniale en Nouvelle-
Calédonie,” in Les sciences humaines et sociales dans le Pacifique Sud. Terrains, questions 
et méthodes, ed. Laurent Dousset, Barbara Glowczewski, and Marie Salaün (Marseille: 
Pacific-credo Publications, 2014), 229 – 48.
114. Martha Hodes, “The Mercurial Nature and Abiding Power of Race: A Transnational 
Family Story,” American Historical Review 108, no. 1 (2003): 84 – 118, here p. 85.
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and porosity, which the inhabitants of New Caledonia (and no doubt many other 
colonies) experienced on a daily basis, far from the clear-cut categories of official 
imperial discourse. But the history of this mixed-race household also highlights 
the fact that the relative porosity of this frontier in practice in no way diminished 
its discriminatory power.

That this family remained “under the colonial radar” seems to us to have two 
significations that are both complementary and opposed. On the one hand, the very 
existence of this mixed-race household between the early 1900s and the 1950s sug-
gests that, for whatever reason, it was more compelling for Auguste and Marcelle 
than the dominant social norms of colonial respectability, which condemned this 
type of family configuration on principle. On the other hand, if this household 
remained out of sight of the authorities, and if its memory was actively effaced 
after the fact, this was because these same norms lost none of their force and in fact 
continued to weigh on the couple and their descendants.

In terms of the first point, the empirical details gathered during this inquiry 
have led us to center our analysis in large part on questions of the gendered divi-
sion of labor, resources, and capital in the political economy of intimate domestic 
relations, as well as the margins of maneuver and the power and agency available 
to Indigenous women in situations usually characterized in terms of the success of 
male colonial “pioneers.”115 Concretely, we have only been able to surmise the cir-
cumstances, structural factors, and power relations that created and then sustained 
the conditions for Auguste’s and Marcelle’s relationship: a coffee planter’s demand 
for labor, the precarious position of the Kanak exiles at Tiaoué, and the specific 
geography of Baco. It is unlikely, however, that the relationship was purely a matter 
of individual or mutual agency on the part of Auguste and Marcelle. In so far as it 
was linked to the supply of labor, including that of Marcelle, it probably depended 
at least initially on an arrangement with Tiaoué’s administrative chief. This may 
well have been central to the successful running of the Henriots’ plantation and in 
turn to Auguste’s career as a local notable.

As to the question of why the household remained hidden, unfortunately 
we only have access to Auguste’s perspective. Living with Marcelle for more than 
fifty years, and raising his illegitimate children to adulthood, placed Auguste in 
a borderline situation with regard to the social norms of the free settler commu-
nity. In this “white” world, social proximity to Kanak was generally perceived as 
encanaquement—a form of “going native.” Auguste’s interracial intimacy brought 
him dangerously close to this social stigma and made him the subject of quiet 
mockery. It did not however prevent him from becoming a minor colonial dignitary 
and representative of his peers at a time when only Europeans had the right to vote. 
This means that other social logics of political mobilization and municipal engage-
ment were stronger than the scandal of his private encanaquement. Auguste’s edu-
cational capital was a part of this, as was his tight bond with his siblings, probably 

115. Stoler, “Tense and Tender Ties,” 829. See also Riou, “Trajectoires pseudo-
coloniales,” 441 – 42.
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also a key factor in limiting the likelihood of his marrying Marcelle or recognizing 
his children. Just as importantly, in his political activities he was never perceived as 
an advocate for Kanak; to the contrary, he defended settler access to cheap Kanak 
labor. In short, Auguste’s private, sexual, conjugal, and family life seems to have had 
no impact on his public character.

We cannot judge at this point how representative this case is in the context 
of New Caledonia. But even if it was exceptional, it highlights particularly well the 
tensions at the root of the colonial distinction between colonizer and colonized.116 
Confronted with contradictory injunctions and torn between different moral, social, 
economic, affective, and symbolic imperatives, the subjects of this history experi-
enced significant social displacement along and even across the colonial frontier. All 
involved—not just Auguste—lived simultaneous or successive double lives. From 
her birth on the Isle of Pines among the Kanak exiles of 1878 until her death at 
Tiaoué, with her adult life spent on Auguste’s property in Baco, Marcelle was inti-
mately familiar with colonial mobility and social upheavals that are hard to imagine 
today. As for Loulou and Suzanne, the evidence indicates that they only “became” 
Kanak in adulthood after a childhood on their European father’s property. For 
them, crossing the colonial frontier (in the opposite direction from Marcelle) seems 
to have been definitive. This singular situation raises a question that we have only 
touched on in this article, that of the primary and secondary “racial socializations” 
with which the children (Loulou and Suzanne), but also the parents (Auguste and 
Marcelle), were confronted.117 While we lack the empirical details on this precise 
case, future ethnographical and microhistorical inquiries would do well to consider 
other cases of racial and colonial mobility in the New Caledonian context, seeking 
to better understand how people learned to live with a spouse of another “race,” 
and how one learned to be white, Kanak, or métis.118

Finally, for all our efforts, there is little that we can say about the subjectivity 
of Auguste and Marcelle; few traces remain of their ideas, sentiments, intentions, 
or desires. While something of Auguste’s subjectivity and voice can be gleaned 
from his public life, Marcelle remains silenced by the colonial archival record. That 
our ethnographic approach has not been able to remedy this is in part because the 
events are too far back in time. Marcelle’s children and grandchildren can say noth-
ing about the way she apprehended her situation, either because of our own blind 
spots (when Suzanne was interviewed in 2002, the inquiry had a different focus), or 
because they themselves knew nothing about it due to the enduring power of the 

116. Following the well-known category of the “exceptional/normal” in microhistory. 
See Edoardo Grendi, “Micro-analyse et histoire sociale” [1977], Écrire l’histoire 3 (2009): 
67 – 80; Ivan Ermakoff, “La microhistoire au prisme de l’exception,” Vingtième siècle. Revue 
d’histoire 139, no. 3 (2018): 193 – 211; Passeron and Revel, Penser par cas.
117. Solène Brun, “La socialisation raciale : enseignements de la sociologie étatsunienne 
et perspectives françaises,” Sociologie 13, no. 2 (2022): 199 – 217.
118. Drawing on work on métissage in France and “racial passing” in the United States, 
for example, Brun, Derrière le mythe métis; Trépied, “Des Noirs qui passent pour Blancs ? 
Enjeux analytiques et méthodologiques des enquêtes sur le passing aux États-Unis,” 
Genèses 114, no. 1 (2019): 96 – 116.

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/ahsse.2024.20


39

O C E A N I C  W O R L D S

non-dit. As a result, this remains above all the story of a white man and his relation-
ship to colonial notability. To imagine scenarios where Marcelle is the central actor 
we need to investigate other cases, armed with a different historical imaginary, to 
gather the point of view of women with similar trajectories.
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Abstracts

Adrian Muckle and Benoît Trépied
Under the Colonial Radar? The History and Memory of an “Invisible” Mixed-Race 
Household in New Caledonia

An expanding scholarship on interracial intimacy in colonial contexts has generally focused 
on cases of administrative disputes or judicial conflicts that brought “mixed couples,” “mixed-
race families,” or “métis” to the attention of colonial authorities. But what of the lives and 
experiences of those who did not contest their legal status, remaining under the adminis-
trative radar and thus virtually invisible in the archives of the colonial state? This article 
tackles these issues in the context of the French colony of New Caledonia by analyzing 
the trajectory of a household established out of official sight, made up of a French settler, a 
Kanak woman, and their descendants. The goal here is to understand what this phenomenon 
of relative social invisibility reveals about the scope and limits of colonial domination “at 
ground level.” Combining ethnographic fieldwork and archival research, the article traces 
the conditions under which this family configuration was able to emerge and then endure 
for over fifty years. It finally disappeared after the death of the French settler, when each of 
the wider family groups—European and Kanak—to varying degrees sought to efface this 
awkward past within their respective social worlds.

Sous le radar colonial ?  
Histoire et mémoire d’un foyer multiracial « invisible » en Nouvelle-Calédonie

Les recherches sur les intimités interraciales en contexte colonial s’intéressent générale-
ment à des cas de litiges administratifs ou de conflits judiciaires qui ont attiré l’attention 
des autorités coloniales vis-à-vis de certains « couples mixtes », « familles multiraciales » et 
autres individus « métis ». Mais qu’en est-il de la vie et de l’expérience de celles et ceux qui 
n’ont pas contesté leur statut légal et sont restés sous le « radar administratif », demeurant 
ainsi virtuellement invisibles dans les archives de l’État colonial ? Cet article aborde ces 
questions dans le cadre de la colonie française de Nouvelle-Calédonie, en analysant la tra-
jectoire d’un foyer familial établi à l’abri des regards officiels, composé d’un colon français, 
d’une femme autochtone kanak et de leurs descendants. L’objectif est ici de comprendre 
ce que ce phénomène de relative invisibilité sociale révèle de la portée et des limites de 
la domination coloniale « au ras du sol ». Croisant enquête ethnographique de terrain et 
recherche en archives, l’article retrace les conditions dans lesquelles cette configuration 
familiale a pu émerger puis se maintenir pendant plus de cinquante ans. Elle a finalement 
disparu après la mort du colon français, lorsque chacun des deux groupes familiaux élargis 
– du côté européen et du côté kanak – a œuvré, à des degrés divers, à l’effacement de ce 
passé gênant au sein de leurs mondes sociaux respectifs.
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