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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the impact of European trade goods on some aspects 

of North American Indian clotliing. Sources include historical archives, 

artefacts, and artistic representations as well as the conclusions of 

aichaeologists and anthropologists.

Part One considers the beaver fiir trading background. Geographically, the 

area extended from the northern Atlantic seaboard, through the St. Lawrence 

River and Great Lakes, the northern Plains and into the Canadian Subarctic. 

The native population included Northeast Woodland, Plains, and 

Athapaskan/Subarctic peoples,

European goods entered at different periods and varying rates. French and 

British traders depended for success upon the established trade network and the 

extensive goodwill of the Native American population. They found it essential 

to determine by trial and error and “market research” the types of goods which 

the experienced Indian consumers would accept in exchange for their furs. The 

Indians were discerning in their selection of items and made critical choices 

which have been under-rated or over-looked in the literature of the fur trade. In 

the past they were often represented as simple, passive and willing to accept 

any trifles which came their way. In fact, European men often adopted Indian 

clothing appropriately suited to the environment. They also canied popular 

items of Indian manufacture to trade alongside imported wares.

Additionally, Indian traders expected that Emo-Americans would 

participate in their pre-existing reciprocal ceremonial bartering practices. Since
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cultural values differed widely they needed to find mutually accommodating 

methods for dealing with each other.

Part Two, based extensively on artefactual examples examines the impact 

and influence of intioduced trade goods, and to some extent French and British 

“styles” on Native American clothing manufacture of hats, coats, and shoes. 

Decorative materials such as cloth, blankets, ribbons, silverwork, braids, laces, 

and beads were adopted and ingeniously used in often unique ways. Steel 

needles, scissors, awls and knives came to play an important part in skin 

preparation. The potential of new materials was skilfully realised but elements 

of existing technological practise continued.

It is difficult to establish a case for Indian dependency when acceptance of 

introduced items, contrary to Eurocentric accounts, was by no means 

wholesale. There was instead, a mutual inter-twining of cultures. In fact, trade 

goods were often used in conjunction with native materials and sometimes 

rejected altogether. Careftd creative choices were made regarding such factors 

as colour, lustre, and sound. Trading was seldom a simple procedm e since there 

were sometimes hidden nuances. Goods could fulfil expressive symbolic, 

magic, prestige or status functions poorly recorded and comprehended by 

Europeans.

Paradoxically, far from becoming dependent or Europeanised, in the days 

of the declining fur trade, it will be evident from this thesis that Native 

Americans produced clothing which became flamboyantly ever more distinctive 

and innovative as their three hundred year period of usefulness in their own 

right to Europeans as fur traders ended.
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TRADE GOODS RELATED GLOSSARY 

Assumption Sash

These finger woven loomless sashes were named for L’Assomption, 

Quebec. They were first made by the Indians from nettle or bark fibres, and the 

technique was adopted by Europeans. By the eighteenth century imported 

worsted yams were being used to make them. The patterns were often zigzag 

stripes achieved by sewing various woven strips together. The sashes were 

characteristically worn by French Canadian and Metis engages and became a 

tiade item in their own right (i.e. Hudson’s Bay Company stocked them).

Awls

The iron and steel blades were manufactured in Europe and traded to the 

Indians who added their own handles. They were used for piercing holes into 

hide for sinew sewing and into bark in canoe making. Native awls had been 

made from thomapple thorns, or slender shaip animal bones, before the 

introduction of metal awls. Later on carpenter’s nails were ground to a fine 

point to be used as awls. The awl was so indispensable in everyday work that it 

was usually carried on the person and many kinds of sheaths and cases were 

made for holding them, these were of various materials and often handsomely 

decorated to indicate the value of the contents.

Baize (Bays)

1578 coarse woollen fabric with a plain weave having a long nap raised on 

one side.
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Bandolier

A leather shoulder strap from which hung about a dozen wooden cylinders, 

each containing one charge for a musket Prevalent in the first half of the 

seventeenth century, the bandolier was later replaced by the powder flask and 

shot pouch which in turn were superseded by the cartridge box.

Bandolier Bag

Bags of this form, made by the Woodland Indians, thought by many to have 

imitated the bandoliers worn by European soldiers in the nineteenth centmy 

They hung firom the shoulder and were usually ornamental, elaborately 

decorated with quill and beadwork, worn for ceremonial purposes and not 

capable of holding anything.

Beads

The Huron word for eye was the same as for glass bead (Kienitz, p. 155).

Beads used by the Indians were originally made fi’om elements found in the 

environment such as shells, (see wampum) raw copper, bone, seeds, dewclaws, 

etc. After contact native materials were gradually replaced by glass beads, 

mainly fi’om Venice and later from France, Holland and Bohemia. They often 

occur on trading inventories and were sold in hanks, branches, or sometimes by 

the pound. Beads were frequently used as gifts by early missionaries and 

traders. They were a popular trade item with Indians who found them attractive 

and easier to use than porcupine quills, and with traders since they were 

inexpensive and easy to tiansport.
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Bead Types

Barley Corn;

A type of bead in the shape of a kernel of com.

Cornaline Aleppo (Carnelian of Aleppo);

One of the most popular types of necklace bead, also called Hudson’s Bay 

beads, because they were so common in the noithwestem trade. They were 

two-tone, some with an opaque red exterior and a translucent green interior 

which appeared to be black in the late eighteenth to early nineteenth century. In 

the later nineteenth century there was also a type with a translucent red exterior 

and opaque white or yellow interior. There were many sizes, shapes, including 

large tubulai' and small spherical (Hail Kola, p. 53).

Bugle;

Also called rods, length longer than diameter , translucent varied sizes, 

shapes, colours.

Chevron;

A polychrome necklace bead sometimes called patemoster, mille fiori or 

star. Dark blue, ovoid or spherical with longitudinal lines, layers of red, yellow, 

white and blue glass ground and the outer layers ground and polished to partly 

expose the layers undemeath interior has star shape in cross section, expensive 

to make and thus not widely manufactured for North American trade, though 

more commonly provided for Africa.
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Cut-faceted (often metallic In colour)

Pony;

These beads were large, spherical, opaque and often white or blue, 3.5 mm. 

embroidery beads, most popular for Plains Indians from 1800-1840. Origin of 

the name pony is not clear, possibly brought by ponies and certainly used by 

Plains Indians, for embroideries connected with horse tr appings, but also other 

uses, on moccasins, clothing, cradleboards, etc.

Seed;

(The Chippewa word for bead is derived from manido - to mean spirit and 

min meaning seed bead or berry, Densmore, p. 22.)

The most numerous type of trade bead, small, 0.1-0.3 cm. round, 

produced in a variety of colours, some faceted on two to four sides sold in 

hanks of about ten strands four to six inches long, also sold by the pound, some 

early examples resembled berries or seeds. The introduction of thin steel 

needles meant that whole surfaces could be covered with these small beads. 

Some of them were “metal” that is the “silver” were polished iron and the 

“gold” were brass or copper. These metallic beads were popular with the 

Athapaskans and were used to accent floral motifs.

Processes

Drawn;

Beads were foimed from tubes of glass created around an air-bubble and 

cut. Examples are seed beads and bugles.
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Wound;

An old technique of producing beads from solid rods of glass which were 

heated, folded around a metal wire and cut. Usually large, spherical or ovoid 

and iiTegular in shape.

Beaded Embroidery Stitches

Spot Stitch or Overlay;

Beads were threaded onto sinew and sewn to skin or cloth and by using a 

second needle sinew, or later thread, was passed over the first sinew/thread 

catching every second or third bead to secure it. This was a much more 

versatile method for sewing curvilinear designs than the lazy stitch.

Lazy;

About five beads were threaded onto a needle before being sewn down, a 

technique which produced small rows packed tightly together and sometimes 

therefore having a raised appearance. The lazy stitch lent itself to the more 

geometric designs of the Plains Indians.

False Embroidery;

In this technique only the surface of the skin or material was covered, no 

threads going through the material as in true embroidery but resting on the 

surface used with moosehair.

Bells

Small brass hawkbells were those most commonly traded. They had a 

spherical base and as the name implies had originally been made for tying to
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hawks legs. Their popularity is perhaps comparable to the tinkling cone, 

favoured for its sound in movement.

The flushloop variety of hawkbell, often found in archaeological sites in 

the East is not good as a temporal indicator because they can date from 1600 to 

as late as 1850 and remain essentially the same in style.

The Hudson’s Bay Athabasca outfit for 1820-21 listed:

2000 hawk bells 
60 dogs bells 
58 horses bells

Birchbark

Birchbark was traded by the Indians in whose tenitoiy it grew because of 

its invaluable characteristics of strength and liglitness. Sheets were used in the 

construction of dwellings, it was used in canoe building by the Northeastern 

Woodland Indians and smaller items such as containers were also made from it. 

Birchbark vessels were used for cooldng before the introduction of metal 

kettles. It was waterproof.

Bitten Bark

As a diversion Chippewa and Cree women executed patterns on thin sheets 

of Birchbark using their teeth. These were often symmetrical if the bark was 

folded and the patterns produced may have been later used as designs for their 

beadwork.

Breechclout (Brayet, brayette, bryette)

Standard Indian wear for men made of deersldn and later replaced by cloth. 

It was attached tlirough a belt.
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Broadcloth

By the nineteenth century the reference was to quality rather than width 

although the usual width was fifty four inches. Traditionally broadcloth was a 

term for pure wool of high quality and plain colour used for men’s clothing. 

Buck

The hide of a doe was worth fifty cents or more, depending on its size and 

quality. The skins of a buck brought a dollar or more- hence the term “buck” as 

slang for that currency.

Buckskin

Leather made from a buck, commonly used for clothing and moccasins. 

Calamanco

A glazed woollen fabric made in Flanders in the sixteenth century, often 

checked in the warp so that the checks aie visible on one side of the material, 

may be ribbed or plain. By the nineteenth century it was highly glazed and a 

mixture of cotton and wool. (Made in Norwich?)

Calico

1540 named for an Indian city (Calicut) on the coast of Malabar. Cotton 

imported from the East c.1578. In England the term referred to plain white 

unprinted cotton cloth. In America the term referred to printed cotton cloth 

coarser than muslin.

Calumet

The word Calumet is said to be derived from the Norman word chalumeau, 

a reed. It was a sacred ceremonial tobacco pipe with a stone or clay bowl and a
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long hollowed reed stem. Both the bowl and the stem were often highly 

decorated and hung with feathers. The calumet was both symbolic and 

functional, and used as an instrument of welcome and hospitality, a passport to 

safe passage, for peace, alliances, or celebration. Special bags were made to 

contain the calumet.

Calumet Dance

Performed for peace-making, forming war alliances or for celebration, it 

took place inside in winter and in open spaces in the summer. The calumet was 

accorded a special place of honour in the dwelling place.

Capote

After the French word, capot, for hood. Blanket coats which combined the 

flat, square-cut pattern and hood form of native leather clothing with a 

European front opening.

Blanket coats were first made in Cenhal Canada. By the mid-nineteenth 

century they had spread to the Great Plains where they were worn extensively 

until recent times.

Carrot (of tobacco)

Tobacco was wrapped in natural coloured cotton and tied at both ends with 

a white string: binder twine was wound tightly around the entire piece ending 

in a carrying loop. Carrots of up to fifteen pounds in weight were prepared like 

this. Three pounds, net, for instance, was thirty-six inches long. Tobacco was 

distributed by length.
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Casse-Tête

An Indian war club sometimes of European manufacture.

Catlinite

Reddish stone named after George Gatlin who visited the source, a quarry 

in southwestern Minnesota in 1836. It was carved into pipe bowls particularly 

because it was soft to carve and yet resisted heat well. Bowls were also 

sometimes embellished with lead inlay. The quany itself was a sacred place for 

Indians who believed that the stone had special properties found somewhere 

between thunder and lightning.

Ciseaux

Scissors: a shipment of Indian trade scissors came fiom St. Eltiene in 1743 

(Miquelon, 1978:64) and included cizeaux garnis de jaune (decorated with 

brass). Scissors enabled an expansion of tailoring and needlework such as 

ribbon appliqué and cut leather fringes.

Crooked Knife

A steel blade with the end turned up, the form derived from a fanier’s 

Icnife. From the nineteenth century the Indians often made them from a steel 

file. They were used, palm upwai'ds as a draw knife for woodworking as in the 

making of canoe staves, shaping lodge poles, masks, bowls and ladles etc. They 

are still used and called canoe knives.

Crosses

Latin - a single bar 
Lorraine - double bar 
Papal - triple bar
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Crosses gained secular popularity and were worn as eaiiings and necklaces. 

They were mostly produced in Montreal, Quebec, Albany and Philadelphia 

where large numbers were manufactured for the fur trade. Most crosses issued 

by missionaries were made of brass or copper.

Damask

Cloth originally from Damascus, and frequently used for clerical 

vestments, a sateen effect of warp and weft interchanging produced a special 

design.

Dentalium

A Pacific Coast type of white mollusc, popularly called the “tooth” shell, 

used in earrings, breastplates, and other ornamentation and traditionally an 

inter-tribal trade item of the West. It also seems to have been used as cmxency 

and was highly valued.

Double Curve Motif

A frequent featme in Northeast Woodlands design of the Huron, Iroquois, 

Micmac, Montagnais, etc. It has been suggested that it represented caribou 

antlers or the curling tendrils of some wild plants such as ferns. It often 

appealed on moccasins and Micmac hoods and clothing, for instance, after 

beads were introduced making curvilinear patterns easier to execute.

Duffel (Duffle)

1677 named for Duffel, a town near Antwerp. It was a coarse woollen cloth 

having a thick nap or frieze, a blanket type cloth usually striped in bright 

colours. Subarctic Indians used duffle as “socks” inside moccasins in winter.
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Ecarlatînes (Red Strouds - see Stroud)

Red woollen fabric originally made in England (there called Stroud or

Stroudwater, and in France called ecarlatine d*Angleterre, though its

importation and sale were prohibited in France).

Engages

Employees of the North West Company, post French (1763). They were 

often Scottish.

Firesteels

These were struck against flint to make sparks and were oval or D-shaped, 

a popular item of trade which was carried in a “possible” bag. They were mass 

produced in Sheffield for the Indian trade.

Flannel

Originally a plain weave woollen cloth.

Flintlock

On a musket or pistol, a firing mechanism which when activated by a 

trigger, caused a piece of flint to strike sparks from a steel plate. Name of guns 

incorporating this type of device.

Garters

Long lengths of braid, wrapped around the leg below the knee to hold the 

leggings up, often highly decorated, especially for ceremonial dances. They 

were worn by both sexes.
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German Silver

A non-ferrous metal alloy of nickel, copper and zinc manufactured first in

America in the 1860’s. It contained no true silver and was used in making

jewelleiy and trinkets for the Indian trade.

Glengarry (Hat or Cap)

Widely reputed to have been copied from the headgear worn by the

Scottish Highland regiments serving in Canada, post 1812, Upper Canada

(Eastern Ontaiio) the military community of disbanded Scottish regiments. Its

shape was copied particularly by the Iroquois, who made their hats in black

velvet heavily beaded with embroidered floral patterns, partly made for tourist

trade.

Gorget

A gilt frequently crescent shaped badge suspended firom the neck, worn by 

officers on duty, 1786. The gorget evolved from pieces of armour into 

ornamental insignias of rank and were presented with commission to Indians 

who fought with the British, and used as gifts by the British particularly for 

gaining and fostering An^o-Indian alliances.

Gunfllnts

Used in flintlock guns, introduced by the French in the Great Lakes. They 

were ignited by a spark when a flint struck a steel frizzen. Gunflints were 

imported in quantities from France and England.
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Gunstock Club

As the name implies, a club shaped in imitation of a gun, though it has 

been suggested also that the shape was based on a bolt of lightning. They were 

first recorded in the seventeenth century and used until after 1850. Many of 

Gatlin’s portraits of Plains Indians show the sitter posed with a gunstock club. 

They were made of wood and sometimes decorated with brass tacks. They 

often had one to thiee metal knife blades inserted in the “business” end.

HBC

Abbreviation for the Hudson’s Bay Company, a joint stock company 

founded by the British in 1670 for the purposes of trade with “Canada”. 

Hairpipe

A long narrow, bead originally made firom hollowed out columns of 

seashells such as the conch and used in a variety of ornamental jewellery 

especially on the hair. A popular item of inter-Indian trade. They were later 

produced in glass and silver or brass which did not prove popular. Later 

(nineteenth century) they were manufactured by Americans using cow bones 

obtained fi’om the Armour Meat Company in Chicago. Hairpipes appeared as 

hair ornaments, in choker type necklaces, and in the breastplates of Plains 

Indians, with whom they are most closely identified, - horizontally arranged for 

men, and vertically for women.

Hatchet

A small versatile version of the axe carried by soldiers, voyageurs and 

Indians alike, often suspended in their belt or sash, and used for a variety of
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puiposes. Mostly manufactured in Britain specifically for the Indian trade 

although some earlier versions were French.

(burying the);

The eighteenth century phrase “burying the hatchet” to signify the 

cessation of warfare “. . . referred to pulling up a pine tree, casting an axe into 

the hole and replanting the tree of friendship and resodding the base so that the 

axe might not be seen . . .  [if] troubles broke out . . .  it was afrerwaids said that 

the handle of the axe had been left protruding from the earth”.

To raise the hatchet signified a declaration of war.

Japan

Lacquer ware.

Jesuit Rings

Veiy inexpensive rings, commonly made of brass with cryptic inscriptions 

and given out by missionaries.

Jew’s Harp

A trade item which found popularity with the Indians. This was a simple 

musical instrument with an elastic steel tongue fixed at on end of a small 

lyre-shaped metal frame. It was played by holding the frame between the teeth 

and striking the free end of the metal tongue with the finger.

Kersey

A coarse narrow cloth woven from long staple wool, usually ribbed. A 

village in Suffolk which gave its name to the type of heavy blanketing supplied 

to the Indians.
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Kettles

These were made of brass, copper, iron and tin in a variety of sizes and 

were a popular replacement for bark containers or hollowed out tree trunks. 

Their value was extended because they were recycled by being cut up into 

various forms in order to make such items as knife blades, arrowheads, or 

tinkling cones. They also acted as mordants when used in boiling dyes.

Lace

A term used for braid rather than fine bobbin lace and needle laces , the

term used to describe the braids, woven ribbons of gold, silver or colours which

trimmed mens coats or liveries.

Laced Coat

A coat trimmed with braid.

Lead Seals

These were attached to the bales of exported cloth for reasons of security

and identification as the bundles were being transported. They were melted

down and re-used. Lead was used for inlay on pipes, for shot, and also to

secure blades into handles. There were some native sources of lead which were

mined also.

Macldnac Blanlcet

Originally European but firom 1831 manufactured in Buffalo, (New York,

U.S.A.) made of good, honest wool, half an inch thick, with two black stripes at

each end. The size was marked by a black line four inches long and about half

an inch wide, woven in a comer of the blanlcet.
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Macldnaw

A thick blanket foimerly distributed to the North American Indians by the 

United States government, the name taken from an island in the strait between 

Lakes Huron and Michigan. Also the name of a flat bottomed boat used on the 

Great Lakes.

Manito (Manitow, Manido)

Word for spirit or supernatural power in a number of different languages of

the Algonquian family of languages. All objects, animate or inanimate were

thought to possess manito. Also the Chippewa name for bead.

Matchcoat

A coat of coarse wool (matchcloth).

Matchlock

An old form of gunlock in which a match is placed for igniting the powder, 

later it was the name for a musket which employed a matchlock mechanism. 

Metis

From the French for mixed progeny of European and Indian relationships

who often functioned as links between the two worlds in the capacity of guides,

interpreters, voyageurs, and negotiators in the fur trade. The men eventually

adopted a flamboyant style of dress drawing on elements of both cultures.

Mille fiori (see Beads) also called Paternoster, Chevron.

Beads which have layers of red, yellow, white and blue glass, giound

polished outer layers partly removed to expose the layers undemeath.
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Mitasses

Leggings worn by the engages, modelled on Indian wear.

Moccasins

Heel-less Indian shoes usually made from buckskin. They may be soft

soled or hard soled. There are over twenty different stnictural styles and a great

variety of decorative designs and materials used for ornamentation. They were

enthusiastically adapted as footwear by early voyageurs,

Moiton

A coarse wool cloth.

Moosehair Embroidery

A type of embroidery using the neck, chin, or rump hair of moose which

was also dyed and fashioned into fine often curvilinear patterns on small

articles such as pouches and moccasins by the Iroquois and the Huron. The pale

embroidery was often sewn onto a dark background of smoked skin which

accentuated it. It was sometimes used with porcupine quill embroidery, but

predated bead use. It has often been suggested that this technique was

introduced to the Indians by French nuns who felt the absence of embroidery

silk but the evidence for this is anecdotal at best.

Musket

A smooth bore shoulder gun after the middle of the seventeenth centuiy, 

usually of the flintlock type.
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Orris Lace

A corruption of Arras, a bobbin lace generally featuring the migonette 

(narrow) motif 

Par Flesch

The name given by early French traders to the rawhide material of 

untanned buffalo and later cowhide which was used to make containers. The 

sldns had formerly been used to make shields par - turn away and flèche 

arrows. The name now refers to the type of folder or envelope of oblong shape 

made by the Plains Indians for carrying belongings. The long sides were folded 

in and the short ends doubled and folded to meet in the middle. They were 

secured by leather ties. Designs were painted on them and sometimes incised 

while the skins were still staked out and drying. The designs usually consisted 

of bold geometric patterns.

Femmican

An early processed food made and traded by the Indians consisting of dried 

buffalo meat, pounded fine and mixed with fat and sometimes bemes. It was 

very light to carry, kept indefinitely and was h i^ y  nutritious. It sustained the 

voyageurs on their long canoe journeys.

Point Blanliet

Blankets manufactured with the short dark lines, or points about four and 

one half inches long woven near one comer of the blanket, winch were 

originally intended to signify the price in “Made Beaver”.
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Porcupine

The American porcupine, Erethizon dorsatum, tliroughout most of the year 

inhabits both the deciduous and coniferous forests that stretch from Northern 

Mexico to Alaska and from the Pacific to the Atlantic Ocean. During the 

summer months however, it does travel out onto the plains.

The pelage or covering of this rodent consists of sensory hairs, a dense 

woolly undercoat, long cream-tipped guard hairs, and quills. These quills, 

which function as an excellent defense mechanism, are white, stiff, hollow 

tubes with a grey-brown barbed tip. They are found on the head, neck, back 

and tail. On the average, a giown porcupine yields between thirty to forty 

thousand quills of varying size.

Many of the tribes who were noted for their fine quillwork actually lived 

many hundreds of miles from the regular” habitat of the porcupine. Presumably, 

the Indians of the central plains obtained the quills through the tr ade networks 

of the region. In fact, it has been suggested that the quills served as a medium 

of exchange similar to the wampum of the eastern seaboard, and the dentalium 

shells among the natives of California.

Possible Bag

Derived fi”om a Sioux word meaning a bag for everything possible. They 

were leather and often came in pairs used as saddle bags. They contained the 

essentials such as firesteels and tools for running repairs.
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Quili

Mainly originating from the porcupine, which could produce 40-50,000 of 

them. Bird quills were also traded amongst Indians and used extensively in 

decorating clothing, bags, etc. before the use of glass beads. The quills were 

chewed by the women to soften them, flattened with the fingernail, and then 

split to a convenient width. Earth and vegetable dyes were traditionally used for 

colouring.

Quill Flattener

This was a metal instrument specifically manufactured for trade to the 

Indians (see J. Hanson, 1975). Traditionally, before they were sewn into place 

quills were moistened in the mouth and after sewing were flattened manually or 

with a bone or antler.

Ratteen

A thick twilled woollen cloth usually friezed with a curled nap, a frieze or 

drugget.

Ribbon

Silk ribbons were taken up by the Great Lake Indians in particular. The 

Indians of the Great Lakes invented and developed a unique method of 

decoration called appliqué which was applied mainly to cloth, the bands of 

skirts, hoods, and borders of leggings, for instance. Ribbons could only have 

been cut into such intricate patterns using metal scissors (see Silk Applique). 

They were also used for the hair.
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Roach

An addition to the hair, formed usually of deer hair and often coloured red, 

it was woven onto a plaited band. There were roach spreaders and special 

cases.

Serge

A lightweight woollen cloth having a worsted warp and a woollen weft, 

made in Somerset and Devon.

Silli Appliqué

Ribbonwork was made as early as the eighteenth century particularly by 

Indians of the Great Lakes area. In this work, ribbons were cut in str aight and 

curved lines and sewn in overlapping lines onto cloth (broadcloth) panels. The 

method was often used as borders for skirts and leggings which were then 

sometimes outlined with borders of white beads. This usage appears to have 

been a Great Lakes invention which presupposed the use of scissors for the 

precise cutting which was involved.

Sinew

Buffalo, elk, moose and horse sinews were used. The sinew for sewing was 

taken from the large tendon which lies along either side of the backbone from 

the neck for about three feet. Long strands were cut, moistened and rubbed on 

the thigh to ensure a uniform thickness. Sinew was the most commonly used 

sewing material before manufactured thread was available and continued to be 

used alongside thread because it was very strong.
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Stocldng Cap

Of seafaring and working class origins, red popular in Montreal and blue in 

Quebec, of knitted wool (see Tuque).

Stroud

1683 A blanket weight material which was manufactured for barter or sale 

in trading with North American Indians or the material fiom which it is made, 

fiom Gloucester. A vital product in the Indian trade, valued for its quality. It 

was strongly coloured, dark blue, red, green. Blue and red, “sad” colours were 

the most popular with the Indians.

Surtout Coat

Also known as a great coat, a large loose European overcoat often vrith a 

caped collar.

Tinlding Cones or Tinklers

Made from copper, brass, or tin and used for ornamentation on borders of

moccasins in particular because of the sound which they made in dancing. They

held tassels of dyed hair (deer) which were knotted and tlireaded through them.

They were probably made from scraps of metal such as old kettles. There was a

large distribution of these and they have turned up frequently in archaeological

sites. They do not seem to appear on trade inventories, implying local

manufacture.

Tomahawk

The origin of the tenn probably from the Renape of Virginia (1607) referring to 

a cutting implement, originally an aboriginal stone axe or hatchet used for
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cutting wood. Later on the metal fighting axe was developed and manufactured 

in Birmingham and Sheffield for the Indian trade. A further “refinement” was 

the pipe tomahawk invented and manufactured by Europeans around the turn of 

the eigliteenth century. This ingenious combination of the peace pipe and war 

hatchet soon became a very popular trade item ranging in style from the simple 

to the elaborately decorated. It came to represent a vital object in diplomatic 

and trading negotiations.

Trading Captains

These Indian men were chosen by Hudson’s Bay Company factors, as 

interpreters of both language and custom to help them in conducting trade. 

They were identified by special outfits of clothing which included coats, which 

were issued to them by the company. There were also lieutenants. Trading 

captains were leaders of their bands or groups and selected in part because they 

exercised some degree of influence over their peers.

Travois

This was a carrying apparatus consisting of long poles extending from 

either side of the animals shoulders and trailing behind onto the ground with 

domestic articles, including tipis, fastened across the poles. Travois were used 

originally with dogs and then with horses mainly by the Plains Indians for the 

transportation of their domestic goods. They had no wheeled vehicles before 

European contact.
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Tuque

Canadian tenn for a knitted stoddng cap wliich was tapered and closed at

both ends, one end being tucked into the other to form a cap; it was fonnerly

the characteristic head-dress of the Canadian habitant. {Shorter Oxford

Dictionary, 1933).

Turkey Reds

Brilliant red cloth.

Twine (Holland Twine)

Net thread used in making fish nets, imported in bulk and tied into net by

hand.

Velvet

Dark coloured velvet material eventually became a favourite medium in the 

northeast for seed bead embroidery. It provided a contrasting dark background 

for light coloured designs as smoked sldns once had done for moosehair and 

porcupine quill embroidery. Later designs which were sewn on velvet may 

reflect some \dctorian fashions and/or the making of articles for tourists, as for 

example in the Glengarry hat or cap or the Niagara “whimsies”. The fioquois 

often used velvet on moccasin vamps of a later period sewn with large beads in 

floral patterns.

Vermilion

(Mercuric sulphide) also called Cinnabar, was produced in China and 

shipped to England before being redirected to America. The pigment could be 

rubbed into skin, wood, bone, or hides, or mixed with water or grease for face
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and body paint. In the late seventeen hundreds and early eighteen hundreds it 

was shipped inland in leather bags and kegs; later it was packaged in tea bag 

sized papers.

It was packaged in onQ-livre sacks, boxes of unspecified size and barrels of 

fifty and one hundred livres and includes vermilion mesle (blended probably 

with red lead) and vermilion pur (pure).

Voyageur

A boatman who transported goods by canoe, originally French Canadian, 

helped by Indian and Metis later.

Wampum

Shell beads of white (least value) and purple (most value). They were 

small, 1/4 - 1/8 inch in diameter cylindrical and drilled centrally. The purple 

came fi”om the shell of the Quahog Clam and when used in designs represented 

hostility, sadness, death. As it was more highly valued than the white the purple 

was used less lavishly in belts. The purple often conveyed the “meaning” of the 

message and was woven with sinew into a white background. The white 

represented peace and good promise. Wampum was mainly used, 

manufactured, and traded by Indians of the Atlantic coast and used as 

ornament, pledge or mnemonic. The French referred to this type of bead as 

Porcelain. The Dutch manufactured wampum at Albany in the seventeenth 

century and there was a wampum factory in New Jersey until the late 

nineteenth century which produced shell items for the Indian trade.

Worsted

A long staple wool which is combed before spinning rather than carded. 

Unravellings of this formed the basis for some finger weaving.



INTRODUCTION

This thesis examines the impact of the introduction of European trade items 

upon North American Indian material culture. Particular attention is given to 

hats, coats, and shoes. The principal period of the beaver fur trade from c.1560 

until 1860 is the chronological focus for this study.

There is an extensive body of literature devoted to the fur trade. But this is 

incomplete in one crucial respect, the positive and creative role of the Indian in 

the use of acquired trade goods; this has often been ignored. Instead, 

Eurocentric theories of economic development along imperialist expansionist 

lines have been applied to the Native American situation, or the advantages and 

disadvantages of a dependency culture syndrome have been looked at. The 

Indian has often been poitrayed as a bottomless pit, a convenient receptacle for 

the disposal of cheap European, and later on American manufactured goods.

The backward, naive Native Americans could be fobbed off with a few 

worthless tiinkets or coloured beads, confirming their inferiority and adorning 

their noble savagery. A centr al argument of this thesis is that this was, in fact, 

far fi”om the case. Indians were consumers with established and thriving trading 

networks, who operated in complex and sophisticated ways in relation to the 

goods which were introduced into North America.

A starting point for this perspective was the exhibition catalogue Where 

Two Worlds Meet (Gilman, 1982) as well as the works of Ray (1974), Ray and



Freeman (1978), Van Kirk (1980), Francis and Morantz (1983), Eccles (1983). 

Papers of the annual Fur Trade Conferences have also been useful.

The Geographical Background

Firstly it is appropriate to outline the geographical extent of the fur trade 

areas. These are delineated throughout in relation to the lands occupied by 

indigenous peoples and by the animals to which they had access from the time 

of first loiown contact and throughout subsequent periods and places of 

interaction.

The first recorded European/Native contacts were made in the sixteenth 

century along the North Atlantic Coast. During the three hundred year period 

examined in this thesis there was a continuous westward push inland up until 

the late nineteenth century. (The Hudson Bay area with its unique climate and 

conditions had, in a sense, a different and later time scale.)

No overall view of the progression of trade goods from first contact can be 

formed in isolation from its geography. Though daunting in its extent and 

complexity, the geography of the North American mainland provides the 

essential context for this investigation. It had an undoubted influence on the 

interaction between those who procuied and then moved animal pelts towards 

the coastal ports where they were exported to Europe, and those who sent and 

distributed trade goods and “gifts” westward. Geogiaphical factors were crucial 

in this extensive system of reciprocal trading obligations and operations.

Earliest recorded sixteenth-century contacts occurred near the northeastern 

reaches of the Atlantic seaboard. Favourable spring winds helped to push the



first and subsequent fishing vessels across the ocean from Europe towards the 

northern latitudes where they encountered the present day Straits of Belle Isle 

and the Gaspé Peninsula. Once there, inlets were abundant, and harbours, on 

the whole, were large enough to accommodate ships from several countries. 

Anchorages were sheltered and it was possible to obtain timber for repairs and 

j&esh food and water for crews quite easily. Spring and summer weather was 

benign and fish plentiful.^

Later hona fide explorers such as Jacques Cartier and Samuel de 

Champlain investigated the riverine corridor lengths of the St. Lawrence and 

noted well the promising network of waters of the Laurentian lowlands which 

emptied into it. Hudson, in 1609 discovered the river and in 1610 the bay 

which are both named after him.

Once the exploring zeal had taken hold, the French were particularly 

successful. They had the help of Indian guides and the blessings of missionary 

enthusiasts. This included the active participation of various “Religious” and 

made it only a matter of time (1669/70) before enterprising Sulpicians 

discovered that the Great Lakes were all connected. The 1673 explorations of 

the Jesuit Jacques Marquette and the explorer Louis Jolliet, who crossed the 

Fox-Wisconsin portage near Prairie du Chien in June of that year and reached 

the Mississippi for the first time, created the potential for enormous westward 

expansion.

Eventually knowledge was accumulated concerning the rivers and lakes 

forming the natural watery highway network comprising the St. Lawrence and



the Hudson and the Great Lalces system which reached all the way to the 

Northeastern Plains and provided an ideal transport route for the northeastern 

fur trade and its associated “political” power manoeuvres.

The subarctic hinterlands stretching across the northern continent 

represented a complementary geographical bonus to the more southern lakes 

and riverine corridors. The hub of its activity was the vast and strategically 

placed Hudson Bay, though in climatic terms the uncertainties and threatening 

implications of an ice-bound harbour were never assets. Extending along the 

fringes of the boreal forests from virtually the Atlantic Coast all the way to the 

Pacific (for my purposes excluding the Northwest Coast) this often inhospitable 

two million square miles of Pre-Cambrian Shield emanating from Hudson Bay 

had a vital role to play in the fur trade for the British in particular . They laid 

claim to the huge territory formed by the drainage basin of the Hudson Bay 

which they named Rupert’s Land but initially did little to push inland in order 

to explore the interior.

Arthur J. Ray, a well-known Canadian historian of the fur trade has 

summarised the development and utilisation of the geographical “scenario” as 

follows:

The growth of the trade routes can be generally traced along the 
following progression. Prior to 1670, the French developed routes 
from the St. Lawrence basin to southern James Bay via the 
Saguenay and Nottaway rivers, and into the Great Lakes. From 
1670 until 1763, the French and the Hudson’s Bay Company 
expanded to the southern Hudson’s Bay periphery, to the eastern 
and southern James Bay interior, to the Great Lakes interior, and 
west to the Saskatchewan River via Rainy Lake, Lake of the 
Woods, and Lake Winnipeg. Between 1764 and 1821, the 
Hudson’s Bay Company, North West Company, XYZ Company,
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and independent operators competitively spread into the Ontario, 
Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, and British Columbia interiors, 
and north via the Great Slave Lake on the Mackenzie River to the 
Arctic Circle. From 1822 until 1885, the Hudson’s Bay Company 
and independent operators expanded into northern British 
Columbia, Yukon Territory, north to the Mackenzie Delta, east to 
the Mackenzie District interior, and into northern Labrador and 
northeastern Quebec.^

By the end of the seventeenth century it was well known that there was a

vast water network flowing through lands which were uncharted, abundant in

untapped resources, real or imagined, and which was, conveniently, sparsely

populated at that time. The forests, water meadows, and streams provided

homes and habitat for small fur-bearing animals, particularly the beaver, which

because of the exceptionally cold winters grew fur of luxuriant thickness, lustre

and quality. This fineness added a great deal to the desirability of beaver fur

especially when felt hats of many types fashioned fi*om it became, fi*om the

seventeenth century onwards, de rigeur in Europe.^

The French and English managers of the trade wanted the 
well-greased beaver, particularly coats made from beaver caught 
in the winter, when their wool undercoat was thickest {castor 
gras d 'hiver). Least desired were “summer” beaver, those caught 
in summer when they had little wool, and beaver fi*om south of 
the Canadian Shield, “Illinois’ beaver”.'*

Alongside the potentially promising animal and physical geography, human 

inhabitants of northern North America, at least initially, were co-operative and 

friendly.^

As Creighton, in part of his geographical discussion of early Canada 

concluded:

The first staple of the St. Lawrence commercial system was 
beaver fur. This northern region with its elaborate network of



lakes and rivers, its immense forests and its scattered tribes of 
mainly hunting Indians was tenitory designed by Nature for the 
prosecution of the fur trade/

The Peoples

Natur e may have designed, but it was up to humankind to find the courage 

and imagination, as well as substantial financial and political backing, in order 

to be able to pursue and profit from the abundant fur natural resources, poised 

tantalisingly in the interior. In view of the vast expanses of wilderness terrain 

and the extremes of climate involved, mobility was to be the key factor in the 

success of the fur trade.

Historically long-established and used trade routes formed by the 

well-beaten trails, rapid strewn rivers, huge lakes and bays, provided the perfect 

opportunity for Indians and later the French, Dutch, British and new Americans 

to explore. They readily discovered how to exploit the possibilities of planning 

the transport of trade goods west and fur pelts east.

Alice B. Kehoe summed up:

By the 1680’s the Fur Trade had three centers. The En^ish at 
Albany, New York received the furs collected by the Five 
Nations Iroquois firom Great Lakes peoples. The French on the 
St. Lawrence relied on the Ottawas, to whom some Hurons had 
fled, to bring them furs gathered from the Cree, Ojibwa, and other 
Algonkian speakers, and the Siouan-speaking Assiniboin, all of 
whom had since the 1640’s become accustomed to coming 
together each summer at the Saidt Ste. Marie between Lakes 
Superior and Huron in order to trade. The English Hudson’s Bay 
Company was trading directly with the Indian producers, mostly 
Cree, who came down the rivers (northwards) to the Bay.^

As seen fi*om the above extract, from the beginning, the various indigenous 

peoples literally showed and led the way. They were accustomed to moving



about seasonally in an annual natural cycle in order to obtain food and other

elements of their subsistence through hunting and fishing and had developed

technologically efficient means of doing so, namely the birchbark canoe  ̂ in

summer, the snowshoe in winter.

Native expertise also became vital to the Europeans for local knowledge of

rapids, currents, sheltering spots, animal (and insect) habits and habitats,

portages, and even herbal cures as in the situation when Cartier’s wintering

crew suffered from debilitating scuivy/ Invaluable advice was forthcoming

from the Indians on suitable clothing and food provision. In addition they acted

as guides and interpreters who could liaise with local tribes because they were

knowledgeable about their customs and spoke their tongues. Without the

Indians’ expertise on such a wide range of pragmatic issues, participation in

this unknown, lengthy, arduous and potentially hazardous trading operation

would have been quite literally impossible.

The geographical parameters of the northern fur trade were elaborate and

extensive. The task of describing the native peoples encountered by the traders

during the three hundred years of changing territorial boundaries, devastating

introduced disease epidemics, inter-tribal wars, confederacies and alliances, to

say nothing of European political fortunes, was also complex and convoluted.

R. G. Thwaites in his introduction to the Kenton edition of The Jesuit

Relations observed:

The migrations of some of the Indian tribes were frequent, and 
they occupied overlapping territories, so that it is impossible to 
fix the tribal boundaries with any degree of exactness. Again, the 
tribes were so merged by intermarriage, by affiliation, by



consolidation, by the fact that there were numerous polyglot 
villages of renegades, by similarities in manner, habits, and 
appearance that it is difficult to separate the savages [.szc] into 
families."

Although for some purposes, division into language groups may be useful, 

Josephy, an aclcnowledged scholar of American Indian history, discovered in 

his studies that “among Indians there is little relationship between language 

groups and culture. Many contrasting ways of life as well as sharply different 

cultural levels existed among peoples who spoke the same or related tongues.”" 

One finds, for example, that members of the Algonquian language group extend 

fi-om the Atlantic Maritimes (Micmacs, Beothuk, Naskapi, Montagnais etc.) 

across the continent to encompass the Cree of the region north of the Gr eat 

Lakes, as well as the Great Lakes tribes themselves, the Ojibwa and the Plains 

Peoples of the Blackfoot Confederacy: the Blackfoot, Blood and Piegan. And 

the Athapaskan language group demonstrates even more cultural diversity since 

it includes Arctic dwellers such as the Carrier, Kutchin, Slave, etc. but also 

peoples of the American southwestern desert such as the Apaches and Navajo.

Since my focus will be on material culture rather than aspects of historical 

linguistic affinities I shall refer to broad geographical cultural areas. The 

cultural groups involved in the fur trade were first and foremost those primarily 

of the Northeastern Woodlands, and later on as furs grew scarce in the east and 

land pressure increased, those peoples of the Subarctic regions and to a lesser 

extent those of the Northeastern Plains. It will not be practical to include the fur 

trade activities of the Ai ctic Inuit nor the Indians of the Northwest Coast. Their
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sea-based and maritime-oriented cultures dealt mainly with the fur seal, walrus, 

whale, and sea otter trades rather than the beaver based trade in question.

The northeastern area along the Atlantic Coast where contact with

Europeans was earliest, represents a sprawling, shifting unwieldy cultural

conundrum because “many of the tribes had dispersed” (or withdrawn to

become virtually extinct as in the case of the Beothuk) before they could be

adequately described:

. . . owing to kidnappings and other experiences with the rough 
fishermen, the Beothuk appear to have retired more and more to 
the interior. Occasionally they were able to acquire some iron 
tools or fishing nets by theft, but their relationship with the 
Europeans never improved again. The extremely unfavourable 
stereotype that Europeans developed of the Beothuk reflects the 
fact that these Indians were considered a nuisance and of no 
economic value whatsoever.

Along the Atlantic slope fiom the Arctic to the Southeast the major 

indigenous occupants were the semi-nomadic hunting Algonquian peoples. 

They, along with the Iioquoian agriculturalists who lived in southern Ontario, 

and around the areas of the eastern Great Lakes and Susquehanna valleys and 

Finger Lake regions of upstate New York are generally referred to as 

Northeastern Woodland peoples. The Iroquois who were linguistically and 

historically related to the Huron were also their enemies and violently dispersed 

them in 1642.

Eastern Algonquian and Iroquois co-existed uneasily in approximately the 

same geograpliical area as did the French, Dutch and British who later settled 

and exerted increasing control in the St. Lawrence region and valleys of the
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Hudson and Susquehanna fiom the seventeenth century onwards. After having 

been displaced by the fioquois, some Indians such as the Hurons, eventually 

formed an “alliance” with the Ottawa (and therefore by implication with the 

French). Inter-tiibal rivalries, exacerbated by competition for access to furs and 

trade goods, and later pressures fiom land-eager colonists forced them 

westward towards the regions of the Great Lakes taking their culture with them. 

Here, as fur tiading activities expanded west, groups such as the Ottawa, whose 

name in general means “tiaders” joined inter-related tribes such as the Miami, 

Fox, Sauk, Menominee and Potawatomi (Central Algonquian) and the Siouan 

speaking Winnebago who had clustered around the edges of the Great Lakes 

where French trading posts cum forts had materialised in the eighteenth 

century.

Quimby, in his discussion of “The Breakdown of Tribal Culture A.D.

1760-1820” in which he stated that every Indian was “in a sense working for

the white man”, felt that:

. . .  as the Indians became dependent upon the fin* trade they 
shifted their tribal locations. Tribes tended to congregate along 
the trading routes and to establish their hunting grounds in 
relation to fur-trading centers. The tribes also engaged in warfare 
over hunting grounds and trading advantages. The nations of the 
fur traders also fought each other to obtain economic advantages, 
and the Indians allied with one white nation or another became 
soldiers of foreign powers.

The native peoples, Quimby asserted, managed to place their settlements in 

prime positions enabling them to participate in and “benefit” from the Fur 

Trade. The map showing “Beaver and Aspen Regions of North America”
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indicated the distribution of the beaver in relation to its own habitat and closely

resembled areas of native population involved in the fur trade. It perhaps makes

equally good sense to argue that it was the traders who chose to build their forts

and posts in situations which were proximitous to Indian villages and

“rendezvous” as described in French Colonial Archaeology:

French period forts in the Minnesota area were situated with 
regard to resources, tiansportation lanes, exchange opportunities 
and defense. Actual site selection might be made through the 
invitation or direction of Indian groups (Turner 1977, p. 38) . . .
The most prominent French forts in the Minnesota area were 
tribal or multiband level exchange centers built on major 
watemays in game-rich locales near the prairie forest edge. ’̂

Apart fiom anything else, both Europeans and indigenous groups of people 

found it advantageous to be located near fertile alluvial areas where they could 

grow and harvest food, and have access to easy transportation and water. 

(The Illinois and the Fox who were faithest away fiom the trade routes were 

perhaps understandably more aggressive and war-like than the others, as some 

would argue, they vied for a favourable shaie of the European goods enjoyed 

by more conveniently located neighbours.)

Such a Eurocentric viewpoint as espoused by Quimby and others 

disregarded the far more subtle non-utilitarian considerations which motivated 

the native population towards acquiring trade goods.

These factors, which will be explored more explicitly in subsequent 

chapters, included aesthetic characteristics such as sound, colour and lustre, as 

well as spiritual and symbolic significance. Slich elements were, in fact, often 

combined in the Indian holistic approach to objects, unrecognised by
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Europeans, which attributed to all objects, animate and inanimate, dynamic 

intrinsic meaning.

It was also the fact that the ownership of goods and property and/or the 

accumulation of them was alien to the deeply ingrained view of life where 

sharing and communality prevailed. Reciprocity was to form a basis for fiir 

trade transactions far more than European profit motives. Such emphasis will 

be explored more fully then in subsequent chapters deafity with aspects of 

clothing.

Trade Systems

Carolyn Gilman in her introduction to the exhibition catalogue entitled

Where Two Worlds Meet, the Great Lakes Fur Trade, has outlined the general

trading situation. She described four trading systems, and broadly speaking,

which is as much as it is possible to do, its participants:

The first, as previously mentioned, consisted of the Algonquian- 
Great Lalces system dominated by first the Huron and then the 
Ottawa with the French. After 1763 this system was also used by 
the British after the French were compelled to abandon their 
trading posts/forts and the way was thus left clear for them. The 
North West Company at the end of the eighteenth century 
extended their empire to the Mississippi and Missouri, the 
Rockies, the Hudson Bay and Mackenzie drainage systems./^

(“The geographical split caused by the War of 1812 meant that the British

North West Company and Hudson’s Bay Company operated in the north and

the American Fur Company in the south.

System two occurred in the area north of the Great Lakes and was 
dominated by the Assiniboine and the Cree around Hudson Bay.
These Indian “middlemen” traded with the tribes both of the 
Great Plains and as far as the Athabasca region and constantly
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impinged on the Great Lakes network, fueling the national 
rivalries of the British and French for a centuiy.

System three and the simplest was the Iroquois network based in 
upper New York State. The Iroquois acted as middlemen between 
first the Dutch, later the English on the Hudson and tribes
further west, being particularly successful in the Ohio Valley. In 
the eighteenth century American traders used Indian routes and 
ties as their main avenue to the west.

The last system of this area, and of the late eighteenth century 
was that of the “French” St. Louis traders along the Mississippi 
who used both New Orleans and Montreal as ports after the 
Louisiana Purchase. This aiea was taken on by the American Fur 
Company.*®

Throughout the period under study, then, the St. Lawrence River, Great 

Lakes system acted as primary arteries for the flow of goods in both directions, 

but eventually the fiir bearing animals which had been profitably sought and 

hunted/trapped in the eastern regions were only to be found at some 

considerable distance. The subarctic territory, despite remoteness and an often 

unrelenting climate, emerged as increasingly important, coming into its own in 

the heightened rivalry between companies attempting to maintain supplies of 

furs for European markets. Its animal population grew thick furs and the native 

peoples were, of necessity, masters of subsistence.

The Hudson Bay area appears to divide roughly into two language groups, 

first, the Algonquian, to the south and east: the Naskapi of the interior of 

Labrador, the Montagnais of the northern forests of Quebec, the Cree of 

southern Hudson Bay nearest to the Churchill river in the Great Sliield to 

beyond the northside of Lake Winnipeg and the Ojibwa/Chippewa.
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Sharing a subsistence hunting culture similar in many ways to that of the 

Algonquian, the second group, the Athapaskans, dwelt more distantly and to 

the west of the bay in the interior northwest of North America in the basins of 

the Yukon and Mackenzie Rivers. These people being furthest away from the 

trading encroachments were the last to feel the effects of the fur trade although 

goods had reached them through middlemen (mainly Cree) by 1700. “By the 

end of the eighteenth century nearly all Eastern Athapaskans had been radically 

affected by the European presence”*̂ one way or another. “The period of 

greatest competition from 1799 to 1806 led some of the natives, particularly the 

Chipewyans to quit the fui* trade.

Comparatively late effects were also felt by the horse/buffalo dependent 

Indians of the Plains who appear to have been more inherently interested in 

horse trading than in frrr trading. By the eighteenth century European goods had 

been indirectly gradually filtering in tlirough the usual trading networks for 

some time.

David J. Wishart who has made a geographical study of the American West

during this period observed that:

Fur traders although present during this period, [late eighteenth 
century] were more or less observers of inter-tribal tiade, even 
though the terms of exchange were European. They did, however, 
point out the valuable potential of furs as well as suggesting good 
sites for trading posts which might establish direct trade networks 
with the older centers on the Missouri, By 1830, new trading 
posts were springing up - Fort Union, at the mouth of the 
Yellowstone River, and Fort Piegan, at the mouth of the Marias 
River, to serve the interests of the Crow and Blackfoot 
respectively.^’
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From 1804 to 1840 trappers and traders spread a thin veneer of 

Euro-American occupation over the trans-Missouri west. The eventual 

participation of the Plains Indians was to be in the doomed buffalo-based trade 

in which they par adoxically not only helped to hunt the beast to near extinction 

but also supplied the pemmican which provided sustenance for the American 

hunters.

The push of the fur trade, then, was insistently westwards and its 

increasingly growing dynamic force over three centuries attracted, repelled, and 

propelled the native peoples: (Northeastern Woodlands, Plains, and Subarctic) 

who mingled with and were influenced by its enterprise.

SOURCES

Having briefly outlined the geographical and human dimensions and the 

general tr ading system background of the proposed work, it is now necessary to 

discuss the sources on which my analysis will be formulated. Given the object- 

based orientation of my study it has been crucial to draw upon a wide range of 

disciplines and sources, perhaps unusually wide for the historian, in order to 

obtain the fullest possible depth of information. Multi-disciplinary approaches 

embracing disciplines such as archaeology, anthropology, technology and 

ethnography will be used in conjunction with conventional historical 

documentation. There is a specialist trade-related glossary at the beginning.

Additionally, information has been obtained from studying renderings of 

mainly contemporary artists and, of course, museum collections. The primary 

artefactual evidence was found mainly in North American and European
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museum collections and in archaeological reports which describe finds. The 

author also spent a season (1994), worldng as a volunteer archaeologist at Fort 

Michilimackinac, Michigan. By using as many as possible of the widely 

scattered though plentiful sour ces it has been possible to piece together some of 

the picture puzzle though many segments will be firustratingly absent for all 

time. Nowhere can this be more truly said than in the representation of the 

Indian point of view.

Archaeology

It is essential to try to discover the earliest possible artefactual evidence in 

order to assess the extent of influence which introduced objects had on 

North American material culture and to this end one must firstly go 

underground.^^

The Protohistoric period holds an unparalleled fascination for 
archaeologists in the eastern United States. Aboriginal cultures 
retained their essential continuity with prehistoiy while exhibiting 
material evidence of the effects of European contact, usually 
remote and secondhand.^^

Over the centuries amateuis and treasure hunters have frequently turned up 

arrowheads and other intriguing reminders of a forgotten and ne^ected past 

when, for instance, lands were ploughed for agriculture or later for roads and 

highways and urban development.^

In 1891 the Smithsonian Institute’s fledgling Bureau of Ethnology 

published a Catalogue o f Prehistoric Works East o f the Rocky Mountains 

{United States and Canada), work which had been compiled by local recorders 

and included maps of sites and state by state brief descriptions of pits, mounds.
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flintworks, forts and earthworks, to say nothing of villages, refuse pits, shell 

heaps, ovens and ancient garden beds. This was a decided step forward in 

attempts to rationalise the entire enormous subject of North American 

Archaeology.^  ̂However, by July 1935 with the introduction of the first volume 

of the periodical, American Antiquity, hopes were still being expressed that the 

new publication would be “an instrument in co-ordinating the research efforts 

of all sincere students of American Archaeology” and the vice president of the 

association, M.R. Harrington, in his introduction to the first issue mentioned 

the “constantly growing interest in the history of the American Indian as 

revealed by materials found through archaeological work”.̂®

Since those early days research material has burgeoned becoming more and 

more available. Bruce G. Trigger in his introduction to The Handbook of North 

American Indians, the Northeast, Volume 15, part of a series which in itself is 

invaluable as a source, in discussing progress in American archaeology since 

1960 described:

. . .  the trends away from cultural chronology as an end in itself 
and the mechanical tracing of trait diffusion as being replaced by 
trends in explaining the development of cultures by the way in 
which they have evolved as functionally integrated systems inter
related with specific natural environments.^’

Important improvements in techniques of digging, dating, conservation, and 

the use of databases have all contributed to reassessment. The recently 

developed discipline of Marine Archaeology has also provided a new 

perspective on the fur trade in such studies as Voices from the Rapids, 

An Underwater Search for Fur Trade Artefacts 1960-1973, or The Quetico-
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Superior Underwater Project^^ The earthmounds of the midwest, the Huron 

ossuaries of New York State as well as remaining Canadian sites in the 

St. Lawrence regions and numerous forts such as Fort Vancouver 

(Washington), Forts Michilimackinac, Niagara, Ticonderoga, etc. and countless 

other sites with fur trading connections have been investigated. Specific objects 

such as beads, relevant to the present work, have also been systematically 

studied and classified in the work of scholars such as Kenneth Kidd.̂  ̂

Encouraging though the vast amount of aichaeological material is, there are 

disadvantages inherent in too much reliance on using its objects. The reliability 

or otherwise of earliest discoveries and whether or not their recording has been 

in situ as well as the scarcity of earliest accurate records gives cause for 

caution. The perishable nature of organic materials such as skin, leather, 

textiles and basketry artefacts, for instance, may also mean that the hardy stone, 

bone, - and glass bead - predominate, which may produce an incomplete or 

distorted picture of the types of artefacts present or the overall occupation of a 

site.

Some of the work carried out at European forts of the historic period which 

has accompanying archival material to complement the finds and which 

represented several layers of occupation can provide fruitful areas of reseaich 

when looking at examples of trade related material culture.

Agreement on interpretation has provided lively debate throughout the 

years. Suffice it to say, since such problems can only be touched on here, that, 

in the words of Emerson and Brown: “The problem of relating the cultuies of
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the Late Prehistoric, Protohistoric, and Early Historic periods is one of the most 

difficult in archaeology.” *̂

Museum Collections

The main category of artefact under consideration will be extricated fiom 

what J.C.H. King, Keeper of North American collections at the British Museum 

in his introduction to the exhibition catalogue Thunderbird and Lightning, has 

termed the “haphazard nature of museum collections from Colonial North 

America”. Haphazard as they certainly are in matters of dating and 

provenance, one is nevertheless grateful for the opportunity to be able to study 

quite a laige selection of objects, however widely dispersed, which have been 

collected by early explorers, soldiers, missionaiies, tourists and traders which 

otherwise might have been lost.

Again, as in the case of archaeological finds, the recording of museum

objects may be inadequate and many items, particularly those of a perishable

nature may have disappeared over time. David Bushnell writing in

The American Anthropologist (1907) about one of the earliest British

collections (Tradescant 1656), for instance, lamented that only:

. . . five of the specimens from Virginia have survived to the 
present day and are kept in the Ashmolean Museum. 
Unfortunately, however, these and several other specimens 
belonging to the same collection are neither cared for nor 
properly preserved, being retained merely as specimens belonging 
to the original Tradescant collection.

This, unfortunately, has been the situation pertaining to many early 

museum collections. King pointed out an additional problem which was that the
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types of specimens winch were collected in the past frequently failed to 

represent the full range of objects in a culture because collectors have tended to 

concentrate on the unusual and bizarre. For example, from the Perth Museum 

and Art Gallery Catalogue o f the Ethnographic Collection, Oceania, America, 

Africa item 793, Scalp 380 x 220: A complete scalp (including an ear) of fair 

curly hair. Ritchie 1844.̂ '* The more mundane items which might have provided 

fuller ethnographical information of a less dramatic nature were often 

unfortunately neglected having been considered as being of little interest. And, 

perversely, for the present study, some collectors scorned objects which had 

incorporated introduced materials because they considered them not to be 

“genuine”.

However, there were a few enlightened instigators of collections such as

the Scot Daniel Wilson. From his post as the first anthropologist in Canada he

persuaded Hudson’s Bay Company Governor George Simpson, himself a keen

collector, to commission specific North American Indian items to be gathered

by his factors at some of the Hudson Bay coimtry outposts in the

mid-nineteenth century:

All were eager to help, though some like Robert Campbell, were 
well aware that traditional Indian artefacts would not be easy to 
obtain, since “hardly a trace now remains of their former dress” 
etc.

Examples were chosen which would illustrate the technology which was 

applied to aspects of daily life. For instance, items were collected to show the 

various steps in the malcing of moccasins or snowshoes, the raw materials so
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vital to this study such as quills, sinew, and skins and the techniques, 

sometimes in stages, behind such manufactures. Daniel Wilson had these 

objects assembled and shipped to his brother George who was the first director 

of the newly founded Industrial Museum of Scotland (1854) in Edinburgh 

where they may still be found.

Early artefacts have turned up in European museums in Florence, Leiden, 

Berne, Vienna and Rome, to name some of the best known, and can sometimes 

antedate collections found in Canada and America. Even though removed fiom 

context such specimens are a valuable linking source as examples of American 

Indian “art” or more con ectly artefact.

Increasing international communication facilities and access thiough the 

more meticulous record keeping available by database as well as the major 

exhibitions which are mounted from time to time have to some extent helped to 

keep the material “alive”.̂ * Through the use of modem resources sui-viving 

information about museum artefacts is fortunately potentially more readily 

available than in the past. Hands-on inspection has been made available for me, 

also, in many instances. Exhibition catalogues have provided additional 

resource material.

Artists

Worldng back in Euiope with only scanty information to feed the 

imagination, the earliest depictions of engravers illustrating written accounts 

were often mainly fanciful, as illustrated in the later chapters on clothing.
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But later on, in the mainly pre-photography days under discussion, there

were a number of artists who recorded their experiences among the native

peoples in sketches or more fully developed works of aif sometimes, as in the

case of George Catlin, Kui*z and Kane, with accompanying notes. Just as

archaeological interest in sites of American Indian occupation paradoxically

heightened after the Indian population had largely been forced from or removed

from their original homelands, in a similar vein there was a certain urgency on

the part of some artists and later still anthropologists to record the Indian way

of life before it vanished and it was too late. Gatlin’s intention in travelling to

the West for this dual enterprise was to be:

. . . devoted to the production of a literal and graphic delineation 
of the living manners, customs, and character of an interesting 
race of people, who are rapidly passing away from the face of the 
earth - lending a hand to a dying nation, who have no historians 
or biographers of their own to pourtray with fidelity their native 
looks and history; thus snatching from a hasty oblivion what 
could be saved for the benefit of posterity.

There was quite a vogue in the early nineteenth century, made easier by the 

advent of steamboat passage on the Missouri, for Europeans to “Go West”. 

These tourist-type expeditions included such participants as the Prussian 

Prince Maximillian de Wied who was accompanied in 1833 by artist 

Karl Bodmer or in 1837 the Scottish Sir William Drummond Stewart and his 

companion American artist Alfred Jacob Miller. Paul Kane, a Canadian, also 

travelled extensively in 1846 after having spent two years in Europe training, 

recording with his brush and pen the western encounters which he had.
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Seth Eastman, a lieutenant from Fort Snelling, who was seconded from 

army duty for the purpose, helped to illustrate Schoolcraft’s six enormous 

volumes devoted to the Indian tribes and his objective recording style is a 

valuable adjunct to the written information which has its own point of view. 

Peter Rindisbacher, a Swiss, has left us sketches from the Red River settlement, 

and Cornelius Krieghoff recorded life in nineteenth century Quebec which 

included paintings and prints of Voyageurs and Indians. There were many such 

artists and their pictorial depictions have proven a valuable adjunct to other 

more standard sources for acquiring information about clothing in particular. 

Documentation

Written resources depicting earliest encounters are quite numerous whereas 

graphic materials (and actual artefacts) except for some mainly fanciful map 

cartouches are scarce. Early explorers such as Cabot, Cartier and Champlain, 

acting from a variety of motives, kept detailed records of their exploits which 

have been subsequently translated and edited. Various accounts later followed 

which had been written by “Religious” from New France which ranged from 

the modest diaiy of Father Gabriel Theodat Sagard and his Long Journey to the 

Country o f the Hurons^ originally published in 1632,'^ to, unusually, a female 

point of view from UrsuHne Marie de l’Incarnation with her copious detailed 

letters from New France back to France between 1633 and 1671.'̂  ̂ The 

seventy-three volumes of The Jesuit Relations provided annual accounts from 

Canada of the earliest missionary efforts there and much else concerning the 

life of the native population.
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Elisabeth looker in her discussion of the records available for research into

the northeast described the way in which:

As the involvement of the Upper Great Lakes Indians in the Fur 
Trade increased so also did French exploration and loiowledge of 
that region, and written accounts written by traders such as Perrot 
(1911) and Radisson (1885). The Jesuits (J.R. Charlevoix 1761) 
and others such as Bacqueville de la Potheiie (1911) and Deliette, 
although not so detailed as might be wished, provide valuable 
data on these Indians.

Although the actual Voyageurs employed in the fur* trade were probably 

illiterate, factors were required to maintain extensive records which have been 

preserved in, for instance, the archives of the Hudson’s Bay Company and 

contain correspondence, minutes, inventories and accounts. The historian E.E. 

Rich on behalf of the Hudson’s Bay Record Society has compiled and made an 

extensive study of these records.'*̂

Grace L. Nute was an early advocate of the use of the papers of the 

American Fur Company for research into aspects of the fur trade.^ I have been 

able to consult directly a small selection of various unpublished papers, the 

Accounts of David McCrae, which gave details of cargoes centring mainly 

around the Great Lakes between Montreal and Fort Michilimackinac. Such 

information from the hub of the Great Lalces trading network broadens the 

perspective concerning the quantities of items such as hats or capotes for 

Indians, the general types of goods and the nature of “demand”.

The extensive papers of Sir William Johnson published by the State 

University of New York, Albany, offered insight into British relations with the 

Iioquois during the 18th century. These relations were on a trading as well as
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military basis and included lists of goods and comments about them in both 

contexts as gifts and as “necessaries”. To some extent the types of materials 

which were being traded and the nature of demand for goods can be discovered 

from these as well as other kinds of wiitten records.

Aimual North American fur trade conferences have published papers many 

of which are based on the study and analysis of coiTespondence and lists of 

trade goods. Both the Canadian and American governments have published 

widely.

The anecdotal comments of early travellers and diarists such as 

John Josslyn, Peter Kalm, Alexander Henry, Isaac Weld, George Heriot, 

Rudolph Kmz, etc. often included carefully observed details of Indian clothing. 

Edwin Denig, a trader, wrote valuable comments.

Certain periodical publications too numerous to mention individually 

contain useful information, a particularly relevant one being The Fur Trade 

Quarterly, published by The Museum of The Fur Trade, Chardron, Nebraska.

Because of the vast variety and nature of trade goods involved, it has also 

meant pursuing technological background information such as the history and 

manufacture of beads, needles, blankets, metal tools and arms, and the 

constructive techniques involved, so that valid comparisons could be made. It 

was also necessaiy to investigate native burial practices, European religious and 

military dress, as well as contemporary clothing for the period.
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Anthropology

The last type of evidence to be used will be that information which has been 

obsei*ved, collected and recorded by anthropologists who in many cases made a 

life’s work of living with certain types of Indian peoples. In much the same 

way as artists such as Catlin (“The historian who would record justly and 

correctly the characteristics and customs of a people, must go and live among 

them”"̂ )̂, but with different methods, they were dedicated to setting down as 

much information as possible about peoples whom they felt were 

“disappearing”. Through their observations and interviews it was possible for 

them to explore some of the “traditional” methods of painting, quill working, 

beadworking and metalworking techniques, for instance, as well as the steps 

necessary in hide preparation and clothing construction and decoration. 

(Turner, Ritzenhaler, Lowie and Densmore, etc.) Such straightforward 

descriptions as they were able to provide regarding aspects of material culture 

are not quite as open to mis-interpretation as speculations concerning some of 

the less tangible areas of life. However, one must still be aware that a 

Eurocentric white male point of view for the most part prevailed in the vast 

majority of written accounts until fairly recently, especially in attitudes to trade 

and to the whole area of material goods and their “value”.

In more recent times Native Americans have increasingly taken over 

formally the study and recording of their own history. They have also 

established museums for their own interpretation of their own cultuies such as 

the Andrew J. Blackbird Museum, (Ottawa) Harbor Springs, Michigan, The
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Museum of the Ojibwa Culture, St Ignace, Michigan, or The Iroquois 

Museum, Howe Caves, New York. The new Museum of the American Indian 

based on the Heye Collection has had strong guidance from Native Americans.

The American Ethnological Society was founded in 1842 and the 

Smithsonian Institute published its “Contributions to Knowledge” and the 

results of various surveys and circulars concerning some aspects of Indian life. 

Henry Morgan in the mid-nineteenth century was to become the first modem 

ethnographer with his work among the Iroquois of New York State and his 

seminal work has direct relevance to this study since he recorded 

contemporaneously and retrospectively. It was not until 1879 that the Bureau of 

Ethnology was founded and from the 1880’s onwards there appeared to have 

been an upsurge in interest in studying the Indians. (Various government 

surveys were also taking place such as in the work of Schoolcraft for the Office 

of Indian Affairs.) Tooker felt that this was partly due to the fact that “what the 

New World had that the Old World did not, included the Indians. Indians 

became one of the focuses around which Americans constructed their national 

identity.” '*̂ This is by no means to assert that the “focus” was clear, or that the 

Indian was in the foreground.

Ironically, the field of anthropology in America was inspired and 

developed by the German, Franz Boas at Columbia University. He was 

succeeded by Clark Wissler at the American Museum of Natural History. 

Wissler particularly studied the Plains Indians as did Robert Lowie, and 

John C. Ewers who made a lifelong study of the Blackfoot. Similarly
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Diamond Jenness looked at the Ojibwa and other Canadian tribes, as did 

Frances Densmore who paiticularly turned her attention to the 

Chippewa/Ojibwa in the early days of the twentieth century. Frank Speck 

concentrated on the Iroquois.

Studies of specific types of objects and technologies have included the 

work of Gudmun D. Hatt (1916) on moccasins, Carrie Lyford bn the crafts of 

the Ojibwa, Iroquois, and Western Sioux, Orchard’s work on both quillwork 

and beadwork, to name but a few, and the material culture notes produced by 

Douglas, Denver Art Museum.

More recently, anthropologist Bruce G. Trigger has looked in depth at the 

Huron in Canada. June Helm has lived and worked with the Lynx Point People 

(Athapaskans 1961). There is the work of Wallis and Wallis on the Micmac, 

and Frank Speck’s meticulous observations of the Eastern Algonquian and the 

Iroquois in particular. Quite recently Kate C. Duncan has gone among the 

Athapaskans to study their beadwork, Ruth Whitehead has looked again at the 

Micmac culture and Dorothy C. Burnham has made a comprehensive and 

valuable study of the Naskapi painted coat (University of Washington, 1992).

Fm* trade studies abound and the latest have shown new directions. (See 

Old Trails and New Directions, Papers o f the Third North American Fur Trade 

Conference, Toronto, 1980.) Scholars have looked afresh at the relationships 

involved in the fur trade and away from the one-sided approach of the Empire 

point of view. Thus we have such works as Partners in Furs, A History of the 

Fur Trade in Eastern James Bay 1600-1870 which attempted to present the
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Indian’s complementary role also, as does such a study as Van Kirk’s Many 

Tender Ties, Women in Fur Trade Society. Pertinent to such new approaches 

were anthologies such as Castor Fait Tout or The Fur Trade Revisited.

A history of the history of fur trading over the past fifty years would reveal 

a marked change in attitude on the part of those reviewing the subject, moving 

the entire focus from the economic dynamics of Harold Innis who extolled the 

one-sided benefits of Imperial enterprise, to the more current considerations 

such as those of geography (David Wishart), ecology (Calvin Martin), or the 

role of women (Sylvia Van Kirk, Patricia Albers).

It is of fundamental significance for this work, on clothing aspects of 

material cultui e and trade, that there have been several studies which have tried 

to discover more fully the part which the Indian as a consumer played in the fin 

trade. However, none of these have had a particular emphasis on the Indian’s 

use of Euiopean trade goods in relation to clothing.

Increasingly Native Peoples are no longer seen as passive victims of 

overwhelming circumstances, willing to do anything for the joys of a few 

“worthless trinkets”. They have been revealed as having been in many ways 

more subtly involved as partners in the creation of the costumes, steps, and 

configurations of the dance - and possibly even acting as those calling the tune!
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INTRODUCTION : NOTES

Raimondo de Soncino writing to the Duke of Milan, 18 December 1497, 
described how Cabot had found: “The sea there swarming with fish, which 
can be taken not only with the net, but in baskets let down with a stone so 
that it sinks in the water.”; George MacBeath, “The Atlantic Region”, in 
Dictionary o f Canadian Biography, Vol. 1 (Toronto, 1966), p. 22.

Arthur J.Ray, “The Hudson’s Bay Company and Native People”, in HNAl, 
Vol. 4 (Washington, 1988), p. 335.

David J. Wishart, The Fur Trade of ti^ American West 1807-1840 
(London, 1979), p. 27.

Alice B. Kehoe, North American Indians, A Comprehensive Account 
(Englewood, 1981), p. 7.
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Origins of Trade and Its Values

The fur trade was not an economic enterprise developed in the 
Old World and imposed on the New. Quite the contraiy, trading 
practices were shaped in large part by the environment of the 
north and the cultures of the peoples who lived there. ̂

Over time and space representative views of the histoiy of the fur trade 

have changed, often reflecting the fluctuating dynamics and intricacies of the 

fur trade itself. As it developed and was transformed from what began as casual 

encounters between strangers it eventually grew into a fully fledged and 

formalised international trade. (It is even arguable that there was any such thing 

as the fur trade but rather that in reality there were several such types of 

enterprise, transactions, and human interactions subsumed under that title. They 

occurred in isolation and individually at times and at other times ebbed and 

flowed in many directions over enormous expanses, the activities of which 

might still coincidentally overlap.) The issue of control is an intriguing one. 

Many recent studies have wisely tended to focus on particular geographical 

areas rather than trying to gapple with analysis of the complex whole.

At its simplest the trading process was a reasonably straightforward 

“economic” transaction of raw material (viz. fur pelts) acquired from the 

natives (at the beginning, at any rate), in exchange for a variety of 

manufactured commodities which mainly originated in the fledgling workshops 

of Europe. It will be seen later in the discussion of values that even at its 

“simplest” this operation was far more complex than appeared at first sight and



36

that trading operations could often be but a single element in a much larger 

socio-political relationship and context. The objects exchanged might well be 

symbolic of far wider implications than those of mere economics. In turn, these 

implications need to be considered more extensively in chapters dealing with 

the effect of the fur trade on various aspects of native material culture.

“Historically”, the Indian scenario has often been presented as providing a 

backdiop against which European exploration and expansion could progress 

and prosper with the Indian as a walk on “bit player”, often brought to centre 

stage only to illustrate his primitive and heathen ways and god-less 

unworthiness to own lands for which he had been proven congenitally unfit by 

not even claiming them as his personal property. Heralding the wilderness 

demise in the latter part of the nineteenth century in America, larger than life 

fur trading Mountain Men, appropriately named, eventually came to be 

regarded as quasi-national folk heroes. They had cleared a swathe through the 

vast western expanses tidying up all in their path (wild animals and people) to 

make way for the better and grander elements of “civilization” and for the 

pioneers poised by their covered wagons in the wings who were literally 

waiting for the go ahead.

The fur trade as represented by economic historians such as Harold Innis 

who focused on Canada, saw this enterprise as a prime example of the 

workings of a capitalist economy in the New World, and referred, for example, 

to “the driving force of the demand for European goods” inspired by the native 

population’s “insatiable demand” for such items.  ̂ The Eurocentric economic
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determinism of the thirties tended to present the Indians as passive simpleton 

suppliers of furs who were useful for stoldng the fiery energies of burgeoning 

European market forces of supply and demand. At the same time they were 

seen as “benefiting” fiom the advantages of goods which Europeans had often 

delightedly declared to be “worthless trinkets”. One has only to think of the 

oft-repeated apocryphal tale of the sale of Manhattan Island to the Dutch by the 

Indians for a few strings of beads!

As mentioned in the introduction, anthropologists and archaeologists

working in the field have helped to unravel and reveal the complexity of

prehistoric and protohistoric North American Indian cultures. In his article,

“Archaeology and the Image of the American Indian” (1980), Bruce Trigger

explored the overwhelming tendency of previous historians to represent North

American Indian cultures of prehistoric times as static and simple because this

view suited the purposes of the writers:

It must also be made clear that archaeological data has an 
important role to play in freeing Indian history fiom an exclusive 
reliance on written sources, which are overwhelmingly a product 
of Euroamerican cultme.^

Articles such as E.E. Rich’s “Trade Habits and Economic Motivation” 

(I960)**, began to explore the Indian as a supplier of furs and other commodities 

in his own economic right but also as that of consumer, (i.e. qua TRADER). 

Rich questioned whether the economic motives of the Indians differed fiom 

those of the Europeans; the Indians tended to trade for their immediate needs, 

to form political alliances or in order to gain access to arms. Rich’s insights
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were clearly archive-based, deriving from his work editing various Hudson’s 

Bay Company records.

Since the nineteen seventies there have been a number of fur trade studies 

which have endeavoured to redress the former imbalance of predominately 

Euro-American views by exploring, as far as possible, the Indian point of view. 

This attitude may be best summed up by the titles of a few of the works: 

Old-Trails and New Directions', Partners in Furs', Give Us Good Measure', 

Sweet Promises', The Middle Ground^

In order to better appreciate the role(s) of the Indian in the fur trade it is 

necessary to look at the trading background which was operative before 

contact.

Early Trading

The first Europeans to enter the continent found indications of 
widespread existing connections along a network of ancient trails 
and water routes. Information concerning remote areas, as 
indicated on maps made by early European explorers was 
fiequently acquired from native informants along the coast. 
Archaeological evidence revealed that items such as pottery, shell 
beads and native copper were used in this aboriginal trade; 
undoubtedly some perishable goods were exchanged as well.®

These goods probably included various surplus foods such as meat, fish, 

maize, nuts, and berries, decorative items such as quills and feathers, articles of 

clothing, and possibly human captives or slaves.

Trigger pointed out ' that it was some considerable time before the 

archaeological evidence winch surfaced, particularly as from the late eigliteenth 

century onwards white settlers pushed westward into the Ohio and Mississippi
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Valleys, was interpreted in such a way that the finds and structuies were 

attributed finally and categorically to the ancestors of the existing Indians. 

Indian society was denounced as static: it was not supposed to have a history. 

Inter-tribal trade

There is ample archaeological evidence, for instance, from the burial 

mounds of the Hopewellian Cultuie (500 B.C.-A.D. 700y to indicate that 

inter-tribal trade at that time was nearly transcontinental. Such trade was even 

more remarkable in view of the distances covered considering that there was no 

use of the wheel and all transportation was by foot or by boat and would 

presumably have been primarily firom tribe to neighbouring tiibe for the most 

pait

One of the principal factors that contiibuted to the giowth and 
vitality of the Hopewellian Culture was the existence of a 
remarkable network of trade, almost continent-wide, that brouglit 
to Hopewellian settlements a gieat variety of objects and exotic 
materials, including such things as grizzly bear teeth and obsidian 
from the Roclcy Mountains, conch shells from the Gulf Coast and 
other shells from the Atlantic Coast, mica from the Appalachians, 
and copper and lead from the Great Lakes and Upper Mississippi 
Valley.^

A variety of materials were found to have been employed in making

Hopewellian tools, weapons and ornaments probably as grave goods which

were used in religious ceremonies:

While long distance trade was evident during Archaic times, it 
was carried to its peak during the Middle Woodland Period.
(100 B.C. - A.D.700 or 800).

Gulf Coast conch shells are found in Michigan and Wisconsin. 
Shark’s teeth are found in Middle Woodland mounds in Illinois 
and an effigy alligator pipe dating to this period has been 
recovered from Western Michigan. Copper from the Lake
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Superior region is traded far to the south. Obsidian and grizzly 
bear teeth from the far west find their way to Illinois and Ohio.
Mica and special types of flint such as that from Flint Ridge in 
Ohio, are also traded or carried over long distances and find their 
way into villages and burial sites over much of eastern North 
America.

Obviously the acquisition of exotic materials played a vital role in the 

beliefs of these prehistoric peoples. It also needs to be stressed that they 

possessed elements of technological and artistic ability which many 

Euiopean-Americans were reluctant to admit had existed in those eaiiy times. 

Ball’s 1941 study of Indian mining listed minerals, ores and stones, some of 

which had been discovered and utilized by the Indians long before Europeans. “

For example, mica which was used for trade west as far as the Mississippi

and south as far as Florida and may have been used for mirrors was mentioned

by J. Priest (1838), who reported that:

. . . one piece, for instance, had been found with dimensions of 
three feet long, one and a half feet wide, and one and a half 
inches thick. From a single mound as many as two hundred and 
fifty mica objects and as much as twenty bushels of mica have 
been reclaimed. “Synthetic” pearls were made by the Mound 
Builders by wrapping a coat of mica around wooden beads . . .
Again, beads of clay were covered with crushed mica.̂ ^

Anyone who has had dealings with mica will be awaie of its very idiosyncratic 

friable, fragile nature and the necessity of treating it with delicacy.

It is cleai' from Ball’s article that the Indians were well acquainted with the 

characteristics of the various materials which they used and knew how to 

exploit them. The Indians of Racine, Wisconsin, for instance, crushed rock 

crystal to form an abrasive used in pipe making and pipe makers using the
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special catlinite clay “rejected all but a small pait of the material quarried for it 

had to be heat resistant, of good color and easily shaped”." And “this clay 

constituted an object of traffic with the tribes, as is indicated by the gr aves and 

tumuli from the St Lawrence to the Gulf of Mexico”.

Metal was certainly not unknown to the Indians prior to European contact

as has often been claimed and they seemed to find the shining qualities of

galena and copper particularly attractive. Peoples of the Old Copper Culture

(older than 3,000 B.C.-1,500 B.C.) were considered by Quimby to be:

. . . the first fabricators of metal in the Americas and perhaps in 
the whole world . . . Smelting and casting of copper were 
unknown. The pure copper was shaped into the intended form by 
cold hammering and annealing, pounding the copper and heating 
and chilling it to keep it from becoming too brittle."

Although, according to Quimby, this particular “Old Copper” cultuie died 

out in the Upper Great Lakes region around about 1500, in large part because 

of climatic changes which caused the people to move elsewhere, similar 

techniques of treating copper were later used by the Hopewellian peoples 

mentioned above. Copper was certainly traded throughout prehistoric and into 

historic times."

The direction of this native exchange of articles appears to have 
taken a strong current down the line of the Great Lakes through 
Lakes Erie and Ontario, along the coasts of the states of Ohio and 
New York and into the Canadas."

These were ancient routes which were later to be used as life-lines by the fur 

traders.

More than seven hundred seventy pieces of native copper found 
in the most recent levels (A.D. 1200-1400) of the Juntunen site, 
on Bois Blanc Island in the Straits of Mackinac, indicate that the
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marginally horticultuial Algonldan groups were already playing a 
major role in the copper trade of the Upper Great Lalces several 
centuries earlier (McPherron 1967:106)."

Copper beads have quite often been found in graves and as will be

observed from the photographs of the Peninsular Woodland skull, (Late

Woodland - A.D. 800-1600) and the artist’s reconstructive interpretation of how

one of the people might have appeared, such hair ornaments of rolled sheet

copper can easily be recognised as the ancestral prototypes of the “tinkhng

cone” or the shell/bone version “hairpipe” which later became popular for

personal adornment.

The culture of the Peninsular Woodland tribes was relatively 
simple and uniform and widespread within the Upper Great Lakes 
Region. It is this culture that seems to have been ancestral to the 
tribal cultures of the Menomini, Potawatomi, Ottawa, and 
Chippewa and perhaps the Sauk and Fox."

Archaeological evidence coupled with anthropological observations into 

traditional mythology provide confirmation of a continuing Indian culture, but 

one which was not without its disturbances and changes.

That ancient trade and its performance networks existed is certain, but the 

reasons behind this inter-tribal exchange, predicated on the need/desire for its 

various goods, in the absence of written records, is more open to speculation. 

There is a large body of literature devoted to it.

Grave Goods

The importance of grave goods and presumably the rituals which 

accompanied their distribution, inclusion and display can be deduced to some 

extent from historical accounts such as Father Jean de Brebeuf’s 1636
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description of the Huron Feast of the Dead which occurred cyclically at eight,

ten, or twelve year intervals as summarised by Quimby:

After being stripped of flesh, the bones were placed in beaver 
skin bags or rearticulated and dressed in fine robes and adorned 
with bracelets and strings of beads. Some bags of bones 
rearranged to form human effigies that were ornamented with 
strings of beads and bands of fur dyed red.̂ °

The bodies from each town and village having been prepared, 
they were then transported on the backs of the villagers to the 
spot designated for the mass burial. This was a ceremonial 
journey purposely drawn out two or three days.

At the place selected for burial, there was a large pit thirty feet to 
fifty feet square and up to ten feet deep. At the edge of the pit 
was a high scaffold or platform. Bodies were hung fiom poles on 
this scaffold and bundles of bones were placed on the platform.
After lengthy ceremonies and rituals in which the whole Huron 
nation participated, the bodies were placed in the pit along with 
beautifirl fur robes, pottery, weapons, tools, ornaments, food and 
utensils. Hundreds of people were thus buried and ''thousands o f 
useful articles were lavished on the dead''?^ [my italics].

Quimby went on to make the previously mentioned comparison, between

the Huron Feast of the Dead which he felt was “reminiscent of Hopewell death

rites” practised more than a thousand years earlier in the Upper Great Lakes

region and concluded that “it is quite probable that Huron death rituals

perpetuated a part of the religious tradition that had once been Hopewellian”.̂ ^

Later observers and particularly missionaries were appalled at the

profligate “waste” of goods which they witnessed being used for burials.

Nicholas PeiTot writing of the Canadian Indians in the latter part of the

seventeenth centuiy bewailed:

. . . they lavish all that they possess in trade goods or other 
aiticles, and they reduce themselves to such an extreme of 
poverty that they do not even reserve for themselves a single
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hatchet or knife. Very often they keep back for their own use only 
one old kettle; and the sole object for which they incur all this 
expenditure is, that they may render the souls of the departed 
more happy and more h i^ y  respected [my italics] in the country 
of the dead . . .  it is the custom among those people to give 
whatever they possess, without reservation, in the ceremonies of 
funerals or of their superstitions. The Frenchmen who have gone 
among them have made them realize that these useless 
extravagances were ruining their families and reducing them to a 
lack of even the necessities of life.“

Grave goods, the use of which was continuous into historical times, were 

tangible embodiments of the symbolic attributes which were invested in various 

objects for magjco-religious, status/prestige reasons or simply as gifts in order 

to maintain good will, or as a form of display. Trigger pointed out that the 

Hurons felt that all objects, even inanimate ones such as trade goods were felt 

to have a spirit. These concepts and notions regarding the value and importance 

of material objects have implications for the analysis of the eventual influence 

of European trade objects.

European “disapproval” and discouragement of grave goods and the use of

trade articles for ritualistic or other unintended purposes does not seem to have

put a swift end to these practices. There were many recorded instances which

indicate that certain items which had been accorded special significance found

their way into sacred medicine bundles, were hung on cradle boards or

calumets or were used as prestigious gifts, ornaments, or offerings. As late as

1845 the Canadian artist Paul Kane observed of the Plains Indians:

I saw that the interior of their lodge or sanctuary was hung round 
with mats constructed with rushes, to which were attached 
various offerings consisting principally of bits of red and blue 
cloth, calico, etc. strings of beads, scalps of enemies, and sundry 
other aiticles beyond my comprehension [my italics].̂ **
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Sagard in describing the habits of the inter-tribal trade of the “Higlr Hairs”

in mid-seventeenth century was less charitable than usual in writing that:

. . . they go in bands into many regions and countries as far off as 
four bundled leagues or more (so they told me) and there they 
trade their goods and exchange them for fiirs, pigments, 
wampum, and other rubbish.

Rubbish seems to have been reciprocal. Penot described trade articles

manufactured by the Indian women:

They fabricate many curious little articles which are much in 
demand by our French people and which they even send to 
France as “rarities”.̂®

The element of novelty and rarity, then as now, undoubtedly functioned in 

the enthusiasms of inter-tribal trade. Great status and prestige (later recognised 

particularly by the Hudson’s Bay Company in their designation and rigging out 

of “Trading Captains” in special European style clothing, or in the British 

army’s issuing of gorgets and peace medals to inspire “loyalty” in their Indian 

allies) m i^ t accrue from new-fangled exotica.

There was also a strong element of display, not in the Euro-American 

context of accumulated wealth (i.e. power) but as an indication that the goods 

could be distributed and given away or otherwise abandoned.

Trading in the earliest days formed an integral part of the life pattern as 

much as hunting or fishing did and was largely informal, part of the seasonal 

cycle and also a social occasion. An early Jesuit observer of Huron life in 1635 

commented that “during the whole Summer and Autumn, they are for the most
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pait either in their rural cabins, taking care of their crops, or on the lake fishing,

or trading”.̂ ’ All of these activities appear to have been given equal status.

It was as an extension of these casual types of inter-tribal meetings and

exchanges that the first European goods probably filtered inland before actual

face to face contact was made;

The effectiveness of native trade networks in early historic times 
. . .  is sufficiently documented both aichaeologically and 
ethnohistorically to leave little doubt that the mechanisms of 
native trade were amply sufficient to move European articles into 
the interior in advance of foreign commerce via Indian 
middlemen.^®

Early Euro-Indîan Trade Contact

Legends confirm that there had been contact in Newfoundland and perhaps

areas of what is now New England, by Norse seafarers who probably met Inuit

and/or Beothulc peoples as early as 1000 AD., although these meetings, as far

as we know, do not seem to have had any lasting effects on either set of

participants.

We will probably never know about the veiy first contacts between 

Europeans and Native Americans. Early encounters were no doubt 

spontaneous, accidental, and intermittent taking place between seafarers and 

fishermen whose vessels initially hugged the coasts and inlets around the 

Gaspe Peninsula and the Straits of Belle Isle and what is now the Gulf of 

St. Lawrence. They came ashore onto the banks later for longer periods of time 

in order to process their fish harvests by drying or salting before returning to 

Poitugal, Spain, France, or England.
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Although they were benefiting fiom improved ships (with larger decks, 

more sophisticated sails, sleeker hulls and improved navigational devices, 

merchant supported finance, and better maps), the commonsensical fishermen 

apparently nurtured no strong notions about discovering the exotic spices of 

Cathay or finding mineral riches to equal the gold or jewels of Peru nor in 

pursuing the seafaring road to Asia. Their “treasure” was the humble codfish.

By 1530 regular fishing and whaling activities extended from Labrador to 

Nova Scotia and had expanded down the New En^and coast where by 1578 

ships were recorded as:

50 English 
100 Spanish 
150 French."

The times were ripe for adventurous enterprise and:

. . .  it must have been a strong incentive for the Europeans to 
explore the coasts before returning home. The Indians on the 
coast of Maine were already acquainted with the European desire 
for fins in 1524. Ten years later Jacques Cartier was offered fins 
by the Indians in Chaleur Bay, indicating that the trade had 
penetrated the Gulf of St. Lawrence by that time. Indians jfrom the 
St. Lawrence River came up the coast as far north as Natashquan 
to trade with the Europeans and hunt seals in the 1540’s."

The Indians encountered by Cartier on the first day held fins up to his paity

on sticks and made signs that they would like to trade but the strangeness of the

situation and initially the sheer numbers of Indians in canoes discouraged

Cartier from pursuing their invitation. However, as his journal related:

. . .  the next day . . . some of the Indians came in nine canoes to 
the point at the mouth of the cove, where we lay ancored [jzc] 
with our ships . . . they had come to barter with us; and held up 
some furs of small value, with which they clothe themselves. We 
likewise made signs to them that we wished them no harm, and
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sent two men on shore, to offer them some knives and other iron 
goods, and a red cap to give to their chief . . . The savages 
showed a marvellously great pleasure in possessing and obtaining 
these iron wares and other commodities, dancing and going 
through many ceremonies . . . They bartered all they had to such 
an extent that all went back naked without anything on them; and 
they made signs to us that they would return on the morrow with 
more furs/^

This account seems to indicate that these coastline Indians were well

acquainted with the routines of trade. As Creighton observed:

Evidently this was far from the first time that such a transaction 
had occurred. Each party knew too well [my italics] what the 
other required. The experienced Indians immediately advertised 
their furs from a distance [they held them up on sticks] and 
Cartier had thoughtfully brought from France the most acceptable 
Idnd of trade goods.®̂

Most writers agree with Innis that “the fur trade was of minor importance 

and incidental to fishing” duiing the first part of the sixteenth centuiy. We can 

visualise casual “trade” taking place with sailors far from home being attracted 

to “souvenirs”, moose and walrus hides, and small furs which were available 

for exchange for the fascinating “new” items they could offer to the Indians. 

There would have been a perfectly natural swap of curiosities, a practice which 

still exists amongst sailors today. For both sides the nature of this trade seems 

to have been casual, opportunistic and “unofficial”.

The archaeological evidence for the early Atlantic coastal trade confirmed 

Biggar’s hypothesis. “Artifacts turned up from this seemingly initial stage of 

European trade are quite different from those of any later stage”, claimed 

John Witthoft:

They are not goods made for the Indian trade, nor are they the 
ordinaiy domestic objects of Europe; they reflect the ways of the
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sea . . . Among parts stiipped from ships are bolts, metal rings 
from rigging, and metal tips from belaying pins. Broad, thin 
knives appear to have been specialized tools of the fishermen.
Spiral brass earrings, worn in the left ears of Indian burials, 
represent a direct transference of the ancient sailor’s caste marks, 
this was the seaman’s charm against bad eyesight. Strings of glass 
beads, especially in blue, probably came from sailors who wore 
them as a protection against the “evil eye”. It is interesting to note 
that these Atlantic coastal tribes at first cannibalized their brass 
kettles and steel axes, cutting the kettles up into strips to make 
knives and ornaments and sawing the axes (with sandstone slabs) 
into smaller pieces from winch they made chisels and adzes. The 
date for this artifact assemblage has been set at approximately 
1550/3

The Early Fur Trade

However, in the latter part of the century the fin trade changed from a

subsidiary activity of fishermen to the main occupation of some of the sailors

as they made an effort to meet increased European demand for furs:

. . . i n  the sixteenth centuiy, the bottom fell out of the fur industiy 
throughout the whole of western Europe as furbearers became 
increasingly scarce, wholesale prices soared, and political 
instability cast a pall over the international trade . . . Beaver, on 
whose pelts the fin empires of North America were later erected, 
were ominously scarce by the time of Columbus . . .  It took a 
change in clothing fashions to reverse the declining fortunes of 
the trade and inaugurate an unprecedented run on North 
American fins - a business that was to last, gathering and abating 
in momentum, for the next three centuries. More specifically, it 
was the seemingly trivial advent of the beaver hat and its 
popularity in the late sixteenth century which tri^ered a take-off 
in the trade.

It was Champlain, early in the seventeenth century, with his persistent 

penetration of the St. Lawrence and its adjacent lands and his astute business 

acumen who realised the potential for a more organised French Canadian 

Fur Trade. His was the choice which turned attention from Acadia to
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New France. Through his foresight Quebec was founded in 1608 as being 

strategically located for use as a fur “storehouse”. This location of Quebec was 

an early attempt to head off the fins filtering down from the north before 

anyone else. The Montagnais-Naskapi Indians who lived in the area received 

furs that had been traded from tribe to tribe from the more northern areas as far 

north as James Bay and western Ontario and as far west as the Ohio valley.

By 1580, if not before, Tadoussac must have replaced the Strait of 

Belle Isle as the major source from which European hade goods reaching the 

interior increased significantly after professional traders had begun to operate 

there in the early 1580’s.33

An already well-established and existing system of inter-tribal trade and the 

tried and tested geographical networks for the transmittal of goods enabled 

Europeans to take advantage of ready made conditions in the initial stages. 

Early centres often coincided with meeting spots which had traditionally been 

used by the Indians for fishing. Just as conveniently, the natuie of trade also 

could be adapted to their purposes. In the Northeast, Eccles, in speaking of 

Tadoussac, claimed that “every summer Indians in their hundreds came to this 

safe anchorage to meet the ships from Europe”.3®

As previously mentioned, the subsistence type of life style led by the more 

northern non-agricultural hunting tribes was based on mobility* quite large 

groupings of peoples came together for seasonal activities such as summer 

fishing and winter hunting both of which were frequently enacted communally.
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(The acquisition of trade goods might even be looked upon as “products” of the 

hunt to be pui sued, captured, and taken home as spoils of the chase.)

There has been considerable discussion about the role of the Indian 

middleman in the fur trade, middleman being a Euro-American concept first 

recorded in 1795. Its use appears to have built-in implications as to motives. 

For the most part these theories seem to fail to take into account the Indian 

view of the ownership of property.

The most commonly described middlemen were the Ottawa and other 

northern Algonquian peoples who handled furs from the west and the 

Ojibwa/Chippewa who dealt with furs from tribes living to the northwest of 

Lalce Superior. The Nipissing and the Huron probably received furs from 

peoples to the north, a function later assumed by the Cree who became so 

essential to the Hudson’s Bay Company operations.

Hunt (1940) argued, for instance, that the Iroquois Wars which eventually 

caused the Hurons to flee from their lands, were based primarily on 

over-hunting and on fur scarcity in their own territory at a time of increased 

“consumer demand”. Hunt claimed that the Iroquois were impeded from access 

to the better and more abundant furs to be found in the north because the 

nicely-located Hurons blocked the way. However, paradoxically, according to 

Driver:

The trade which they had so eagerly sought never materialized.
After the defeat of the Hurons, the Ottawas seized most of the 
trade along their river and many tribes feared the Iroquois so 
much that they refused to trade with them. 3’
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Allen Trelease in his article, “The Iroquois and the Western Fur Trade, 

A Problem in Interpretation”,3* refuted the middleman theory and explored the 

many reasons including revenge and prestige which he felt lay behind the 

Iroquois hostilities. Perhaps the Iroquois just found it more convenient to trade 

with the Dutch and later the English who were settling amongst them, attiacted 

not least of all by the availability of wampum, guns, and ammunition.

The Ottawa have often been represented as ubiquitous ferry-men and

toll-takers, exacting fees for safe passage along their by-ways and rivers or in

“offering” to carry to the French the furs of more distant Cree and Ojibwa and

other Algonquian speakers and the Siouan speaking Assiniboin. All of these

peoples had, since the 1640’s, become accustomed to coming together at

Sault Ste. Marie between Lakes Superior and Huion in order to trade:

Sault Ste. Marie, where dancing, courting, gambling, sport 
contests, public announcements of new leaders chosen to replace 
deceased ones, and the honoring of valorous deeds could be 
enjoyed. Gifts of trade goods and furs were lavishly distributed 
and feasting indulged in. 3̂

Fur trading could readily be accommodated to existing practises. More 

remote inland tribes were initially grateftd recipients of the left-overs, re-cycles 

and worn-out European items traded by coastal tribes who in turn received the 

left-over and worn-out beaver robes of their more distant hunting neighbours. 

In even more puzzling exchange activity these second-hand, gieasy and worn 

Made Beaver were ultimately to become the basis of a Standard of Trade and 

vital to the fashionable hat wearers of Europe! In the strong words of a Micmac 

chief addressing the French:
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We believe that you aie also incomparably poorer than we . . . 
and Grand Captains though you may appear, seeing that you 
glory in our old rags, and in our miserable suits of beaver which 
can no longer be of use to us/"

Peripheral aspects of trade gatherings included the arrangements for

inter-tribal marriage, and other formations of local alliances and confederacies

and the general informal exchange of information (gossip) and ideas. I shall

discuss later the implications of these contacts on clothing style and design. In

speaking of seventeenth-century quillwork, for instance:

There was considerable borrowing of design by the women 
through the medium of gifts exchanged between tribes during 
ceremonial observances or visits and thus figures that were sacred 
symbols in some tribes came to be used merely as ornaments by 
others.'*̂

Similar analogies can be made about the adoption and adaptation of the

Christian cross or Masonic brooches as ornamental jewellery having been

demystified of their original associations. Calvin Martin argued that these

goods intrinsically embodied their ideologies and that “by accepting the

European material culture, the natives were thus impelled to accept the

European abstract culture, especially the European religion”."̂  There is,

however, a strong body of opinion which would argue that goods more often

assumed their own meanings according to their new cultmal context.

James Axtell, for instance, heavily indebted to Quimby felt that:

. . .  the mere presence of English goods in native society, even on 
a large scale, did not necessarily denote a significant change in 
Indian culture. Material objects, no less than people, receive their 
cultural status only by being assigned meaning and value by 
members of a society.
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The form and function of an object, therefore are far more 
important cultuially than the material from which it is made. An 
article may be made of several alternative materials but if its 
traditional form and fonction do not change, neither does its 
cultural meaning.'•3

On the negative side, such comings together of huge numbers of people for 

the purposes of socialising trade probably provided means for the quicker 

transmission of epidemic diseases the meanings of which were devastating 

beyond question.

Women’s Role

It has generally been assumed by historians of the fur trade, with a few 

exceptions, that the trade was canied out by men, yet a growing body of 

evidence demonstiates that women played many different and vital roles in the 

trade from earliest contact. In 1672 Denys wrote from his own observations of 

the Micmacs:

The Indian women fix the price [my italics] to the fishermen 
according to the kind of skin and its fantastic ornamentation 
which they call matachiez: it is made from porcupine quills, 
white, red, and violet, and sometimes with their wampum. With 
these they obtain many things from the sailors.'*''

Denys also observed that the women were more skilful and successful in their 

trade dealings because of their relative sobriety.

I will subsequently argue that women, far from being absent from the fur 

trade were actually to the forefront in both obvious and more subtle ways. 

Sylvia Van Kirk, for instance, pointed out in her study of women in the for 

trade, that the trade would have been impossible were it not for the moccasins 

and snowshoes which the Indian women produced for the traders. It was they
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who treated and prepared the beaver pelts for transportation by stretching them

compactly There were also some loiown women fur traders, including Indian

wives of European traders, particulaiiy around the Michilimackinac aiea.

Richard White has gone some way to acknowledge the importance of women in

relation to the early fur traders:

Much of their petty trading was probably with women. The labor 
they pm chased was usually that of women. On a day to day basis, 
women did more than men to weave the French into the fabric of 
a common Algonquian-French life.'*’

Further west in the area of the Plains there were also inter-tribal dealings of 

a social and political nature which Wissler in writing of the Blackfeet described 

as follows:

. . . there was at one time, some inteimairiage between the 
Blackfoot and Sarcee, Gros Ventie, Cree and Flathead; and 
captive women of the Shoshone, Crow, Assiniboine and in short 
all of the tribes with whom they were at war, were brought home 
and retained. Thus in peace as well as war there must have been 
many opportunities for becoming acquainted with the cultural 
traits of others. There is eveiy reason to believe that some native 
trade existed long before the advent of the fui dealer and that 
along these lost trails passed and repassed many tribal arts.'46

It was the women who diessed, prepared, and adorned the skins used for 

various types of clothing and when cloth became used women were essential 

for constructing clothes for trade distribution (see Coats Chapter). It is perfectly 

plausible that they would use, transfer, and perpetuate their usual domestic 

sldlls even when living with another group through marriage or when in 

captivity. Eventually Indian women were heavily involved in producing and 

selling objects for the tourist trade.
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Trade Fairs

Trade fairs or rendezvous as they were later called, continued for the length 

and breadth of the fur trade and across the continent. The trader John Long, 

who was articled to a Montreal merchant around the time of the American 

Revolution and who eventually “went native” reminisced about the Montreal 

trade fairs:

It was formerly famous for a great fair which lasted near three 
months, and was resorted to by the Indians, who came from the 
distance of many himdreds of miles to barter their peltry for 
English goods.'*’

Paul Kane, in 1845, described a trade fair at Green Bay, a “commercial

port” as a meeting attended by thr ee thousand Indians and their thirty chiefs:

A large number of traders collected, all busily occupied in the 
erection of booths for the display of their finery. In about a week 
the bank of the river wore the aspect of a little town, the booths 
placed in rows, presented a scene of bustle and airimation: the 
finery was, of course, all displayed to best advantage on the 
outsides of the booths.

Marketing strategy had obviously come a long way since the first fur s had 

been dangled enticingly at a distance towards Cartier’s passing ships. The 

Wallis’s described continuing Micmac enterprise in the marketing of articles 

decorated with moosehair embroidery “carried on by a Micmac group who for 

some years after 1850 had a sales booth near the steamboat landing at 

Riviere-du-Loup on the St. Lawrence”.'*’ The Hurons of Lorette became famous 

for their trade moccasins as did the souvenir producirrg natives living around 

the tourist regions of Niagara Falls.
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A strong social aspect prevailed at these meeting points and in many 

instances several different types of people seem to have assembled amicably 

together. Hudson’s Bay Company factors kindly looked after the guns of their 

warring visitors until after their business had been transacted so that potentially 

hostile bands were forced to abandon animosities until after they had left the 

premises.

Catlin was fascinated by the American Fur Company fort and commented 

that:

. . .  a great number of Indian tribes in these regions, who are 
continually concentrating here for the purpose of trade; 
sometimes coming, the whole tribe together, in a mass . . .  a great 
many, and I am continually at work with my brush; we have 
around us at this time the Kiisteneux, Crows, Assinneboins, and 
Blackfeet.’"

The fort acted as a magnet to draw the Indians to it, and may have been 

originally planned so that it was situated in a well-known historical meeting 

spot. Part of their ethos, had been, after all, to foster friendly relations with 

their Indian neighbours for the purposes of espionage and defence. Until about 

the middle of the nineteenth century large numbers of disparate nomadic plains 

tribes gathered in the west in order to trade the furs which they had acquired 

during the previous season. It has been claimed that numbers commonly 

reached into the thousands.

In describing his painting called Large Encampment Near the Cut Roch 

(1859-60) which depicted the Green River Rendezvous of 1837 and such an 

assembly, Arthur J. Miller wrote:
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The first day is devoted to “High Jinks”, a species of Saturnalia, 
in which feasting, diinking, and gambling form prominent parts.
The next day is more prosaic . . . the accumulated furs of the 
hunting season are brought forth and the company’s tent is a 
besieged and busy place.’*

It can be concluded that:

With a strange mixture of simplicity and sophistication English 
and Indians fell into a system which fitted with the Indian 
background. Much that was formal and social rather than 
primarily economic found a proper place in such interchanges, 
and trade at the Bay [Hudson’s Bay] sideposts soon developed 
the foimal and public character of a great social occasion.’̂

Trading Rituals

While dealing with the Indians it was not very long before the protocol

expected by them and the rituals which were traditionally involved in trading

transactions emerged. Some of these, such as the important pipe smoldng

ceremony was at first so alien to Europeans that one French trader, never

having met the custom before is reported to have doused a pipe smoking Indian

with water in order to put the fire out.

The practise of gift giving in connection with trade and alliances need not

strike one as much odder than that of the freebies, special offers and

promotions, and sweeteners offered by present day commercial entrepreneurs,

except perhaps that such gifts were often not kept and were given away or

buried as part of grave goods.”

The idea of material accumulation and hoarding in order to gain 
prestige was entirely foreign to the native way of thinking. 
Wealthy people disposed of their goods in native society; altruism 
took precedence over conspicuous affluence. By dispensing 
wealth one gained prestige and social validation, while avoiding 
the stigma of being labelled a necromancer. There was thus no
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point, indeed a positive danger, in accumulating and hoarding 
quantities of material wealth/"

In the section below concerning standards of value the way in which the

Hudson’s Bay Company incorporated this gift giving aspect into its accounts as

“overplus” is revealing. It underlined the implicit importance of complementing

and complying with the Indian notion of trade.

The Values of Trade

The Dutch first discovered the value which the Indians placed on wampum

and since they had the primary supplies of shell necessary for its manufacture

as well as the chief wampum makers within their boundaiies, were not long in

discovering what became for them an extremely economical way of trading in

exchange for pelts. The seal of the province of New Netherland, in fact, was a

beaver surrounded by wampum. They also began their own more mechanised

manufacture of wampum. Peter Kalm reported that:

. . . many people at Albany make wampum for the Indians which 
is their ornament and money, by grinding and finishing certain 
kinds of shells and mussels. This is of considerable profit to the 
inhabitants.”

(The Campbell family continued its manufacture in New Jersey up until nearly 

the twentieth century.)

The British in the eighteenth century pursued the lengthy and foimal 

ceremonial traditions involved in the diplomatic use of wampum belts for 

promoting and nurturing political alliances with the Iroquois in particular.”
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The Jesuits also quickly discovered the “value” of bead distribution to

potential converts and in the “Instructions for the Fathers of our Society who

Shall be Sent to the Hurons” (1637). Father Jean de Brebeuf advised;

You must provide yourself with a tinder box or with a burning 
mirror, or with both, to furnish them fire in the daytime to light 
their pipes, and in the evening when they have to encamp; these 
little services win their hearts.”

(In view of his subsequent fate at the hands of the Huron this was indeed 

ironic advice.) His letter then went on to give details of necessary trading type 

goods:

Each one should be provided with half a gross of awls, two or 
three dozen little knives called jambettes (pocket knives), one 
hundred fish hooks, with some beads of plain and coloured glass, 
with which to buy fish or other articles when the tribes meet each 
other.”

Early gifts were distributed by trader and missionaiy alike in a trial and 

error fashion until truly “desirable” products were finally confirmed and 

established. Eventually, some items were even manufactured especially for the 

Indian “market”. Subsequently the gifts which had been distributed in a casual 

and haphazard way began to be increasingly more calculated and premeditated. 

This included the “gifting” of various types of alcohol by the French with their 

brandy and the English with their adulterated West Indian rum. Tobacco was 

also a popular gift. More unusual gifts between Indians might consist of live 

prisoners or the scalps of those who had been less fortunate. These human 

commodities could sometimes be bought back by Europeans in their trade as 

happened with some of the captives taken.
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Gifts had a primary importance of enhancing prestige and status except in 

the case of liquid consumables where the results were often disastrous. 

(Paradoxically, the government annuities which were paid much later to the 

displaced tribes and which might at a süetch have been considered as “gifts” 

seem not to have had the same encouraging effects. This may well be because 

the gifts were not mutual but a one sided transaction coming arbitrarily without 

dignity from the American government and lacking any particular ceremony.)

For the Indian the ceremonial reciprocal exchange of goods as gifts

encompassed and represented ideologies associated with the supernatural,

natural and social aspects of his life and were not concerned with the power

dynamics of domination and submission. Cornelius Jaenen in his article about

the Amerindian Point of View wrote:

There is reason to believe that the Amerindians valued Emopean 
trade goods such as beads, mirrors, bells, and caps for their 
aesthetic, magical, or purely decorative and fascinating worth, not 
their economic value.”

One such example was described by Ruth Phillips:

. . .  the way in which the new trade materials were incorporated 
into traditional symbolism is indicated by the Naskapi word for 
mirror which translates as “see soul metal”.®"

On the other hand, at a casual level Euiopeans had little difficulty bartering

for furs since they were convinced that they were getting the “bargains” in

exchange for trinlcets. Or as James Axtell observed:

Each group considered its own donations worthless trifles or 
common baubles and those it received valuable prizes. From their 
own perspective, of course, they were not wrong.®*
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As reported by Father Paul le Jeune in the Jesuit Relations for 1634 an

Indian stated that:

The English have no sense; they give us twenty knives for one 
beaver skin. . .  The beaver does everything well, it makes kettles, 
hatchets, swords, knives, bread, and in short it makes 
everything/^

It is truly remarkable that for most of the time covered by the 

North American Fur Trade, the entire business was transacted within that 

continent without a monetary basis of exchange. Some of the items which were 

tiled out in the course of trading by the Hudson’s Bay Company included, ivory 

discs, porcupine quills, smooth round pegs and sticks, lead shot and eventually 

brass coins or tokens which were equal to one eighth, one quarter, and one half 

and One Made Beaver. It was not until the nineteenth century that some paper 

currency was available but it was not used in dealings with the Indians.®’

Shells of various types had been a common means of exchange probably

since preliistoric times. In the Jesuit Relations for 1634, the use of wampum by

the Montagnais was described:

The money with which they will buy their food, wood, baik 
house, and other necessaries is little beads or tubes of glass. 
Knives, awls, blankets, kettles and similar things, this is the 
money they must carry with them.®"

Wampum for exchange was mainly used first of all by the Dutch and then 

by the English in the colonial northeast particulaiiy though it did spread further 

west eventually. The French were too far away from the source of appropriate 

shell supplies to be able to take advantage of it and were never able to 

realistically pursue its manufacture. They were not slow in realising the
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potential of inexpensive imported glass beads instead. In 1670 Galinee reported

from Sault Ste. Marie:

Meat is so cheap here that for a pound of glass beads I had foui* 
minots of fat entrails of moose wbich is the best morsel of the 
animal . . .  It is at these places that one gets a beaver robe for a 
fathom of tobacco, sometimes for a quarter of a pound of powder, 
sometimes for six knives, sometimes for a fathom of small blue 
beads, etc. That is why the French go there.®’

The Beaver Standard

As long as trade was conducted at a fairly modest volume such personal

bargaining was possible, but it was not long before it became evident that some

standard would have to be adopted. The eventual standard devised by the

Hudson’s Bay Company English, paradoxically, was based on a system which

was carried over from their French rivals, apparently because of the

connections Radisson and Groseilliers had had originally with the traders of

New France.

One major difference between trade dominated by the Hudson’s Bay 

Company and aboriginal trade was that the aboriginal trade was not based on a 

standard medium of exchange. Hence, the Governor and Committee decided to 

establish an accounting and trading standard for their posts that recognized 

beaver pelts as the staple of the business. Beaver values were assigned to all 

goods, furs, and provisions that the Indians exchanged. There were two types of 

beaver pelts: coat beaver pelts worn by the Indian for a winter or more prior to 

tiading ""castor gras'" and parchment beaver, ""castor sec"" the skins taken and 

processed exclusively for exchange purposes. Both types were rated equal, and
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the unit of account came to be known as Made Beaver . . . The Made Beaver 

accounting system was used officially until 1810/®

A system based on the beaver was operational by 1689 and the following 

table shows the differences in beaver prices which existed between Albany 

(Fort Orange) and Montreal at that time :

Fort Orange/Albany Montreal
2 beavers 1 musket 5 beavers
1 beaver 8 pounds powder 4 beavers
1 beaver 40 pounds lead 3 beavers
1 beaver 1 blanket 2 beavers
1 beaver 4 shirts 2 beavers
I beaver 6 pairs stocldngs 2 beavers®’

Through the Hudson’s Bay Company Record books one discovers a 

constant theme of “adjusting” the standard suggested by the London offices. As 

early as a letter of May 16, 1684 there are instructions to alter the standard in 

view of the fact that some rather superior guns are being sent which will mean 

effectively raising the price. The advice was that the price was to be put up by 

one beaver to:

9 beavers traded for a 3 */4 foot gun
10 beavers 4 “
II beavers Wi “
12 beavers 5 “®*

(Interestingly, according to the Moose Fort Journals o f 1784, exactly one 

hundred years later, the cost of a four foot gun was twelve beavers.)®’ This 

would seem to confirm Ray and Freeman’s notion as elaborated in their book 

Give us Good Measure, that “rates of barter of European goods remained 

essentially unchanged for over one hundred years. This was so in spite of the 

regular fluctuation of fur prices on the London fur market”.’"
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A document dated 1703 illustrated how the beaver was used as a standard 

of value in trade between the government of Massachusetts and the 

Eastern Indians:

1 beaver could be exchanged for:

1 yard good duffel
5 pecks Indian com
2 pints gun powder
6 fathoms tobacco 
40 biscuits
6 knives 
6 combs 
1 shirt
1 sword blade
2 small axes 
1 hatt
5 pounds feathers.’*

A commodity which was actually manufactured for the Hudson’s Bay

Company to visually incorporate the beaver standard of value was the “point”

blanlcet. Short dark lines measuring about four and a half inches long

(the points) were woven near one comer of the blanket as a built in price tag:

The ‘points’ were marks on the side of the blanket denoting its 
size and values in beaver, a three point blanket being haded for 
three beaver, a two point blanket for two beaver, etc. . . . This 
system of standardising the blankets had great merits in 
simplifying hade . . . Once the point blanket had fallen into its 
proper place it became an inestimable asset in the Fur Trade.’̂

Although the official standard of value was based on the beaver, there were

undoubtedly other types of values in operation away from the dealings of the

main companies. The artist George Catlin who was always ready to observe

and report the unusual with all due subjectivity wrote in the 1830^ about

another type of trade which no doubt existed in the fur trading west:

. . .  a chief may marry a dozen wives if he pleases, and so may a 
white man; and if either wishes to many the most beautiful and 
modest girl in the tribe: she is valued only equal, perhaps, to two
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horses, a gun with powder and ball for a year, five or six pounds 
of beads, a couple of gallons of whiskey, and a handful of awls.”

Indian trade values co-existed with those of Europeans, In the west, for

instance, both the horse and the buffalo (robe) were used as a standard against

which other goods were interpreted. More esoterically Plains medicine bundles

seemed to increase in value as time went on and increasing amount of trade

goods became available with which to “pay” for them. As Robert Lowie asked:

Why were people willing to give up valuable [5zc - European 
valuable] property in return for ceremonial priVleges that seem to 
us quite worthless? To illustrate by Blackfoot data, the ownership 
of a bundle was supposed to ensure long life, success, happiness; 
in consequence it also brought social prestige. To buy a bundle 
was a safe investment, for it was readily negotiable and the new 
buyer was under pressure of public opinion to offer at least the 
price exacted at one time from the seller.’"

Although other types of values were in existence, the increasingly 

complicated Beaver Standard became entrenched in Canada and by 1776 when 

the list of trade goods for Cumberland House, for example, had grown quite 

long, prices were still being calculated according to the Beaver Standard. There 

were fine differences in the prices of the various kinds of beads and between 

the eight different types of knives listed.

Beads:

small rod, blue 1 pound 2 beavers
small, long, red 1 4
large, round, red 1 2
small, rod, red, yellow
green and dove coloured 1 2
large and middling rod,
black and white 1 6
round, white flowered
red and green 1 6
barley-corn wliite 
flowered red and green
black, red, green, yellow 1 6
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Knives;

yew handle 3
large and small long 4
large and small roach 4
jack 4
large and small slope points 3 
prest horn butchers 3
maple handle 3 75

Such fine tuning suggests the meticulous care with which factors were expected 

to keep records whether or not in fact they reflected the true bottom line.

Since other kinds of furs were also traded, it was necessary to devise a 

comparative standard of trade relating them to the value of beaver. Axtell 

pointed out in Beyond 1492 that other types of furs had at first been more 

sought after than the beaver.

The Albany Journal for 1715-16 listed the following:

4 Martins as one Beaver
2 Otters as one Beaver unless they prove extraordinary good and then 

we rate them as 1 p. Beaver 
2 Foxes as one Beaver unless they prove as above mentioned and then 

we rate them as 1 p. Beaver 
1 Cat as one Beaver 
1 Moose skin as two Beavers 
1 Wolf as one Beaver 
1 Black Bear as 2 Beavers
1 Cub as one Beaver
2 Quaequaehatch (Wolverine) as one Beaver 
10 lb. Feathers as one Beaver
1 lb. Castoreum as one Beaver
2 Deers as one Beaver
4 fathom netting as one Beaver 
8 pair Moose hooves as one Beaver”

A trading system was devised which became a compromise between the 

norms and customs of traditional Indian exchange and the European market
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trade. The standard of trade devised by the Hudson’s Bay Company inspired

early examples of creative accounting. In a letter of 6 June, 1689, for instance,

the following advice to factors was given:

It is highly reasonable to advance our standard of trade . . .  the 
method of which is however left to your discretion soe to 
mannage as not to give any disgust to the Natives. ”

Despite all of the fine ledgers and careful instructions, Ray and Freeman

have concluded in their study of fur tiade economics that:

. . .  it appears that the official standards served only as accounting 
devices, and as a “language of trade”, or terms of reference that 
the Indian and the factors used to negotiate the actual rates of 
exchange. ”

The devices of the “overplus” which allowed for the giving of gifts to the

Indians, and which incidentally tied in perfectly with their own concepts of

trade, and the giving of credit which did not appear on the books was

compatible with the Indian concepts of balanced reciprocity.

James Axtell has summed up:

The customer was not only right, he held the upper hand in the 
struggle over payment. Because his necessities and even his 
acquired tastes were so few and relatively inelastic, in the 
establishment of tiade the Indians needed the European trader 
less than he needed them. The sharp competition between 
company traders, coureurs de hois, and government factors for 
most Indian customers, even those in the pays d'en haut, only 
increased the natives’ leverage. So they quickly demanded and 
received credit from the traders.”

Or as White observed:

In the late summer or fall, the trader advanced the Indians on 
account the goods, arms, ammunition, and food they needed for 
the winter hunt. When the hunters returned in the late spring or 
early summer with their catch, the trader cancelled their debts, 
and if they had a suiplus, furnished them with supplies and
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luxuries. If the hunters had a poor season, they often escaped the 
consequences of their growing debts by simply moving to new 
hunting grounds and striking up business with a new trader.

From the time of earliest contact up until the decline of the for trade, 

evidence indicates that far from the Indian being a hapless victim dazzled by 

glittering beads and made giddily senseless by swilling kegs of gifted 

“fire water” they had actually been able in many ways to control and direct the 

nature of trade in accordance with their own traditions and customs. And 

Europeans, at least up until about 1820, had been willing to comply.

This type of mutual “accommodation”, formed what Richard White has 

termed the Middle Ground. He applied this notion in his work describing 

relations between the French and Algonquians but it seems equally valid when 

extended to other trading groups. White felt that such a course was inevitable 

since both sides “had to arrive at some common conception of suitable ways of 

acting. They had to create a middle ground” in which “the relation of the buyer 

and the seller was not incidental to the transaction, it was critical”.

And most particularly, ground which however wild and untamed had to be 

diplomatically designed in order not to give any disgust to the natives 

(my italics). (I will discuss this relationship more fidly in the section on the 

Indian as consumer.)
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CHAPTER TWO 

Trade Goods*

Indian reasons for participating in the fur trade were diverse and 
numerous. They included the symbolic and ritual power 
attributed to certain European goods and the simple material 
attractions of European trade goods whether those had to do with 
the sharpness of metal tools, the warmth and colorMness of 
woolen fabrics, or the effectiveness of firearms in certain types of 
hunting and warfare. ̂

Earliest Products

Returning once again to the region of White’s “Middle Ground”, it seems 

that both Indian and European endeavoured to establish meeting points of 

accommodation through the medium of trade goods. Whether or not the Indian 

was as susceptible to “imaginary necessities” to the extent described by Axtell 

in his article, “The First Consumer Revolution”  ̂is debatable. Rich in his study 

of the trading habits of Indians involved with the Hudson’s Bay Company 

observed that:

. . . the Indian would always supply himself first with powder and 
shot. After that would come what the trader would call 
“necessaries” and what we would call luxuries - tobacco, spirits, 
gay cloth of different kinds, beads and caps and such as ice 
chisels, snowglasses, and hatchets in varying priority.^

At the same time it must not be assumed that inter-tribal trade ceased

because of the introduction of European traders and their goods:

Trading networks were also run by the Native Americans among 
themselves. Lewis described several such networks operating 
along the Columbia River and adjacent areas in the first decade of 
the nineteenth century. Near the Columbia, trade involved “blue 
and white beads, copper tea-kettles, brass armbands, some scarlet 
and blue robes, and a few articles of old European clothing”. But 
their great object is to obtain beads.^
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In her study of French Colonial archaeologÿ Margaret Kimball-Brown 

discovered that:

Indian and native materials occur in the inventories also; buffalo 
robes, mitasses and moccasins are not uncommon. Also, 
interestingly enough, a “calumet or pipe of red stone” and a 
“lump of calumet stone” are enumerated, as are two pottery jars 
of the Natchez, full of bear oil.”’

Certain tribes were well known for various products, for example the 

agricultural maize surpluses of the Huron which could be traded north for the 

furs of northern hunting tribes. The coastal Indians such as the Pequot were 

made famous by the shell beads of wampum they produced. Further west the 

beadwork on the guncases made by the Crow and the pipe bags of the Sioux 

were desired objects for trade. (And the Europeans continued to acquire 

“necessaries” from the Indians. This was recorded in the fur trade accounts, and 

also in the diaries of early travellers in covered wagons who traded for fresh 

food and such material goods as moccasins during the cour se of their journeys.)

Characteristic European Merchandise

By the nineteenth century Euro-American traders were stocking a wide

variety of merchandise which included native, imported European, and 

American made articles. To some extent these trading opportunists had stepped 

into the shoes formerly worn by the Indian middleman by attempting to provide 

variety for their customers.

Through trial and error, as seen in the chapter on the Consumer, multiple 

criteria were established concerning trade goods. These standards contributed 

to the smooth mnning of the ti ading network in both directions.
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A major consideration was that of portability. Volume, weight and size 

were all factors to be precisely calculated in planning canoe cargoes. Small 

items such as needles, knives, beads, trinkets and awls were invaluable not only 

because they had been declared attractive and found to be functional but also 

because they took up little space. Tin and brass kettles because they were 

l if te r  in weight were preferred to their iron counterparts by Indian consumers 

and European tiaders alike. (Plains Indians made no objection to iron kettles 

but they had horses to transport them.)

Rolls of cloth were chosen in preference to ready-made clothing. Reasons 

for this are illustiated in the following excerpt from a letter to a Hudson’s Bay 

factor in the early eighteenth century:

Ip
The Committee informed Beale. “You also indent for coats for 
Trade, and for our Servants but wee have sent none. But the 
Quantity of Cloth, with buttons and thread flanell for Edging and 
A Taylor to make them, hopeing you will keepe him close to Iris 
worke in the winter, that you may be able to provide against your 
Spring Trade, this Cloth takes not one third of the Rome it would 
have done, had it been made up in Coates.” [A.6/3 fb.70]^

Tightly pressed and wound rolls of tobacco called carrots made its 

transportation more secure as well as less bully. Eventually portable steel traps 

which folded up compactly and were thus easier to cany were invented. In all 

instances of “packaging” the emphasis was on the economical use of 

transportation space. The beaver pelts themselves had, from the beginning of 

their long journey, been stretched and then pressed in specially made presses so 

that they could be placed into compact bundles in canoes and later into ship’s 

holds. Alexander Henry in his writings of 1765 described how:
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. . . the freight of a canoe . . . consists in sixty pieces or packages 
of merchandise, of the weight of ninety to a hundred pounds 
each, and provisions to the amount of one thousand weight. To 
this is added the weight of eight men and of eight bags weighing 
forty pounds each, one of which every man is privileged to put on 
board. The whole weight must therefore exceed eight thousand 
pounds or may perhaps be averaged at four tons.’

It was not until the 1720’s that “the canots de maître had replaced the much 

smaller eighteenth-century canoes”  ̂enabling somewhat larger cargoes. Canoe 

capacity inevitably determined the amount of freight it was humanly possible to 

transport and ultimately to trade.

Goods were chosen which could stand up to the ever present possibility of 

being soaked in water whilst being carried by canoe through turbulent rapids or 

during portage. Bulky bales and barrels of foodstuffs could also be subject to 

insect infestation. (This was also true of the fur pelts and a well-loiown French 

lithograph of the time from Diderot’s Encyclopaedia shows a chap whose job it 

was to beat the insects out of imported pelts.) Metalwork needed to be guarded 

from rusting and powder from getting damp and wet. The Lewis and Clark 

expedition of 1804 were particularly proud of themselves for having invented a 

system of keeping their powder dry by using corks and sealing wax to stop their 

lead containers.

Apart from the practical logistics from the traders point of view, goods 

which were most amenable to the Indians were those which fitted easily into 

already existing practices. Cloth could be substituted for sldn, and metal tools 

with their sharper cutting edges and strength could replace stone, horn and
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bone; guns and their attendant paraphernalia could function instead of

traditional bows and arrows.

Yet even with the increase in cargo capacity and the rapid spread 
of Euiopean clothing, Indian consumption of trade goods 
remained relatively low . . . Farther east where the abundance of 
imports was greater and sources of supply more varied, the trade 
probably did sei*ve to clothe the Indians and to provide basic 
metal technology. It did, however, only in the peak years, in other 
years, Indians had to be prepared to supply their own clothing 
and to rely on old knives, hatchets, and so forth, repaired by 
French blacksmiths. Excavations at Fort Michilimackinac indicate 
that even as the number of trade goods increased after 1725, 
reflecting the giowth of trade at the site, native technology 
persisted. Pottery and work in bone, antlers, and even stone hung 
on after imports had become pait of everyday life.®

As late as 1765 Alexander Henry reported that the Chippewa, “both men 

and women, was chiefly dressed in deer-skin, European manufactures having 

been for some time out of their reach”.

And nearly a hundred years later, in 1846, Murray, an early trader,

commented on the Kutchin reluctance to trade for clothes:

Blankets, axes, knives, powder horns and files went off readily 
enough, but it was hard to dispose of the clothing, as they 
consider their own dresses much superior to ours and they are 
partly right."

This conservatism in uptalce by the Indians is shown in the degree of 

acceptance of new technology as well as in the types goods. James Fitting has 

demonstrated in his work comparing the artefactual connections between two 

villages, the Juntunen late prehistoric site and another seven miles away which 

was occupied from 1671 to 1701 that:
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If the introduction of European trade goods had any effect at all 
on the subsistence base, it was to amplify the trends already 
present . . . We must reject the hypothesis that European trade 
goods drastically altered the subsistence base of the peoples of 
the Straits of Mackinac/^

Indian Conservatism

Trade inventories help to demonstrate that the types of goods made

available for exchange with the Indians by the French, Dutch, and British

remained essentially the same throughout the three hundred year period under

scrutiny.

A list of trade goods (1688) destined for the Illinois country can be broken

down into the following broad categories: cloth and clothing, metal tools and

utensils, guns and related gun gear, decorative items, and food and drinlc.

Cloth was listed as linen, scarlet, serge and red serge. Interestingly, even at

this early date a preference for red cloth appears to have prevailed. Listed also

was sewing thread and the “clothing” comprised capes and stockings. Metal

items indicated thiee types of loiife: butcher, clasp and canoe and there were

hatchets, large axes, iron arrowheads, augers, firesteels and kettles.

The type of gun mentioned was the musket which also required gunpowder,

lead and lead balls, gun pliers, musket flints, and gun worms." Observations

concerning the Illinois in 1673 stated that:

. . . they also use guns, which they buy from our savage allies 
who Trade with our French. They use them especially to inspire 
[my italics] through their noise and smoke, terror in their 
Enemies: the latter do not use guns, and have never seen any, 
since they live too far toward the West."
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The initial impact of guns appears to have been partly related to magic and 

the supernatural; “the guns so astonished them that they declaied there was a 

spirit within the gun which made the loud noise when it was fired.”"

Decorative items in the 1688 list included glass beads, quills, paints, 

mirrors, and more practically, netting thread. There were also tobacco and 

brandy and peas."

The same pattern of provision appeared on a list of goods compiled by the 

adventurer Armand de Lom d’Arce, Baron de Lahontan, of items which French 

traders commonly traded to the Indians in exchange for furs in 1703:

(Fusee was the English term for fusil or musket)

Short and light Fusees 
Powder
Ball and cut Lead, or small shot 
Axes both great and small 
Knives with their sheaths 
Sword blades to make Darts of *
Kettles of all sizes 
Shoemakers awls 
Fish-hooks of all sizes ^
Flint stones *
Caps of blue serge *
Shirts made of the common Brittany Linen 
Worsted stockings, short and coarse 
Brazil tobacco 
Coarse white thread for nets 
Sewing threads of several colours 
Pack thread *
Vermillion *
Needles, both large and small ^
Venice Beads
Some iron Heads for Arrows, but few of 'em 
A small quantity of soap *
A few sabres or cutlasses *
Brandy goes off incomparable well. "

* indicates articles which did not appear on the 1688 list.
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The 1703 list demonstiated essentially the same types of trade goods, 

slightly expanded by the numbers of Idnds of goods offered within the original 

categories.

An analysis of trade items extracted by Dean L. Anderson from the 

Montreal Merchant’s Records for eighteenth century French outposts has 

revealed “an element of consistency among the posts . . .  in the fact that a H' 

nearly identical group of five trade items commanded a large percentage of 

trader expenditure”."

Provision of certain categories of goods poses the question of whether there 

was real consumer demand activated by the merchants themselves, as suggested 

by Axtell. Or were these the types of goods which were on offer on a take it or 

leave it basis? It seems most likely, as explored and expanded in the section on 

the Indian as a Consumer, that these particular goods met a genuine demand 

and preference by customers and were not gratuitously offered except during 

the earliest “getting acquainted” chance tiading encounters.

Once again, a 1743 French cargo of goods destined for Canada illustrated 

that 68,72% of the caigo consisted of dry goods; that metal and non-metal 

hardware made up 18.57 % and that the remaining shipment consisted of food 

and drink at a mere 12.46%. (On this particular list one notes also the absence 

of guns and ammunition.)"

A “Summary of Goods Traded South to the Missouri River 1797-1806”, 

although understandably expanded, as one would expect from the later time
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period involved, represented the same types of goods which had been on offer 

in the Northeast more than one hundred years before.

Woven Goods, (clothing and blankets)

“Chief’s” clothing 
Laced coats
Capots (coats) of different size
Cotton shirts
Corduroy trousers
Flannel Robes
Leggins
Blankets |
Flags I
Hudson’s Bay red and blue strouds i
Red and blue strouds j
Calico

There is less emphasis in the above list on cloth material and more on

ready-made articles than before. Bulkier cargoes were possible on the Mssomi

River boats.

Metal Edged and Pointed Tools

Knives, large and small 
Butcher knives 
Axes large and small 
Half-axes 
Battle axes
Cassetete a calumet (hatchet or tomahawk pipe)
Hoes
Lances some up to three feet long
Awls
Hatchets
Brass and copper kettles 
Bow irons 
“Iron works”
Firesteels

(Note the inclusion of the Cassetete a calumet.)
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Firearms

Trade guns and pistols 
Powder and ball 
Wormers 
Flints
Powder horns 
Shot bags

Personal Vanities and Beads

“Trinkets”
Vermilion
Looking glasses
Combs, some of them ivoiy
Cock feathers
Rings, usually of brass
Hawk bells
Soap
Beads
Wampum belts 
Wampum hairpipes 
Wampum shells 
Pipe beads (by the string)
China beads
Seed beads (by the pound)
Barley com beads 
Blue beads

There were a few other miscellaneous items including peppermint. The 

only food mentioned was sugar an inexpensive yet desirable commodity 

originating from the West Indian trade. There was tobacco by the carrot, fathom 

and pound but no alcohol listed.̂ ®

An interesting alternative to the lists of predominately European trade 

goods, in the absence of any contemporary Indian shopping lists, is a 

breakdown made by Francis and Morantz of the “Percentage of Total Furs 

Spent by the Indians on Selected Trade Goods Between 1730 and 1780”, at 

Eastmain House which was a Hudson’s Bay Trading Post on James Bay.
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Guns and ammunition predominated initially but at the end of the period 

there was an upturn in “spending” on cloth and clothing. This could indicate a 

number of alternative explanations. One, that there was more manufactured 

clothing generally available and/or that it appeared to be more attractive to 

acquire. Two, that gun supplies had levelled after the initial enthusiasm to 

procure them and/or that there were more blacksmiths available to make repairs 

on old guns, or three, that fur supplies had been depleted to the extent that cloth 

alternatives to native made fur and slcin clothing had become imperative.

Brandy and tobacco, and metal goods and twine appear to have been less 

popular than guns and ammunition and clothing and material, but additionally it 

must be noted that brandy and tobacco were available most often as “gifts” 

connected with the ritual niceties of trading so that the actual figure of use may 

well have been quite different.^^

There is a certain irony in the fact that cloth and clothing-related goods

formed such a vital element in the fur trade exchange, replacing in many

instances the very fiirs for which they were traded.

Material for clothing was not accepted as quickly by the Indians 
who wintered northeast of Eastmain House and mainly hunted 
caribou as it was by the more southerly Indians who were 
primarily fur hunters. The southern Indians, who had formerly 
used fur clothing switched to cloth when fur became valuable . . . 
Apparently factors such as the distance of the Indians hunting 
grounds from the post, the extent of their contact with the white 
traders, and the nature of their traditional activities all affected 
the speed with wltich European trade items were adopted and 
replaced aboriginal weapons and implements.^
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Many reasons have been put forward to explain the seeming paiadox of the 

exchange of furs for manufactured clothing. These Eurocentric explanations 

have ranged from the irresistible qualities of the cloth itself compared to 

“native” materials - to the prestige value attached to wearing European type 

clothing:

French clothing came to have value in terms of prestige and was 
worn for show on top of the native clothing made of animal 
skins.̂ ^

Rather frequently they are given something like a fine coat, in 
order to distinguish them from the commonality, for such things 
as this have a particular esteem, especially if the article has been 
used by a commander of the French.

The superior qualities of warmth and upkeep are given as causes for 

acceptance as well as the ease of constructing clothes from cloth material 

compared to the laborious steps involved in sldn processing. It is arguable, in 

fact, whether or not these processes, in the hands of a skilled Indian woman, 

and evaluated from a Euro-American male point of view, were actually 

anything like as arduous.

Certainly the production of indigenous clothing was simple compared to 

the process of creating a beaver hat in Europe several thousand miles away 

from the fur source.

Beaver Hat Production

The prescribed procedure was to slit the skin down the length of 
the animal’s belly, with transverse cuts along the inside of each 
leg. The feet were cut off; the tail remained with the body . . .
When the pelt had been removed from the carcass, it was scraped 
with a sharp knife or axe blade to free it from fat and shreds of 
flesh. In order to dry it quickly and uniformly, it was stretched 
smoothly on a hoop made by bending a willow withe of proper
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edges of the beaver pelt then were sewed with sinew or cord to 
the hoop, thus making a flat, round plew which when dry resisted 
insect attacks . .

The dried beaver pelts were then pressed and packed into bundles to be

transported thousands of miles by canoe to North American Atlantic ports and

by ship to Europe:

The beaver pelt as it came from the trader was a rough, greasy 
skin covered with coarse brown hair under which was the fine 
rich ftir or wool. The first step in hat making was to shave both 
hair and wool from the skin. The bare sldn was then sold to a 
maker of glue, and the wool and hair were separated by a blowing 
process . . . the soft loose wool was applied in small quantities to 
a perforated revolving copper cone within which was a suction 
device that pulled the hair against the cone. A spray of hot water 
turned upon the fur covered cone, together with the manipulation 
of the fijT with the hands, started the felting process. Repeatedly 
fur was added, and the manipulation continued until the felt 
became rough in texture. Then it was removed as a hood from the 
cone and placed in a mold where it was worked into the desired 
shape. While it was still soft and warm shellac was forced into it 
from the inside. The suiface was covered with fine fur and 
polished and the beaver hat was bom.̂ *̂

Historians somewhat removed from the various technological processes 

implied in producing woollen cloth might reflect equally as to whether or not 

the processes involved were very much simpler than those used on hunted 

skins:

Most of the woollens involved in the Indian trade were . . .  of 
English production and manufacture, though a few were made in 
the Netherlands and fewer still in France. For these reasons, most 
of those used by the Swedes, the Dutch and the French were 
ultimately English in origin, had to be bought in England, and 
consequently had to be sold at higher prices to the Indians than 
the English themselves needed to retail them, although they were 
of much the same quality. ’̂
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The intiiguing suggestion has been made that it was a deliberate policy to

encouiage the Indians to adopt European cloth and clothing in an attempt to

increase sales of those commodities in trade. This would perhaps in some

measure help to balance the number of Europeans who through choice or

necessity adopted the Indian way of dress!

When the Four Kings of Canada visited Queen Anne’s court in 
1710, one gentleman recorded that he heard “that the Corporation 
of London” was sending an envoy to them to perswade 'em 
[i.e. the kings] to weare clothes and bring coats and breeches in 
fashion among their subjects; this will mend trade and help of(f) 
the woollen manufacture, but the grandees of York I feare will get 
the start and recommend their thinn stuffs for summer 
matchcoats.^*

Whether or not the gifts sent back with them after their visit to London had

been given with this intention is unknown. However:

. . . Among the Treasury accounts lies the invoice of 'sundry’ 
Merchandize bought by order and for account of the Indian 
Chiefs . . .  In this list are some fifty entries, a number of items 
being by the dozen or the gross. There are many varieties of 
material - cotton, woollen, and linen, kerseys, duffells, garlix, 
rowlings, silver orice edging. There is a charge for making 'said 
Linnen into forty three Shirts at 18d.’ There are brass kettles, lead 
bars, firkins, three dozen looking glasses, knives [six kinds: large 
spring, slope pointed, smaller ditto, Scots, horn case, and maple 
pocket] two dozen large scissors, two dozen smaller ditto, 
tobacco boxes, two gross coloured twist necklaces, one gross 
large sorted necklaces, one dozen three-drop pendants sorted, 
razors, horn combs, ivory combs, one gioss large Jew’s harps, one 
hat and gun and sword and pair of pistols and trunk apiece, four 
hundred pounds of gunpowder, ten pounds of vermilion, the 
Queen’s picture, a parcel of odd things, 'and a Magick Lanthom 
with Pictures’
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Cloth Acquisition

Cloth was not always obtained through the usual channels. Paul Kane 

described Indians swapping clothes with each other, clothing formed part of the 

trophies of war, or featured as gifts in diplomatic dealings or in rituals such as 

those involved in the distribution of grave offerings. Religious vestments were 

also found to be particularly attractive. A chasuble of Father Hennepin’s was 

borrowed and used by the Indians in several funeral ceremonies. Fr. Sagard 

gave an account of the Huron’s (unsuccessful) efforts to obtain his much 

coveted flag:

. . .  in trade at Massacre Cape, [they] had already accumulated 
about eighty beaver skins for they considered it [the flag] not only 
very beautiful being made of excellent scarlet damask enriched 
with gold lace [a worthy gift from the queen] but also because 
they believed that the procession of it would bring them good 
fortune and success.

Reasons for acquiring cloth and modes of acquisition were various.

European and later American manufacturers developed a large variety of types

of cloth in wool, linen, and later cotton (and woven combinations of these) and

in many kinds of trimmings including laces and silk ribbons. All of these

materials subsequently came to be used in unique ways by the Indian

craftswomen in maldng and ornamenting clothes and other domestic items.

Cloth had been a significant trade item since the seventeenth 
century, but during the early eighteenth century European cloth 
had yet to replace native clothing. In 1718 the Indians around 
Detroit, and presumably the peoples who bordered them, wore a 
mixture of European clothing and native garments. The 
Potawatomi men, for example, wore “red or blue cloth” in the 
summer, but their winter clotliing was buffalo robes. Farther west, 
the men of the Illinois, the Fox, and presumably the other peoples
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of the region mostly continued to wear clothing fashioned from 
animal skins/^

Metal Goods

Metal goods were attractive to the Indians from earliest contact, partly for

the desirability of the material itself with its lustre and reflective shine. More

pragmatically, metal was valued for having strong renewable cutting edges

found in such items as knives, ice chisels and various types of axes; firesteels

expedited the lighting of fires and iron files could be put to numerous uses.

Typologically the new items matched tools and implements with which they

were already familiar even though the Heckewelder talê  ̂is often related of the

Delaware Indians who had been given hoes by the Dutch who returned a year

later to find them wearing them around their necks as ornaments.

Their own stone, bone, and horn tools ° those which Wilcomb Washburn

has called “nature dominating” had long been in use.

The Natives were already fully equipped to manage their 
environment, they purchased [sic] the same kinds of European 
implements made of superior materials. These included axes, 
hatchets, awls, ice chisels, butcher knives, swords, fishhooks and 
kettles.

Firearms

The area of firearms and its attendant paraphernalia is a vast subject which

need only be briefly touched upon here. For instance:

After the introduction of European trade goods, life for the 
inhabitants of the Five Nations changed dramatically. By the 
beginning of the eighteenth century the Iroquois were purchasing 
almost every kind of merchandise imaginable, from basic utensils 
to beaver hats and lace coats, but in the fur trade there were three 
essential types of merchandise - gunpowder, woolen goods, and 
rum . . . Gunpowder, however, did not play as large a role in the
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fur trade as woolens and rum, because the Indians obtained much 
of their powder supply in the form of presents from the British 
and the French/^

Guns seem to have been distributed on a small scale by the French along 

the St. Lawrence as early as 1620; the Massachusetts Indians received some 

from the colonists about 1623 and the Iroquois were able to trade with the 

Dutch along the Hudson from the 1640’s. After the establishment of the 

Hudson’s Bay Company in 1670, guns became an important consideration in 

food procurement for residents at the posts as well as in the acquisition of fur 

pelts:

Firearms were desired by Indians from the first contact with 
Europeans. With its machined steel barrel, brass and iron finishes, 
and heavily varnished wood stock, the gun was physically 
attractive and was first prized for notions of magical attributes.
Only later was it held to be a superior weapon. At first, only 
poweiful individuals could obtain a gun. Later, althou^ guns 
could be had by anyone for a price, they still demonstr ated the 
wealth of the owner. Of course, the gun held no real initial 
advantage over the bow and arrow. The bow and arrow was more 
efficient than the matchlocks and smoothbore muskets that the 
Indian first acquired, were at least as accurate, if not more so, at 
long distances, and most important materials for its manufacture 
were close at hand. It was not until the advent of the lever action 
repeaters of the late nineteenth century that any claim could be 
made for the technical superiority of the gun.̂ ^

Trade guns were manufactured in England particularly, and later American 

gunsmiths started up their own businesses, at times copying the English 

models. Documentation concerning the Indian use of guns is practically 

non-existent although there are some mentions of their desire to have resident 

blacksmiths living amongst them in order to help with repairs and Russell 

remarked that “there is voluminous evidence of misuse . . . with improvised
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repairs made by the warrior in the wilds”.Certainly guns past their original 

usefulness were recycled and the firing mechanisms used as fire-starters, the 

barrels sawn off to be formed into love flutes, pipe stems or hide scrapers. It 

seems highly likely also that part of inter-Indian trade would have been in spai e 

gun parts.

Small Metal Tools and Implements

Thou^ perhaps less dramatically so, other forms of small metal tools and

implements, particularly knives and axes, were just as important to the Indian’s

overall lifestyle as guns. Carl P. Russell wrote extensively about the various

types which were made and traded to the Indians^’ and James A. Hanson has

made an exhaustive study of later metal implements among the Teton Dakota.

Clasp knives, daggers (dags), and butchers and scalpers were manufactured in

Biimin^am and Sheffield for the Indian trade. By about 1840 newly-formed

American companies were beginning to catch up with European manufacturers

and were producing such popular items as the Green River Knife (which was

later literally “forged” in England). The crooked Icnife (mocotaugan) or canoe

knife was a particular North American Indian invention. “In the trade, it was

distributed always as a blade only; the Indian or Eskimo prepared and fitted the

handle according to individual whim.” ’̂ These knives were used in

woodworking and as Branster has remarked, “metal tools appear to have

allowed for a fiourescence in the manufacture of intricately carved bone combs,

bracelets and effigies”.'*'’ Knives, as was the case with axes and firearms, were

not always used in the ascribed, conventional way. They were fitted with
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specially decorated leather sheaths and hung around the neck but were also 

uniquely inserted into the “gunstock” club of the Plains Indians for added 

power.

Here are Schoolcraft’s comments on this useage:

A practice has prevailed since the introduction of iron of 
combining a lance with the same implement [club] It is then 
shaped somewhat in the form of the butt end of a gun or rifle, but 
having more angular lines. A lance of iron, of formidiable 
dimensions is inserted at the intersection of the most prominent 
angle. This feaiftd weapon which appears to be the most 
prominent symbol of wai*, is very common among the Prairie 
tribes. No warrior is properly equipped without one. It is often 
elaborately ornamented with war eagles feathers, and with paints 
and devices. Brass tacks are sometimes used in the lance clubs as 
ornaments, and not infrequently a small hand looking glass is 
sunk or inserted in the tabular part of the handle.'*̂

There is an unusual gunstock club (called Chippewa) in The McManus 

Galleries, Dundee, which has as its blade, a section of what is thought to be a 

surveyor’s steel ruler.

The axe, too, in various forms, became a popular and vital implement for

taming the human and vegetal wilderness and its use, manufacture, and

development has been extensively described by Arthur Woodward in his article,

“The Metal Tomahawk”:̂ ^

Early records of the Indian trade show evidence that certain 
Eastern Indians were fairly inundated by enormous consignments 
of axes. Some axes and tomahawks were given freely to the 
tribesmen in connection with the Indian gift policies adopted by 
the competing Europeans who took over America; a greater 
number were exchanged by white traders for peltry.

The Iioquois and Algonkian Indians renamed such iron axes tomahawk 

after the type of clubs which they already knew
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Because both pipe and tomahawk were coveted by the Indian, it 
is not surprising that some canny trader of the distant past 
conceived of combining the two to make a paiticularly 
appreciated prize for gift and hade. The date of this invention is 
not recorded, but specimens are known to have been in use in the 
eighteenth century, and at the time of the Revolution the pipe 
tomahawk was widely distributed."”

Awls and Needles

However, the metal trade implements which most influenced the clothing 

concerns of this study are small taken-for-granted everyday items - the awl and 

later the steel needle. The metal awl eventually replaced those of bone, antler, 

thomapple thorn, or splinters of wood which had been used for piercing holes 

into leather, (earlobes,) and baik for sinew sewing of moccasins and other 

forms of clothing and small domestic items. The needle, along with 

manufactured thread, allowed for the expansion of sewing using cloth, and its 

use with trade beads led to an elaboration of design which had not previously 

been possible.

The Indian seized upon the better implement. Seemingly, iron 
awls appear upon any and all invoices and inventories 
representative of the In^an trade, east or west, and through all 
the years. Maxwell publishes evidence that the earliest awls at 
Michilimackinac were tapered, cylindrical spikes of iron, pointed 
at both ends. Charles E. Brown illustrates somewhat similar awls 
from Carcajou site, Wisconsin, and tells of the distribution of 
awls in Wisconsin by the explorer Nicholas Perot . . .  Of the 
fifty-two awls recovered at Fort Michimackinac, nine were made 
with an offset at the middle."*̂

The American Fur Company Papers contain copies of many orders 

addr essed to Hiram Cutler, Sheffield:
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Our Indian awls are to be put up in papers of 50 each. They can 
be packed with fire steels and needles. Fifty gross was a usual 
complement and consistently, year after year the price paid to 
Cutler was about forty cents per gross."*̂

The true needle with an eye was extremely rare among the 
Indians, the awl being the universal implement for sewing. The 
needle and needle-case came to be generally employed only after 
the advent of the whites, although bone needles three to five 
inches long are common in Ontario and the hoquois area of 
New York."*’

The first European steel needles were produced in Nurembmg in 1370 and 

by the sixteenth century they were quite common. By Queen Anne’s reign the 

supply of steel needles in England was comparatively plentiful."*̂  The making of 

needles in England expanded from a cottage industry until the advent of the use 

of water power meant that three mills at Redditch by 1850, for instance, 

employed two thousand five hundred workers and produced two hundred 

million needles per annum^^

Bernard T. Lee, archivist, and former employee of Milward Needles, 

Redditch, in a personal communication has pointed out that even today: “no 

domestic hand sewing needles are made in the whole of North America. . . and 

that twenty to twenty-five per cent of present sales go to this best export 

market”. The “most sought after” needle by the Indian was, he claims, the 

beading needle- the smallest made by the industry.̂ ®

Certain definable quantities of needles appeared on trading lists and 

inventories; many more would have been distributed as gifts, but there is little 

further evidence of the sources of manufacture and types. That needles were 

valued by the Indian women who used them is attested to by the fact that they
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made special cases and bags for carrying them. Straight pins also appeared on 

trading inventories and have been found at archaeological sites. Various types 

of sewing thread and twines were traded.

The introduction of metal scissors also meant that manufactured clothing 

materials could be cut easily and that the ribbons and other forms of 

ornamentation such as contrasting borders on leggings and skirts and bands of 

worsted or other ornamentation employed on the edges of moccasins could be 

more precisely manipulated. “Characteristic” Indian fringes could be precisely 

cut using scissors.

Trade Kettles

Although brass and tin trade kettles may seem far removed from 

considerations of the clothing made by the native people, this is not the case. 

As with guns, when their original use had expired, kettles were cut up 

(cannibalised) and used in the formation of a number of decorative and 

functional items such as tips for arrowheads, bracelets and armbands and the 

very popular tinkling cones. Tinkling cones with the addition of dyed deer hair 

tassels were used as borders on moccasins in particular and followed a 

traditional type of decoration which had been made originally from native 

copper. Other small metal items such as thimbles, buttons, hawksbells, brass 

tacks, spent caitridge cases, lead seals, wire, chains, and coins were also used 

alternatively for decoration rather than for their intended purpose. These 

alternative creative uses of manufactured items reflected innovations which
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accorded perfectly with the Indian tradition of making creative use of objects 

found in the environment.

Shell and Glass Beads

The attractiveness, acquisition, and use of glass beads by the Indian

became a microcosm for the way in which tiade goods in general functioned. 

Their foreigness imbued them with an exotic and novel quality, possession of 

them, or the giving away of them as a gift gave the owner prestige. Their lustre, 

as in the case of metals and looking and burning glasses, imparted a magical 

quality. Beads were hardier than the porcupine quills, shells, bones and seeds 

which had been used previously and their colours were instantly brighter, 

consistent in hue and more varied. No plucking, sorting, and dyeing was 

required of glass beads and gradually through trade they became available in 

more colours, shapes, sizes, and vaiiety. This led to beadwork of a more 

expansive nature than had been previously possible using native produced dyes, 

and natural materials from the sunounding native environment.

Used with steel needles and commercial cotton it was possible to cover 

large areas with beads far more quickly than before. This led to innovation and 

some experimentation in design. And yet, as in the case of other trade goods, 

design using beads was essentially conservative. It followed the usual traditions 

by replacing indigenous materials with the new ones but more often than not 

successfully combining the old style with new materials. Tracing and recording 

the complexities of bead design histoiy has been less than ideal.
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Peter Francis, Jr. in. Beads and the Discovery o f the New World reminded 

us that:

Body paint, tatooing, clothes, and outlandish costumes were more 
often described by the explorers than beads. Althou^ it is clear 
that beads of many materials were worn, few descriptions of them 
are found in the early travel literature. Unless they were made of 
substances considered precious by the Europeans, they were of 
little account and hardly merited notice. Vespucci’s attitude is 
typical.

Their riches consist of variegated birds’ feathers, and of strings of 
beads pike our pater noster], made of fish bones or of green and 
white stones. These they wear as ornaments on the forehead, or 
suspended from their lips and ears. Many other such useless 
trifles are considered riches by them, things to which we attach 
no value whatever.^’

This point of view was particularly true in relation to the shell bead which 

has come to be called wampum. (Although the observant Cartier in 1497 had 

correctly perceived it as “the thing most precious that they have in all of the 

world”.) These beads were accorded the highest value, particularly by the 

Indians of the Northeast. Timothy J. Smith in his article “Wampum as Primitive 

Valuables”, has cited forty customary uses involving wampum, only five of 

which were post contact. (It was Europeans and not Indians who used 

wampum as currency because there was a shortage of coinage in the new 

colonies.)

The value accorded to beads was reflected in the fact that the word for 

bead, seed bead, in the Chippewa language came from the same linguistic root 

meaning seed or berry but also spirit. Since benies were held in very high 

regard, to the extent that they believed the road to heaven was lined with
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strawberries, - it is hardly surprising that glass beads, and particularly those 

with berry-like shapes, became very special also. Beads became metaphorical 

berries.

It seems very possible that:

. . .  the glass beads were of the colours [and shapes] easily 
assimiable in cultures such as those of the coastal Algonquins 
where shell beads were already in common use, and one 
presumes, charged with symbolic value.

Althou^ contemporary descriptions of beads were few, there were some:

Fr. Sagard in the 17th century wrote of the Hurons:

Their wampum is strung in different ways, some of it to make 
necklaces three or four fingers in breadth, made like a horse’s 
girth with all its threads covered up and inserted in the pieces of 
shell. The circumference of these necklaces is about three and a 
half feet or more, and the women put many of them on their 
necks, according to their means and wealth. Then they have 
others, strung like our rosaries, fastened to theii* ears and hanging 
down, and chains of the same wampum of which the individual 
pieces are as big as walnuts, which they fasten to both hips, and 
these are arranged in front in a slant over their th i^ s  or the 
girdles they wear.̂ ^

In 1698 Father Hennepin wrote of “collars of white and blue beads, 

bracelets of little black and white beads, colored glass beads shaped like pearls 

on little rings and little glass beads’’.̂®

Unlike metal or cloth, and other organic materials such as leather, glass

beads, though relatively small, survive well when abandoned and buried and

therefore the archaeological evidence available from earlier sites in the East in

particular, is quite abundant.

According to J W. Bradley (1982) only a small amount of 
European material turns up in archaeological sites in 
Massachuestts prior to about 1575. It consists mainly of pieces of
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sheet brass or copper, brass beads, and only rarely glass beads.
After 1575 tubular brass or copper beads, plates or gorgets of 
sheet brass or copper and iron celts become more common, 
although glass beads remain infrequent . . , prior to about 1580 
European goods were not routinely available along the coast of 
New England . . .  it currently appears that the Indians of Atlantic 
Canada and Florida were able to obtain more abundant and more 
regular supplies of European materials than those who lived along 
the coast between New England and the Carolinas.^’

In studying glass beads dating is only one of many problems. Examples

have been discovered in archaeological sites in their hundreds and at times in

their thousands when other materials, including those to which they may have

been attached, have perished.

Large numbers of Dutch-made beads are found in early North 
American Iroquois and Susquehannock sites, concentrated in sites 
from western Massachusetts, southeastern Pennsylvania and 
possibly West \^rginia. Dutch beads dating from the late 1500’s 
are scattered in archaeological sites from southeastern Ontario to 
Florida. Many of these probably moved inland via inteitiibal 
trade.

Some idea of the eventual scale of bead exports to North America can be 

obtained from looking at tiade inventories and merchant’s sample cards 

throughout the years in question so that, one discovers, for instance, as Dubin 

stated, that: “Venetian shipments to the United States alone during the 1880’s 

amounted to six million pounds yearly”.̂** (These were not, of course, for the 

exclusive use of the Indian population.)

Paradoxically, considering the vast quantities of trade beads involved, 

precise knowledge of their origins remains incomplete though there have been 

considerable efforts throughout the years to co-ordinate existing information. 

This is in part because beads entered the North American trading system after a
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long succession of middlemen and distributors who did not themselves always 

know the origins of the beads they handled.

Francis also felt that:

, . . traders cared little for beads and did not describe them in 
detail. Bead distributors were a mixed lot: settlers and soldiers, 
missionaries and merchants. Some gave them away as gifts; 
others used them as cunency. Afterwards, beads often travelled 
long and circuitous paths within the cultural sphere of Native 
America. All of this makes it difficult to precisely identify many 
of the beads h aded in America.®*

We do know that the main centre of glass bead making from about the 

thirteenth century onwards was Murano, Venice, where the manufacturing 

secrets were kept closely guarded. This was probably the main source of supply 

for North American trade but there is also evidence for seventeenth-century 

bead manufacture in the Netherlands and later in Bohemia. (An abortive 

attempt at glass manufacturing occuiTed in the fledgling Jamestown settlement 

in the early seventeenth century, an indication of the importance attached to its 

manufacture.)

It is not possible to be arbitrary about the dates of the introduction to 

various parts of the country of glass beads but a rough and ready guide would 

have necklace beads, those larger beads which were used as adornment in ears, 

noses, and collars as the earliest. Among those was the popular chevron which 

appeared early but did not last long, probably because of the high cost of 

producing them. Obviously, the coastal Indians were in receipt of all beads 

first, the main types being:
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East West
Pony (also called Pound) 1675 1800

mainly blue and white:
Small, cut, muti-coloured facetted 1775 1840
Seed in size between pony and Cut 1800 1855

The Large trading companies - Hudson’s Bay Company and 
Astor’s American Fur Company - presumably imported great 
amounts of beads at the he i^ t of the fur trade. Lists from three 
American Fur Trade Company trading posts in Michigan and 
Wisconsin (1834-40) show a wide variety of beads handled 
through these posts. The ^ass [or presumed ^ass] beads 
included: sky blue and large blue, fancy, mock garnet, coarse and 
chalk white, white and colored barley com, seed beads, black, 
faceted glass, large glass, and blue and white beads. Shell was 
represented with spotted sea shell beads, and black, white, hair 
pipe, and moon wampum. Stone beads included three sorts of 
garnets (mby, uncut and a type designated as Br.) and blue, white, 
oval white, and cornaline agates . . . We can assume that many 
glass beads were Venetian products and that the agates came from 
India, wliile the “wampum” beads were probably American, 
perhaps made by the Campbells of Pasack, New Jersey.*62

Undoubtedly, beads formed a fascinating and important pait of the 

Euro-Indian trade. Later on, metal ornaments also became very popular as 

jewellery, medals, in their own right, and as ornamentation on clothing and 

other objects.®̂

The mood-altering commodities (alcohol and tobacco) which were 

“traded”, and foodstuffs are more difficult to quantify because they were 

consumed and also because, as mainly gifts (and not always legal gifts, as in 

the case of alcohol the “sale” of which was periodically harmed), they did not 

necessarily appear on accounts.
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For present considerations, the material goods which can be identified 

supply ample evidence of the vast quantities and varieties of merchandise 

which entered the newly discovered North American trading world.

The criteria for these were numerous and included for the Euro-American 

traders their portability and durability as well as their attractiveness for the 

Indians and the ease with which they could fit into already existing trading 

practices. Objects were chosen by the native population for lustre, colour, 

magical powers and the sound they made as well as the practical considerations 

of technological advantages. There was also a strong element of recycling 

which ranged over all goods from the unravelling of old blankets so that they 

could be rewoven into bags, to the cutting up of kettles to malce tinkling cones, 

the flattening of coins in order to make jewellery or in the ingenious use of 

boiling the inner papers in which vermilion was packed for producing black dye 

for porcupine quills.

Acceptance of the new goods items such as the use of beads, ribbons, or 

metal scissors, meant that certain designs could become more colourfully 

elaborate. More accurate wood carving was made possible with metal knives. 

Certain clothing styles were also adopted or modified as cloth came into more 

common use.

All of these innovations help to dispel the notion that the Indian instantly 

succumbed to superior white technology the moment he became dazzled by a 

few bangles, guns, and beads. There were, indeed, items which were not 

adopted and others which he was instrumental in having changed. Enter the 

Indian as Consumer.
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Indian as Consumer

The trouble with the Indian in trade . .. was that he loiew what he 
wanted/

We intreate you use all possible meanes to increase our Trade by 
using all just wayes to promote it.

[Hudson’s Bay Company Letters Outward.Y

The Background

Up until fairly recently the Indian as a consumer had been a concept left

largely unexplored by fur trade historians. More often authorities such as

Hai'old Innis had presented a paiticular Eurocentric viewpoint, (in ftmis’ case in

order to reinforce his theories of economic determinism relevant to the growth

and development of modem day Canada). He wrote, for instance, that:

. . .  in the final analysis the pull of the relatively simple 
civilization on the resources of a complex civilization, may be 
regaided as of paramount importance. No monopoly or 
organization could withstand the demands of the Indian 
civilization of North America for European goods. The task of 

. continuously supplying goods to the Indian tribes of North 
America, of maintaining the depreciation of those goods, and of 
replacing the goods was overwhelming.^

Recent research has suggested that by scanning the records and 

correspondence of the trading companies and the accounts of individual traders 

one can discover and deduce to some extent the nature and strength of native 

consumer demand and the various ways in which Europeans endeavoured to 

meet this. It is clear from such study that strenuous efforts were involved in 

convincing the Indians that they should hunt and process the type of fur
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animals required by the European market, and that major companies such as the

Hudson’s Bay Company, particularly when competition was at its height,

(before 1821) used “market research” in attempts to discover the types of trade

goods that would in return best please and “encourage” their customers.

In a letter from London, April 27, 1683, tiaders were instructed to

“penetrate into the country to Draw down the Indians by fayre and gentle

means to trade with us”."*

As has been mentioned earlier, trading practices were adopted which fitted

into existing patterns of exchange familiar to the native population.

. . .  to a large extent . . . Indian traders dictated the pattern of 
European expansion into the continent and they influenced the 
character of European trade even when they could not confine it.̂

As early as 1611 Champlain had observed that potential Indian customers

“preferred to wait until several ships had arrived in order to get our wai es more

cheaply”.® (Against this Eurocentric viewpoint it could as easily be argued that

they were simply curious to see all that was available since we have no idea of

their motives and the Indians were not particularly into haggling.)

Bruce Trigger has commented that:

It is generally agreed that native people did not seek to maximize 
profits and that they scorned to haggle over the price of individual 
items.’

Trading Ceremonies

It was realised, as soon as commercial beaver fur trading got undeiway in

the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, that this was more than an

economic exchange from the Indian point of view and that in order to be
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successful Europeans were compelled to participate fully in the ceremonies and

rituals required. Only then would the consumer be fully satisfied, having

acquired the goods available, but perhaps even more importantly, having

reinforced prestige and status in the community:

Clearly the native people demanded and received a system of 
trade which conformed in certain basic procedures to their 
[my italics] way of life.®

The French, and later the British and American fur traders were forced by 

Indian tradition to comply with these “basic procedures”. This was evident in 

the following description of the Micmac of Gaspe of whom Le Clerq (1675-87) 

wrote:

They are fond of ceremony and are anxious to be accorded some 
when they come to trade at French establishments; and it is, 
consequently, in order to satisfy them [my italics] that sometimes 
the guns, and even the cannon, are fired on their arrival. The 
leader himself assembles all the canoes near his own and ranges 
them in good order before landing, in order to await the salute 
which is given him, and which all the Indians return to the French 
by the discharge of their guns. Sometimes the leader and chiefs 
are invited for a meal in order to show all the Indians o f the 
nation that they are esteemed and honoured [my italics]. Rather 
frequently they aie given something like a fine coat, in order to 
distinguish them from the commonality. For such things as this 
they have a particular esteem, especially if the article has been in 
use by the commander of the French.’

The firing of guns or cannons in order to please the Indians was an 

interesting development which would obviously not have had any precedent in 

Indian trading rituals before the advent of firearms. But, as has been suggested 

earlier, guns seem to have been endowed with magical properties partly 

because of the noise which they produced. The painting showing The Farewell
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to Captain Bulger illustrated the popularity of gun firing on special occasions. 

The closest parallel to gunshots from the Indian experience would perhaps have 

been the crack of lightning and rumble of thunder which were similarly 

bestowed by them with mystical properties.

In the next century and much fuither west, (proving that these types of 

rituals continued to be expected, despite years of trading having subsequently 

passed,) in a chapter entitled “Overtures to Trade” representatives from the 

Northwest Company described the elaborate routine involved and necessary for 

trade with the Piegan, who at the best of times had a reputation for being tough 

customers:

When coming in to trade, young men are sent ahead to inform us 
of their approach and demand a bit of tobacco for each principal 
man or head of family. Six inches of our twist tobacco is 
commonly sent, neatly done up in paper, to which is tied a small 
piece of vermilion, both being considered tokens of fiiendship . . . 
treated to a ÿass of liquor, . . .  a smoking match takes place . . .
[A lengthy description of the correct procedure follows until at 
last] The master of the place is always expected to go out and 
shake hands with them, at a short distance from the gates, and the 
further he goes to meet them, the greater the compliment . . . 
conducts them to the Indian hall. There he desires the principal 
chief to take the seat of honor, in the most conspicuous place; the 
others sit according to rank around the room on benches provided 
for that purpose etc.

These excerpts from what is a long and detailed account provide some idea 

of the complexities of the trading ceremony.

The Hudson’s Bay Company found it imperative to develop procedures 

based on the Indians’ style of trading and experienced little diifficulty in
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promoting a hierarchical system of chiefs or trading captains not unlike their 

own buieaucratic company stmcture:

The Governor being informed what Leaders had arrived, sends 
the Trader to intr oduce them singly, or two of three together with 
their lieutenants, which are usually eldest sons or nighest 
relations. Chairs are placed in the room, and pipes with smoking 
materials produced on the table. . . [follows a frill accormt]. After 
which the Governor bids Mm welcome, tells Mm that he has good 
goods and plenty; and that he loves the Indians and will be kind 
to them."

And when eventually the Americans began to participate in the fur trade in

its wamng years, they were far from being immime to the obligations of such

participation, much against their better judgement:

When the Indian trading party approached the gate of the post, 
the bourgeois would recogmse the cMef by raising the American 
flag and firing a cannon. In tMs way the cMef’s status was 
enhanced. The ceremony also enhanced the status of the 
bourgeois who at all times strived to maintain a digmfied bearing 
in the eyes of the Indians . . . The ceremony continued with the 
admittance of the Indians to the reception room . . . The Indian 
leaders delivered eloquent speeches . . . gifts were exchanged . . . 
afitirming fiiendsMp and representing a non-verbal form of 
commumcation. The traders had no alternative [my italics] but to 
adhere to tMs ritual, but they complained bitterly about the 
additional overhead cost and the Indian’s apparent lack of 
appreciation for such “generosity”.’12

Probably one of the reasons why Sir William Johnson had such success as 

a trader/diplomat/agent with the Iroquois Nation was Ms willingness to adopt 

Indian customs and to take part in their rituals. He also had an Indian wife.

As formal trading replaced casual bartering encounters and demands for 

furs grew and expanded, a persistent and not always successful campaign
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aimed at inducing Indians to hunt fins and then to trade them for goods 

evolved

European Efforts to Promote Trade and Indian Reluctance

From known accounts, the earliest “reluctant” traders appear to have been

the Beothulc who were unwilling to hunt for beaver because it interfered with

their yearly subsistence cycle. Additionally, the women refiised to leave their

agricultural pursuits in order to prepare the extra pelts which would have

resulted from more hunting." Ironically, and perhaps because of their

indifference to participate in trade the Beothulc became extinct as a tribe, not

willing to fall into the hunting for beaver routine and therefore considered

expendable. There were other instances of European traders’ efforts to gain the

good will of potential customers but:

. . .  almost all communication and news came through 
tribespeople, who kept traders in the dark about competitors 
prices and practices. In fact, the Indians constantly used the 
traders dependence to assert control over commerce."

No amount of attractive trading goods could induce the Hurons to hade, in 

the first half of the seventeenth century, for instance, while the Iroquois were 

on the warpath, perhaps protecting their own middleman trader status. And 

inter-tribal warfare kept the tribes west of the middlemen Cree such as the 

Assiniboine, from venturing forth on the long, arduous fur trade journey east. 

Henry Kelsey on behalf of the Hudson’s Bay Company in 1691-2 travelled to 

them in an attempt to encourage peace when traded guns had been turned to
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terrorist tactics by the Cree in order to maintain their middlemen status with 

their western neighbours.

In the following century, (1754) Anthony Henday, another young 

entrepreneur/explorer cum commercial traveller representing the Hudson’s Bay 

Company failed to interest the Blackfeet in the fur trade. They told him they 

were more interested in hunting buffalo than in travelling in canoes through 

fish-eating country to bring furs to Hudson Bay,"

It was, in fact, undoubtedly on the basis of Henday’s “consumer reseaich” 

on this valuable exploratory trip that the Hudson’s Bay Company decided that 

their only hope in obtaining a reliable supply of furs fi*om the west was by 

moving themselves and their trading posts into the territory. They could then 

receive the furs directly instead of trying to get the reluctant Indians to travel to 

them, having ignored the advice of 1680, quoted above." Warfare was a 

distraction from time spent hunting and processing furs and also the time 

consuming ever present quest for food always took priority. Writers such as 

Ray and Rich have pointed out that the first priority in trading was for 

perishables/consumables or the gun supplies which enabled them to hunt for 

food.

The Indian way of life was old and deeply ingrained. It did not 
change as the white man drove their own trade over the Rockies 
and into the Pacific slope. David Thompson’s efforts to find a 
way across the Rockies brought him up against the Piegans. They 
had been on good terms with the traders as long as posts 
remained on the east side of the mountains, for so the Piegans 
could get arms and other European goods and could bar access to 
their rivals and enemies further west."
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It was essential to encomage consumer loyalty for “the Indian felt no 

compunction about trading part of their hunt with a French trader and the rest 

with a Hudson’s Bay Company one”."

And some tribes were adamant that they need not trade. Such a case was

the Beaver Indians who:

. . . were not so easily intimidated as the Chipewyans. They will 
not allow any white man take their furs or Provisions from them 
by force, but will give it to anyone they please."

The Role of Gifts

Gifts were the easiest way of fostering trading and diplomatic relations and 

often took the form of tobacco and alcohol or smaller items such as awls, 

needles, and beads.’"

The extensive list of “Goods Presented to Trading Captains, Spring 1784”,

at Eastmain House, for instance, included yards of plain and fine cloth, broad

and narrow orris lace, embossed serge, buttons, sashes, hats, shirts and feathers

as well as shoes, stockings, handkerchiefs, brandy and tobacco. “At his going

away” guns, brandy, tobacco, powder, shot and flints.^’

The records as late as 1865 indicate that the Hudson’s Bay 
Company men were still giving presents as a means of 
encouraging trade and discouraging the hunters from taking their 
trade to posts in other distiicts.^^

Indian Demands

The Indian as consumer then, exercised a considerable amount of general 

control over such aspects of trade as the siting of trading posts where he could 

travel with safety and ease, and over the ceremonies and rituals involved in the



117

trading transactions themselves. So also was his presence felt in the practice of 

the extension of credit and the necessity of pre-trading (and in some cases 

post-trading) gift giving as a device for gaining and maintaining his customer 

loyalty. Indirectly he demanded after-care servicing in requests for the 

provision of various artisans such as armourers, blacksmiths, and tailors who 

would work in part to help to repair existing depreciating goods and to make 

other items specifically designed for his needs. Any one of these factors might 

seem influential and taken together illustrate the considerable extent to which 

the Indian as consumer exercised a strong and persuasive influence over the 

traders.

Examples of specific instances of consumer-led demands aie numerous 

despite the fact that with a few exceptions they are second-hand and indirect 

reports. I shall deal with both positive and negative areas of Indian preference 

regarding trade goods in order to show how far reaching their demands were. 

Aspects of choice concerning goods included type, colour, size, perfoimance 

and general quality as well as the more subtle differences involved in patterns 

and designs, modes of fashion, and adoption or rejection of European styles. 

Far ftom being empty vessels merely capable of being filled and topped up with 

worthless baubles and trinkets, time and again the Indian was depicted as being 

a selective, discerning consumer.

In the observations of late eighteenth-century traveller to Canada, 

Isaac Weld:
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. . . trinkets or ornaments for dress, though ever so gaudy or ever 
so neatly manufactured they despise, unless somewhat similar in 
their kind to what they themselves are accustomed to wear, and 
fashioned exactly to their own taste, which has remained nearly 
the same since Europeans first came amongst them; nor will they 
praise any curious or wonderful piece of mechanism, unless they 
can see that it is intended to answer some useful purpose/^

Dean Anderson’s study of “European Trade Goods in the Western Great

Lalces Region, 1715-1760”, based on information contained in Montreal

Merchant’s Records indicated the types of goods being shipped to the western

posts. This, the period when the French were still active in the trade, reflected

just such a situation with clothing and hunting categories representing 62.85%

and 17% respectively of total expenditure and amusements at the bottom of the

list. Anderson concluded that:

. . . there were marked patterns in the relative emphasis that 
Native peoples placed upon different functional categories of 
goods. In addition, the pattern of relative emphasis on trade for 
different categories of goods was very consistent across the 
region.

The most striking aspect of the analysis is the indication of a very 
strong emphasis in the trade upon clothing - both finished 
clothing and materials to make clothing . . . This is an important 
observation in light of the common perception that the trade 
hinged upon firearms and metal implements like kettles and axes 
. . .  clothing [was] the cornerstone commodity of the ti ade.’̂'’

In a similar content analysis of “Montreal Canoes and Their Cargoes” 

(1780-86), Bruce White discovered that during this time of predominantly 

British trade, cloth, clothing and blankets amounted to just under half of the 

trader Cadot’s entire investment in merchandise. “In the category of cloth, the



E u r o p e a n  T r a d e  G o o d s  i n  t h e  W e s t e r n  G r e a t  L a k e s  R e g i o n ,  1715-1760

Ta b l e  4 .  F u n c t i o n a l  Ca t e g o r ie s  i n  R a n k e d  O r d e r  
BY P e r c e n t a g e  o f  E x p e n d i t u r e .

DETROIT
1. CLOTHING 75.58
2. HUNTING 11.91
3. ALCOHOL USE 4.83
4. COOK ING fr EATING 4.28
5. ADORNMENT 1.73
6. GROOM ING .54
7. TOBACCO USE .50
8. W OODW ORK ING .46
9. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .09

10. MAINTENANCE .07
11. AMUSEMENTS .02
12. WEAPONS ---------
13. FISHING ---------

M ICHIPICOTEN
1. CLOTHING
2. HUNTING
3. ALCOHOL USE
4. COOK ING & EATING
5. W OODW ORKING
6. TOBACCO USE
7. ADORNMENT
8. WEAPONS
9. DIGGING/CULTIVATION

10. GROOM ING
11. FISHING
12. MAINTENANCE
13. AMUSEMENTS

59.82
10.86
9.02
8.29
5.91
3.00
1.75
.57
.51
.31

SIOUX POST MICHILIM ACKINAC
1. CLOTHING 43.87 1. CLOTHING 72.04
2. HUNTING 25.23 2. HUNTING 12.40
3. COOK ING fr EATING 11.73 3. ADORNMENT 4.57
4. W OODW ORK ING 5.17 4. COOK ING 6- EATING 3.40
5. ADORNMENT 4.69 5. ALCOHOL USE 3.07
6. ALCOHOL USE 4.34 6. TOBACCO USE 2.05
7. WEAPONS 1.65 7. WOODW ORKING 1.32
8. TOBACCO USE 1.62 8. GROOM ING .95
9, GROOM ING .98 9. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .16

10. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .55 10. WEAPONS .03
11. FISHING .07 11. AMUSEMENTS .01
12. MAINTENANCE .04 12. FISHING
13. AMUSEMENTS 13. MAINTENANCE

RAINY LAKE OUIATENON
I. CLOTHING 55.28 1. CLOTHING 55.04
2. HUNTING 15.46 2. HUNTING 20.28
3. ADORNMENT 7.06 3. COOKING & EATING 7.22
4. ALCOHOL USE 6.92 4. ALCOHOL USE 6.95
5. COOK ING fr EATING 5.08 5. ADORNMENT 5.62
6. W OODW ORK ING 4 .38 6. WOODW ORKING 2.25
7. TOBACCO USE 3.96 7. GROOM ING 1.24
8. GROOM ING .95 8. TOBACCO USE 1.20
9. W EAPONS .44 9. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .10

10. FISHING .19 10. AMUSEMENTS .08
11. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .16 11. WEAPONS .02
12. MAINTENANCE .12 12. FISHING .01
13. AMUSEMENTS .02 13. MAINTENANCE

GREEN BAY NIPIGON
1. CLOTHING 65.08 1. CLOTHING 65.89
2. HUNTING 18.09 2, HUNTING 13.34
3. COOK ING & EATING 4.59 3. COOK ING & EATING 9.28
4. ALCOHOL USE 4.37 4. ALCOHOL USE 3.56
5. ADORNMENT 2.95 5. W OODW ORKING 3.17
6. W OODW ORKING 2.39 6. TOBACCO USE 1.64
7. TOBACCO USE 1.61 7. ADORNMENT 1.53
8. GROOM ING .87 8. GROOM ING 1.22
9. WEAPONS .19 9. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .24

10. DIGGING/CULTIVATION .07 10. MAINTENANCE .08
11. MAINTENANCE .06 11. WEAPONS .03
12. FISHING .03 12. FISHING
13. AMUSEMENTS .01 13. AMUSEMENTS
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TABLE 1

Contents o f  Twelve Canoeloads o f  Merchandise Sent by Maur ice 

Blondeau to J ea n -B a p tls te  Cadot, 1780-1786

C l o t h

V a l u e  
( I n  1 1 v r e s )

4 1 , 1 9 9

%

32 . 9
C l o t h  i ng 1 1 , 7 1 0 9 . 4
B l a n k e t s 8 , 9 3 5 7 . 1 49 . 4

Sma l l  O b j e c t s 2 , 7 9 6 2 . 2
S i l v e r  J e w e l l e r y 6 , 7 0 2 5 . 4 7 .6

T o o l s 7 , 2 8 6 5 . 8
Guns 3 , 5 1 9 2 . 8
P o w d e r , B a l 1 , S h o t 7 , 1 2 0 5 . 7
U t e n s i 1 s 2 , 9 9 1 2 . 4 16. 7

F o o d ,  S p i c e s ,  M e d i c i n e ,  So a p 7 , 9 3 0 6 . 3
I o b a c c o 1 0 , 5 8 5 8 . 5
A 1 c o h o l 1 3 , 8 4 3 11 .1 2 5 . 9

Ml s e e l  1 a n e o u s 457 . 4

TOTAL 1 2 5 , 0 7 3 1 0 0 . 0

A v e r a g e  v a l u e  o f  e a c h  c a n o e l o a d :  1 0 , 4 2 2  l i v r e s  o r  £ 4 3 4 ,  b
s h i l l i n g s  H a l i f a x  c u r r e n c y

S o u r c e :  C o m p i l e d  f r o m  M a u r i c e  B l o n d e a u  a c c o u n t  b o o k ,  McCoru
Mus eum,  M o n t r e a l

PLATE 38
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most important item was woollen cloth of various types ranging from common 

blue and red woollen cloth

The desire to trade cloth and clothing articles to the Indians accorded well

with the increased production of machine woven woollen and then cotton

goods by English (and to a lesser extent competing Dutch and French and later

American) manufacturers in seaich of new markets. But it did not necessarily

reflect the needs or indeed desires of the Indians.

Verrazano, perhaps the first explorer to carry cloth to the north 
Atlantic coast, said the people he met there did not value his silk 
and gold stuffs or other kinds of cloth."

In his brief look at the early cloth trade Kidd wrote:

. . . that far from stoically accepting anything and everything in 
the way of cloth which was offered to them, the Indians of the 
Northeast, at least, received only those kinds which they found 
agreeable, and even went so far as to demand some which had to 
be made specially for them’̂’ . . .  It would be difficult to pinpoint 
the exact date at which the first textiles were made specifically to 
please the Indians, but it may be as early as 1646."

As Denig observed in the nineteenth century in discussing the 

Plains Indians:

The introduction of woollen goods has been of some advantage to 
the Indians. It has added to their comfort, cleanliness and pride, 
and has had other good effects but these alone can not be said to 
have much increased their means of subsistence, though other 
things have." As long as the Indian is a hunter, his dress must 
answer that purpose. There is no fabric of European manufacture 
clothed in which he can crawl after game over the plains covered 
with cactus in summer or that would protect his body from 
freezing in winter. Blanlcets can not supply the place of buffalo 
robes, cloth the place of sldn, boots that of moccasins, in these 
high latitudes and terrible snowstorms.
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The real hunter of the plains must have liis buffalo robe coats, 
moccasins, mittens and cap, sldn leggings, his extra buffalo robe 
on his back and his snowshoes on his feet, or the cold and wind ;
would prove more destructive to his person than he to the game." [

Indeed where climatic conditions were extreme as Murr ay reported in 1847

of the Western Kutchin that:

It was hard to dispose of the clothing, as they consider their own 
dresses much superior to ours both in beauty and desirability, and 
they are partly right, although I am endeavoured to persuade them 
to the contrary.

And fuither east:

Material for clothing was not accepted as quicldy by the Indians 
who wintered northeast of Eastmain House and mainly hunted 
caribou as it was by the more southerly Indians who were 
primarily fur hunters. The southern Indians, who had formerly 
used fur for clothing, switched to cloth when furs became 
valuable.^’’

It was not only the practical functional aspects of cloth which were

considered. The following lengthy description of Dutch traders trying to satisfy

the needs of Iroquois consumers helps to illustrate the very particular* aesthetic

requirements which also had to be met:

To be fashionable, the Indians favoured particular kinds of 
woolen garments, accentuated with accessories made from a wide 
variety of textiles and ornaments. Duffels, named after a place 
near Antwerp where they originated, were pieces of coarse 
woolen cloth from which the Indians made blankets. Strouds, 
produced in the English town of Stroud, were even more popular 
and universally in fashion among the Indians. The stroud cloth 
could be used for a greater variety of purpose than the duffels, 
including leggings and women’s skirts. In selecting the red and 
blue Strouds, Indian shoppers . . . would not buy a single yard 
unless it had a thick nap and a dark shade. In answering a 
commercial firm in London that had asked for his advice, Albany 
trader Pliilip Livingston wrote, “Send our traders Such goods as 
you thinlc they require . . . tho some sorts as Stiowds be dear If 
they really be good they Covit them Especially those who come
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to trade here will have good Choi se goods, and do understand 
them to perfection. Except when buying black cloth for funerals, 
the Indians purchased only red or blue strouds with black 
selvages. If the cloth was too coarse, they would not buy it, but 
the sin^e most important criterion was for the blue strouds to be 
“Dark blue - almost Black”."

Although this colour preference was universally popular, paiticularly 

amongst the tiibes of the Northeast, it has not been possible to trace its origin 

with any degree of certainty. It may well be related to an earlier preference for 

smoked skins.

Red, as a colour was very popular as body paint and was used on material 

objects such as weapons and shields and in burial rites. The red stone catlinite 

came from a sacred quarry and was valued especially for making into 

ceremonial pipes. Native copper also held special esteem. Because of this red 

colour preference the brilliantly coloured pigment vermilion became an 

enormously popular trade item. It also took up little space in bales and could be 

packaged in small amounts for use as gifts. (It will be noted that it was used, as 

described above, in the preliminaries to trade, by being attached, for instance, 

to small gifts of tobacco.)

Penney observed that red “represented the animate and emotive aspect of 

life and spirituality. Red could symbolize both the destruction of armed conflict 

and the promise of spiritual benefit and protection.”" But the liking for dark 

blue, almost black, remains enigmatic and does not seem to replace any 

pre-existing material or dye.
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George R. Hamell in an innovative paper analysed liglitness, dailoiess and 

the colour red in what he felt were Indian terms. He concluded that:

Redness is:

. . .  an inherent quality of blood, certain mineral pigments and 
stones, native copper, some berries and fruits, “red willows”, and 
red cedars.

White, red and black shell have contrasting complimentary 
functions, values, and meanings in ritual, as hypothetically do 
white, red and black crystal. Similarly, red native copper in its 
ritual function, value and meaning may contiast and complement 
those of black and white metals. This colour code is pervasively 
expressed in Northeastern Woodland Indian material culture, 
whether acculturated or indigenous including broadcloth, berries, 
and beads."

European Attempts to Meet Indian Demands

A very early comment (May 16, 1684) from the Hudson’s Bay Company

records illustrated how easily traders could get colourways wrong:

We have sent you . . .  100 party cullered coates . . . enough for a 
triall as 75 mens and 25 boy es when he last went over he fansied 
white coates wold be a Commodity with the Indians which 
caused us to make up a great many but we doe not find one of 
them sold."

The lesson concerning white does not seem to have been easily learnt. Five

years later in a letter of June 6, 1689:

Wee understand by Captain Ford that white cloth is more desired 
by the Indians than colloured, white being not soe subject to 
fright their game as Redd or Bleu when they hunt, and it being 
lesse Charge to us, then the Dyed wee therefore have sent three 
cloths for a try all."

Representative European countries took part in a certain amount of trade 

warring rivalry regarding the manufacture of cloth of whatever colour for the 

Indian trade.
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In view of Indian fastidiousness about styles and fasliions, a 
serious problem for the Canadians was the inability of French 
manufacturers to produce an imitation stroud cloth that the 
Indians could be persuaded to buy . . . The company officials 
ordered several pieces of cloth from France, but this effort at 
duplication failed to such an extent that Governor La Jonquiere 
and Intendant Francois Bigot declared that “the article is frightful; 
the red cloth is brown and impress. ;ed; the blue, of a very inferior 
quality to that of England; [and] that as long as such ventures are 
sent, they will not become favrites with the Indians”."

Since the English stroud seemed to be most populai* with the Indians, other 

nationals were compelled to buy English woollens and resell them at higher 

prices in order to still make a profit. This put the English at an advantage and 

eased the way for them in the trading of other types of commodities since they 

could entice the Indians in with good quality strouds.

And in trading notes from distant French Louisiane, similar difficulties 

were expressed:

There must be no stuff a Ulroquoise; it is a veiy bad stuff 
[textile] that comes fiom Holland and that was, heretofore, 
imported fr om the Dutch at high price, and which the Indians are 
disgusted with, and . . . French stuff is much cheaper, and can 
also serve to make stockings or leggings for the Indians which 
[leggings] are of much better use for them than stockings. 39

Redoubled efforts at attaining and maintaining quality was a constant

theme of colonial traders reiterated on behalf of their Indian customers. By

implication the Indians in the background were exerting pressure as consumers

and exercising significant choice.

If the textiles turned out poorly, the London fiims had little 
choice but to send them to their clients, who often reacted by 
complaining. . .  that the strouds were “almost good for notliing at 
all” and that the two pieces of red shipped duffils which you sent 
me Last Fall are Not Worth 40/ a Pice I believe they are made of 
Dogs hair."



CONSIDERING THE TRADER’S MERCHANDISE 
(The woman possibly Indian and trader’s wife acting as interpreter?)
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The Philadelphia trader James Logan wrote lengthy descriptions in his 

letters in the beginning years of the eighteenth century specifying cloth goods 

from Bristol, “a regard must be made not only to the Cloth and Colour, but also 

to the list about which the Indians are Curios [exacting]” [. . . and to his 

London agent, John Askew, he stated that] “Duffels, strowds and Blankets must 

be had or we can have no Skins”/ ’

And from Detroit 12 July 1762, the trader James Sterling wrote to

James Syme, merchant:

. . .  the Quality, the Size of [the] blankets and the line of the dark 
Stripe at each end aie all very good; there is nothing wanting but 
a row of capital letters ranging close along the inside of the 
stripes of each blanket; the Stripes are also more commonly blue 
than black, but never exceeding one full inch in Breadth: the 
Indians are very particular in these things [my italics]."

A few days later (15 July 1762), in another letter to James Syme, Sterling 

repeated his specifications for blankets and the writing of capital letters and 

proper stripes:

. . . the stripes are also more commonly blue than black but never 
ought to exceed a full inch or an inch and a quarter in breadth.
[He continued, writing:] I understand by Mi*. Porteous that there 
is a cargo at Niagara a Quantity of English blankets with red 
stripes; I am surprised that such things are sent, they will not sell 
here in seven years.

In a later letter of August 26, 1762 he requested:

. . . five or six hundred French blankets, if they are not to be 
gotten Send in lieu of them English Match Coats alias blanlcets 
with Black Stripes only, for the English blanlcets with red stripes 
will never sell here [my italics]."
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Such letters exchanged between traders and their suppliers, of which these

are but a small selection, demonstrate fully that the Indians were not prepared

to ttade for just anything which might be on offer. Clearly, traders often felt

pressurised and compelled to insist on types and standards which they knew

would “goe off well”.

In a letter as early as 1680, the Hudson’s Bay Company declared:

You are to send us home by every return of our sliips, all such 
goods as are either defective or not acceptable to the Natives, and 
to inform us wherein they aie deficient. And also to direct us 
exactly as you can of what form, quality and conditions eveiy 
sort of goods which is demanded there ought to be for the best 
satisfaction of the Indians."

Indian Innovations

An added aspect of the desirability of woollen cloth was its use for

recycling in at least two different ways. “It was common for Indian women to

umavel these materials, redye the yam and reweave it in their own fashion.”'’®

What was to become the extremely popular fingerwoven Assumption Sash

and later became a “trademark” of the Voyageur was probably fabricated

originally from the use of such recycled strands of traded wool:

During the last half of the ei^teenth century, the French 
Canadians learned fingerweaving fi*om the Indians and produced 
some of the finest examples . . . The resulting sashes were real 
masteipieces varying in width from five feet to more than fifteen 
feet.

A'ound 1830, the design and colors of the Assomption sash was 
standardized for the Hudson’s Bay Company. A few years later 
the weavers went on strike for more pay. The HBC’s answer to 
this was to produce a machine-made copy in England and this 
effectively ended the fingerweaving industry of Assomption."



A4>lL£-C4/f/50t/(Chippewa wearing a sash as a turban)
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Paradoxically then, these sashes became an item which was eventually 

stocked, and commercially manufactured for Hudson’s Bay Company traders 

because of “demand”. They were used, primarily by men, as in the case of 

other created Indian items as belts, into which possessions such as knives could 

be securely tucked or for holding a coat together, as a precaution, in the case of 

Voyageurs against hernia in carrying heavy bales, and they were also quite 

often used as colourful turbans.

Pieces of dyed woollen cloth also readily imparted their colour to 

porcupine quills when they were boiled up with the quills in newly acquired 

trade kettles, the iron of the kettle acting as a mordant to produce darker shades 

and brass for brighter shades. (Iron nails were also sometimes used for this 

purpose.) “The inner papers in which vermilion was packaged, [it will be 

recalled] were also boiled up and used to produce black.”'’®

Carrie Lyford described how the Iroquois produced blue dye fiom trade 

materials, which was ingeniously extracted from green baize by boiling it in 

pure water. When the water was deep blue in color the material was introduced 

with a little powdered alum.'’̂  “It was essential that the baize be old or worn. It 

then retained its yellow and parted with its blue during the boiling.” ®̂

As will be seen later in the chapter on moccasins, trade cloth in small 

pieces was used as trimming, linings, and decoration as well as in making larger 

pieces of clothing. Most of the cloth acquired through trade was used in quite 

original ways. For instance, the breechcloth of the “Chippewa Waiiior” 

illustrated, has been made of various strips of woollen blanket colourfully
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Top: ANNETTE NAGONASHE, CHIPPEWA/OJIBWA FINGER WEAVING,
(Aug. 1994 - Michigan)

Bottom: INTERIOR OF REPLICA INDIAN BACK DWELLING SHOWING 
MODERN REPLICA KETTLE, TOBACCO CARROTS, SASHES 
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reassembled. And woollen tassles appeared frequently as an added decorative 

flourish on smaller articles such as bags, hoods, and mittens, perhaps in 

imitation of earlier indigenous leather fringes.

The Use of Calico

Consumer preference was not confined to woollens. The introduction of

cotton cloth, often calico, proved a popular commodity except in the subarctic.

It was taken up there at a later date for summeitime attire, but not entirely:

The garments worn by the women in the warmer season consists 
of thin dresses of calico purchased from the traders. Thin shawls 
serve to protect the head and shoulders . . . Some of the women 
are able to purchase dresses of cloth, and these are cut into a 
semblance of dresses worn by the women of civilized countries. It 
is not raie to see a woman wearing a skirt made from the tanned 
skin of the deer. The lower poitions of the skirt are often 
fancifully ornamented with lines and stripes of paint of various 
colors extending entirely around the gaiment. A piece of baling 
cloth is often fashioned into a skirt and worn.’*

Bolts of cotton were of course lif te r  and easier to transport than bulky

woollen counterparts and initial merchant outlay less. Portraits of Indian men

and women in the nineteenth century often show them wearing a bristly

coloured, ruffled calico shirt. Again, red was a favourite colour choice. The

actual pattern of the prints was also important.

The U.S. Office of Indian Trade sold quantities of calico in the 
South and around the Great Lakes . . . An order to the Baltimore 
Calico Printing Company in 1808 listed ten pieces with groups of 
Indians, ten pieces with bows and arrows and ten pieces with 
moon and stars [a piece was generally something like twenty or 
thirty yards]. Similar orders in 1810 specified “calicoes” with 
groups of Indians, bow and arrows and moon and stars. During 
the same period there are numerous bills for cutting and sewing 
calico shirts.’̂



POTAWATOMI COrtON CALICO SHIRT (1 9 th  c.) 
DECORATED WITH WOOLLEN TASSLES AND GLASS BEADWORK
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Notes sent by trader G.W. Ewing to R. Chute, supplier, April 27, 1847,

were quite specific on the calicos he wanted:

It is not so important about the shape of the figure, whether it is 
round, square, diamond, oblong or what, so it is clear, bri^t, 
distinct and striking, the sizes of the figures or sprigs may also 
vary . . . etc.

The pea green, sky blue and yellow figures will not su it. . . Pink 
sprig is also a good favorite style.

Some of the newly relocated western Indian tribes had their own ideas. One

Ewing trader ordered goods jfrom St. Louis with this note:

One hundred pieces. Fancy light ground prints. Should be figured 
and fancy . . . Some of the last season are not so saleable being 
mostly white with a diamond or other figures Purple, Red. etc.
This should not be, vines or other figures would be preferred.’'*

George Winter, an Indiana artist who painted many Potawatomis

1837-1839 wrote:

Their “pes-mo-kin” or shirt is generally made of colored figured 
muslin - red, with large yellow figures is most admired. The 
appendage of a large rufde is necessary to its beauty.”

The various subtle meanings represented by the uses of cloth as a means of

expression by the Indians will probably never be known to us. For instance:

A kind of wealth was also indicated by the great yardage of fabric 
needed for the ruffled “Potawatami-style” blouse and full length 
skirts.”

There was presumably symbolic and traditional choice being made in the 

area of colour. Later on as more variety of goods became available, there were 

excesses, as indicated in the quote above, attributable to showiness in amounts 

of fabrics, beads, feathers, ribbons, and metal ornaments. This was more 

important in exemplifying power and prestige than in any notion of



TAHROHAN, A N  IOWA WARRIOR (1837) 
(“Pink sprig is also a good favourite style”) 
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accumulated wealth for its own sake. Trading chiefs, as mentioned earlier, were

given special clothes to set them apart, as had Queen Anne’s Kings when

visiting London, or the various guests/chiefs who were invited to Washington.

But in general this outward display, understandably, manifested itself most

abundantly in the attire of trader’s Indian wives. (Metis men were later known

for being brightly attired unconventionally dressed dandies.)

Women as Consumers

One can only speculate as to the specific role of women as consumers since

their position has not often been fully explored.

George Catlin who had observations on most things and who never

understated wherever possible, only painted a comparatively small number of

Indian women but these included wives of traders whom he declared were:

. . . allowed to lead a life of ease and idleness, covered with 
mantles of blue and scarlet cloth - with ribbons, beads and 
trinkets, and ribbons in which they flounce and flirt about, the 
envied and tinselled belles of every tiibe.”

In the two paintings here, Wife o f Kee-o-Kuk, (Sauk and Fox) was 

represented in:

. . . her diess which was of civilized stuffs, was fashioned and 
ornamented by herself, and was truly a splendid affair, the upper 
pait of it being almost literally covered with silver brooches.”

In the Painting of the Chippeway Woman With a Child in a Cradle Catlin 

observed that “the woman’s dress was mostly of civilized manufactures, but 

curiously decorated and ornamented according to Indian taste”.” (This is a 

theme which will be followed later on in the chapters on clothing.)



Top: WIFE OF KEE-O-KUK W ITH A
PROFUSION OF SILVER BROOCHES ON HER BLOUSE 

Bottom: SENECA WOMAN DISPLAYING BORDERS 
OF BROOCHES ON HER RED OVERBLOUSE 
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The importance of cloth and clothing has implications for 
understanding the part that Native Women played in the fur trade.
Access to ready-made clothing, bolt cloth, and blankets, along 
with iron awls, pins, needles, and thread probably reduced the 
amount of time and labor that women had to invest in the 
production of clothing. The prominence of clothing and clothing- 
related materials in the trade suggests that women made 
considerable input into decisions about the types of goods to be 
obtained in trade . . .  If the trade in clothing and textiles reduced 
the domestic labor requirements for women and allowed them to 
become more involved in activities related to the trade, it may 
have had an important impact on women’s roles in 
historical-period Indian societies.̂ ®

We do know that the production of clothing, including the preparation of 

sldns in all of their stages, was women’s chore. And yet it seems cuiious that 

when it came to the adoption (or not) of European styles it was in the area of 

men’s clothing that this seems most to have been taken up. It was mainly a 

reciprocal process between Indian and European men.

Women conservatively retained their usual style of dress far longer than 

men. Alfred Jacob Miller in writing about an Indian girl whom he had painted 

observed:

The education of these wild imps of the prairie consists mainly in 
learning to embroider saddle cloths, and diesses with beads, and 
porcupine quills: - they soon become adepts also in 
manufacturing the soft pliable buckskin of which their costume is 
composed - which is by no means subject to fashion [my italics]. 61

Peter Kalm visiting Lorette in the eighteenth century observed the fact that:

The Indians dress chiefly like the other adjacent Indian nations: 
the men, however, like to wear waistcoats, or Jackets like the 
French. The women keep exactly to the Indian dress 
[my italics ].®̂
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A descriptive label in the Iroquois Museum, Howe Caves, New York 

explained that:

With the introduction of cloth, the major change [in women’s 
clothing] was a shirt or dress with fitted sleeves. In 1765 a report 
on Seneca women described them as wearing broadcloth skirts, 
flannel underskirts and leggings and an overdress of 
flannel/turkey cloth/calico in green, red, and blue, nicely beaded 
with rows of silver brooches and ribbons on the collar and the 
bottom of the overdress**̂

Most male traders, it is true, would have had more contact with Europeans 

but many Indian women were married to traders and therefore in contact with 

the materials, at any rate, if not necessarily the “styles”, of European women. 

Contact with European women was limited and these women were not 

numerous, especially in the earliest days of trade.^ Except for upper garments, 

many Indian “styles” were unisex, i.e.: moccasins and leggings.

There were many instances of Indian wives of traders who definitely 

retained their own essential type of dress with perhaps elaborate trade item 

additions and/or adaptations. It was, after all, attire that was appropriately 

adapted to their environment. This conservatism was very evident in the 

description of the wedding attire of Edward Biddle’s Indian bride and her 

retinue. In the Edward Biddle House on Mackinac Island, Michigan there is 

clothing on display in the bedroom similar to that which Mrs, Biddle might 

have worn in her role as trader’s wife. Undoubtedly she would have had access 

to many types of imported materials in her position but seems to have chosen to 

retain her basic Indian “costume”.



% 4

FACSIMILE CLOTHING SIMILAR TO THAT WORN BY 
THE OTTAWA WIFE OF TRADER EDWARD BIDDLE 

PLATE 50



132

The bridal attire of the futui e Mrs. Biddle, was described retiospectively by

Mrs. Baird in 1819:

The skirt reached about halfway between the ankle and the knee, 
and was elaborately embroidered with ribbon and beads on both 
the lower and upper edges. Above this horizontal trimming were 
rows upon rows of ribbon, four or five inches wide, placed so 
near together that only a narrow strip of cloth showed like a 
narrow cord. Accompanying this was worn a pair of leggins made 
of broadcloth. . . the embroidery about three inches from the side 
edge. Around the bottom the trimming is between four and five 
inches in width. The moccasins, also were embroidered with 
ribbons and beads.

Baird noted also that similar ensembles were worn by the bride’s Indian 

mother, and two women traders of French and Ottawa extraction. ”

Indians and European Dress

Le Clerq in the seventeenth century Jesuit Relations commented on the 

Indians uncertain relationship to European dress. It was:

. . . not possible to persuade them to dress in the French fashion, 
and there is nothing so grotesque as to see one of our Indian 
women dressed either in the common fashion or as a lady . . .
They say that they cannot make themselves like this dress, and 
that it would be impossible for them to walk or to work JTeely 
with the clothes of our Frenchwomen.®’

And an Indian when questioned by a Frenchman as to why he wouldn’t

adopt the dress replied:

How could I ever get used to spending two hours dressing and 
preening myself, wearing a blue coat, red stockings, a black hat, a 
white feather, and green ribbons?”

William Wood noted in 1634 that the southern New England Indians:

. . .  if their fancy drive them to trade would not buy fitted clothes 
but rather chose “a good coarse blanlcet” or a “pice of broad 
cloth” for double use as clothes and bedclothes. They love not to 
be imprisoned in our English fashion.”
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Over two hundred years later, Schoolcraft, who like Catlin was never at a

loss for an opinion observed that:

. . . the European costume sits badly on the Indian; in general 
they make a better appearance in their native dresses than 
anything they can procure from the whites. In their own costume, 
they are more free in their movements: when they have foreign 
clothing on, they have the appemance of being confined.®̂

Certainly the mobility of the hunter was thought to have been severely

impaired by Emopean clothing. See Denig’s comments above. In the Northeast,

similarly, it was felt that:

. . .  in other outlying regions [they] retained the native costume 
on account of its superiority in forest life . . .  the woods ai e veiy 
hard to pass through, on account of the density of the trees, 
although these are very small; all French clothes are tom on them.
On tins account the savages wear nothing but skins, because, the 
forests being veiy dense the hunters in less than a Day, tear all the 
stuffs that the French Sell them.’"

(Urgent requests for Indian shoes for the troops came from Sir William

Johnson indicating how well suited the indigenous clothing was for the tenain.)

It was very much the case of the Indians selecting those items of clothing which

were practical and which pleased them. For instance:

You will see Savages dressed in French attire, with worsted 
stockings and a cloak, but without any breeches; while before and 
behind are seen two large shirt-flaps hanging down below the 
cloak. This offends the French and makes them laugh, but would 
not cause a Savage to lose his gravity in the slightest degree. That 
fashion seems all the more tasteful in their eyes because they 
regard our breeches as an encumbrance.”

Peter Kalm in the next century made a similar observation, “. . . one could 

not persuade them to wear trousers, for they thought that these were a great 

hindrance in walking”.”
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Certainly there was no wholesale acceptance of European styles or

imitations of them and this aspect of the way in which European styles were

adapted will be more fully discussed later.

The Assiniboine preferred their traditional weapons over guns 
and they refused to wear coats or pantaloons. [In contrast, wrote 
Denig,] The Blackfoot and Crow nations perceive the 
convenience and utility of European articles, especially portions 
of clothing, horse gear and other things . . . They pride 
themselves on the cut of their coat.”

Subsequent chapters will deal in more detail with the specific influence 

which traded articles had on Indian clothing.

That there had been careful choice criteria in the selection of cloth was 

clearly the case and it was equally evident that such discretion was not 

confined to that material.

Tools and Guns

As might be expected, where precision and ease of use were major 

considerations, the gun trade and that involved in other types of metal goods 

warranted vigilant trader concern and consumer care:

A Hudson’s Bay Company letter of June 17,1692 stated:

Wee tooke due notice of what you writt last Yeare conceaming 
Our goods, and we have tooke the best care wee could that all 
complaints should be avoided in our Guns and in everything else 

we Would by noe means have the Indians discontented"^
[my italics].

Apparently the campaign for quality contiol was never-ending.

In 1712, for example, a Hudson’s Bay Company officer informed 
his superiors that the firesteels sent to the bay the previous year 
would have to be replaced because “I have offered some of them 
to some Indians that is come from Moose River and they do make 
a hooting and a laugli at them.” (Davies, 1965:27) Similarly, in
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the late 1730’s when the company attempted to interest the 
Indians in wearing brass collars, at four beaver sldns each, the 
Indians simply refused unless the price was reduced {ibid., 302-3,
327).”

In their continual effort to “discerne what sort of Goods goes 
best”, traders observed the Indian tastes, habits, and values. The 
information they sent back was transformed into new sorts of 
merchandise. In the end, traders found themselves stocking goods 
that had no parallel in European culture.”

Examples of new types of goods specifically manufactured for the Indian

market were metal quill flatteners, and the crooked knife and crooked awl. In

the case of the metal quill fiattener:

. . . this tool had no direct ancestor in Indian practice . . . since 
quills were flattened during aboriginal quillwork by the 
quillworker between her teeth, with her fingernail, or with a 
flattened piece of antler, or bone. Here then, is a metal tool in a 
new form, one that was designed to tap a perceived market.”

The tomahawk, associated so closely with the mythology of Indian history 

also seems to have been a European invention designed to meet “perceived” 

Indian needs.

The tomahawk succeeded the war-club, as the rifle did the bow.
With the invention of this tenible implement of warfare the red 
man had nothing to do, except in having it so fashioned as to be 
adapted to his taste and usage.”

Apait firom particular inventions, there was a strand of concern weaving 

itself through the records of the Hudson’s Bay Company Records regarding the 

maintenance of metal goods in a satisfactory condition while in storage and 

transit even before they were traded. The implication of this was that corroded 

goods would not be acceptable. One of the attractions of metal goods, it will be 

recalled, was the shininess of them. In a letter of 16 May, 1684, there was
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mention of “guns, louves, and hatchets, etc. that they grow not rusty in the 

winter”:

Keepe our wares so that they may be fitt to sell upon all 
occasions. You have gun smithes and smithes to each factory. Let 
not nor any eate the bread of Idleness amongst you and keepe 
those iron wares as nere the fire as you can.”

And again, as in the case of cloth, there were efforts to please in a 

background of constant French and Dutch competition:

Letter of 22 May, 1685:

We perceave the Hollands guns Doe not please [my italics] the 
Indian . . . therefore we will not sende any more but have chose 
rather though much Dearer to us, to send the best Engelish guns 
which we doe not doubt will please the Indians beyond any that 
the French have.®"

And in a letter of May, 20, 1686:

We have sent a few tinne kettles . . .  for a try all how they will 
please [my italics] the Indians, being extreame light of carriage 
and we thinke may be as serviceable to them as heavey brass and 
copper kettles.®*

(They would also have been cheaper and much lighter for transport.)

There was some evidence that the Indians were not averse to voicing their

own complaints about the quality of the metal goods. An Iroquois spokesman

of 1701 is quoted as having said:

We cannot omit to acquaint you of the Deceit of the Smiths who 
take our money and instead of putting Steel into our hatchets put 
Iron, so that as soon as we come into our Country to use them 
they fall to pieces.®̂

It is quite possible that the demands of the Indian customer led to benefits 

in European technology because manufacturers were forced to make attempts 

to develop solutions to new specifically North American problems.
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John Fullartine, Fort Albany, wrote in 1703;

Let the guns you send next be not altogether so big in the bore, 
for the Indians complain of the wideness thereof. . . the Indians 
complain of the clumsiness of them. You have sent no short guns 
this year, which are the most in request with the upland Indians 
which they continually call for and has teased me so about them 
that it almost distracted me this summer.®’

There was not an immediate solution to this problem. In 1743 in an

oft-quoted speech, a Cree chief complained to a trader:

The Guns ai e bad. Let us trade Light guns small in the hand, and 
well shap’d, with Locks that will not freeze in the winter, and 
Red gun cases . . .  ®'*

An entirely new type of gun. The Northwest Gun, was gradually developed

by the British, based on the expressed needs of the Indian consumer. It became

very popular because it answered the various precise requirements of the

Indians. It was shorter, lightweight, and could withstand extremely cold

temperatures. The best fur was available, it is recalled, in the winter months:

The short barrel of the Northwest gun made it easy to carry in 
canoes and through the woods. With a wide trigger guard the gun 
could be fired while wearing mittens . . .  Its flintlock mechanism 
was so dependable and easy to repair that Indians preferred it to 
the percussion rifle well into the 1860’s.*85

Other Consumer Products

There were examples of consumer pressure across a variety of areas

including food, tobacco and alcohol which it is impossible to pursue within the

scope of present considerations. There were also instances of attempts to create

markets for rather bizaiTe goods.

In a letter of May 22, 1690 from Hudson’s Bay Company, London:
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. . . wee have sent a Jointed Babie to stand in your Room in view 
of the Indians. Send us word how the Indians are affected with it 
or whether they fancie such toyes.®®

It is, however, necessary to turn to some of the more usual ornamental 

items offered by the trade since it is these commodities which feature so 

prominently in the realm of clothing to be considered later. Once again, definite 

choices were made in the selection of ribbons, trims, brooches, baubles and 

beads and even vermilion.

Charles Hanson, Junior described how :

. . .  in the early nineteenth century various American chemical 
firms offered their domestic brands of vermilion as a substitute 
for the Chinese. In 1817 the U.S. Superintendent of Indian Trade 
wrote a Mr. G. Hunt of New York, “The sample . . . appears to 
me to be equal to the English. But oui Indians have a very keen 
perception of the article of vermilion and having been 
accustomed to the Chinese, I do not know how this grade would 
take.” . . .  It evidently didn’t “take” for they [the American Fui* 
Company] “were glad to leam in the following March that a 
quantity had just aiTived firom Canton. . . ”.®’

It is interesting to observe that even in what might be viewed as

inconsequential commodities (“simply a brilliant pigment”)®® tiaders made

tremendous efforts at quality control and pleasing packaging;

An original paper fi*om the War of 1812 period [now in the 
Museum of the Fur Trade] measures 1 1/2x2 1/4 x 5/16 inches 
and is stamped on both sides with many Chinese characters. It is 
carefully folded to retain its original shape without ties of any 
kind. This is the typical little package which made a universally 
acceptable present and which was also used to make some 
proposed transaction more acceptable to the customer.®" [An early 
form of “sweetener”.]
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This attention to detail at even a comparatively late date in tenns of the fur 

trade implied that the Indians were fussy and that the tr aders were willing to go 

to some lengths in order to meet their wishes.

Beads, of course, are well known for their usefulness as presents. It is

probably more difficult to accurately assess the trade in beads than in any other

area both because of quantity and the extent of their distribution, also because

of the fact that their staying power as artefacts, (and indeed heirlooms) makes

precise dating virtually impossible. As was the case in cloth selection

Richard White confirmed that:

There is intriguing and suggestive evidence that Algonquian and 
Iroquoian Indians were first attracted to European goods not for 
their material utility but rather for their symbolic value. 
Northeastern Indians, for example, equated glass beads with 
native crystal and valued mirrors highly because they reflected 
images and thus, like water, became tools for divination.""

And on the Plains:

Just as fashion dictates to the market everywhere, the inhabitants 
of each area developed common preferences as to bead size, 
color, and shape, . . . The Cornaline d’Aleppo, a two-tone 
brick-red bead became very popular in the Plains, perhaps 
because of its resemblance to two aboriginally popular beads, one 
made of magnesite by tribes further west and traded into the 
Plains, where it was difficult to obtain and therefore highly 
prized, the other carved from . . .  catlinite."*

We do know in general terms that the first beads traded were on the large 

size and known as necklace beads, the most popular of these probably being the 

red, white and blue (again) chevron. As the name implies, necldace beads were 

worn on strings or used as earrings or trim on the edges of garments to augment 

or replace native materials such as berries, teeth, and shells.
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Early colour choice in the northeastern areas reflected the colours of native 

made shell wampum of puiple (dark blue) and white as well as the favourite 

red.

. . . among the Iroquois red was a favoured color . . . and that 
once Europeans became aware of this preference, the French and 
Dutch responded by producing or at least obtaining, beads of the 
desired color.

In Period Two when beads with solid red colors were very rare, 
there was a decided tendency for star and certain striped beads to 
be modified so as to display their red color..93

As early as 1711 glass beads were being used in the region which 
is now Michigan. By 1780 gieat quantities of beads were being 
sold through the British trading posts to the Indians dwelling 
around the Gieat Lakes. In recent excavations on the site of the 
old trading post that flourished at Grand Portage firom 1700-1800 
thousands of glass and porcelain beads of various colors, sizes 
and shapes have been found. Among them are large seed beads 
chiefly in white and l i^ t  blue. A few are deep red in colour,"'*

The subject of beads is vast and bearing this in mind a few examples 

illustrating choices will have to suffice.

Joseph Isbister, Chief Factor at Albany Fort on James Bay in the early 

eighteenth century mused: “When it comes to beads the Indians were very 

much given to change their fancies.”"’

In 1821, writing of the subarctic where one might expect the novelty and 

attractiveness of beads would prove irresistible, John Franklin remarked that 

“blue or white beads are almost the only articles of European manufacture 

coveted by the Loucheaux . . . ” and that they were “the principal article of tiade 

exchanged for their furs”."®
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These people had been exposed to and delighted in the bright blue Russian 

beads which had filtered into them through trade fi*om their Athapaskan Pacific 

neighbour s. And the British actually feared the lur e which these favoured beads 

exercised on the potential fur producing hunters.

Krech, who has made a study of the Kutchin use of beads concluded that:

. . .  it makes sense why the Kutchin would trade for beads above 
practically all else in the early fur trade . . . With beads energetic 
Kutchin could advertise their social standing, their sucess as 
hunters, trappers and traders; with beads some Kutchin could 
claim their potential as leaders and, by giving away what they had 
accumulated, convert beads into prestige; they could pay their 
doctors to cure them or members of their families; with beads 
they could enlist the services of a shaman to forecast the weather 
or the places where animals were likely to be found or to kill their 
enemies; and with beads they could discharge their social 
obligations to members of other matrilineal descent categories 
with a death feast or potlatch . . . the meanings that the Kutchin 
assigned to beads and to their precursors dentalium shells, were 
deeply rooted in protohistoric and aboriginal Kutchin culture.
These meanings were subsequently greatly embellished and 
enhanced by the coming of the Russians and British, the 
incorporation of these Europeans into existing trade networks.^’

There is a beautiful example of the use of the favoured blue beads on

display in the ethnographic section, Kelvingrove Museum, Glasgow. There are

additional strings of beads on the fronts of the boots and the dress also has red

ochre or vermilion applied along the seams. James Carnegie, Earl of Southesk,

at Fort Carlton, (HBC) on the Saskatchewan in July, 1859 complained:

Fashion reigned here as imperiously as in more civilised lands, 
some fine, richly-coloured, oval beads, the size of pigeon’s eggs, 
which I considered my best . . . were despised and out of date, 
while the trashy white ones, no bigger than a pin’s head, were 
highly appreciated . . . The small beads were valued . . .  for 
embroidery . . . while the larger ones . . . had come to be thought 
too barbaric.
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A few years earlier in 1833, the American Fur Company 
experienced the same sliift in bead preferences when a shipment 
of “agate beads” . . . were not delivered on time and were not in 
fashion by January 1835/^

Beads were chosen on the basis of type and colour, “eye appeal”, and ease

of use. In the case of other types of “ornaments”, European manufacture based

on Indian prototypes were attempted. This was true on quite a large scale in the

case of wampum, and:

. . . the introduction of glass and metal hairpipes among the 
Indians of the Eastern Woodlands by white traders in the colonial 
period illustrates the efforts of these traders to induce the Indians 
to accept substitutes for ornaments with which they had been 
familiar, both as accessories to costume and as articles of 
intertribal trade. Through trial and error the traders were 
attempting to provide at profit to themselves substitutes which 
would be acceptable to the Indians. Probably the glass ornaments 
offered by the French in the seventeenth century were too fragile 
and the silver ones supplied by the English in the eighteenth 
century were too expensive to gain widespread popularity among 
the Indians.̂ ®

In the area of metal ornaments it is again seen that various prototypes were 

supplied by traders which in some instances the Indians then copied as they 

eventually mastered the techniques of silverwork, pounding out copies or their 

own similar versions from coins or sheet metal. The pseudo-German “silver” 

which was a cheap alloy lent itself readily to their jewelleiy making. This was 

particularly true in the case of the Iroquois in the east who had been most 

geographically available and amenable to the receipt of silver medals, gorgets, 

etc. for their loyal military alliance with the British against the French. The 

Iroquois subsequently became silversmiths in their own right, basing some 

versions on European prototypes.
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And as in other areas of personal adornment they employed the brooches 

they acquired or made in ways which were unique. It was said of the Cree, for 

instance that:

Silver ornaments were uniquely Indian to the extent that they 
were made for, used by, and even buried with the Indians. Many 
of the designs engraved on these ornaments are Indian in origin, 
particularly the mythical animals. It seems that the traders would 
pass on these designs to the silversmiths.’100

The Masonic brooch was “normally” worn upside down, and the top of the 

Luckenbooth brooch was adapted by the Iroquois as representing an owl. 

Crosses and rosary beads were worn purely as ornaments. A description of the 

Canadian Ojibwa of 1793 by Lady Simcoe at York elaborated the use of 

ornaments:

. . . some wore black silk handkerchiefs covered with silver 
brooches tied tight around the head, others silver bands, silver 
arm bands and their shirts ornamented with broaches, scarlet 
leggings or pantaloons and black, blue, or scarlet broadcloth 
blankets.

As has been seen in the case of guns and metal implements, certain 

technological changes were possible when applied to the Indian’s own 

manufactures. Orchard felt that “the use of implements, supplied by Europeans, 

rather than detracting from his artistic ability, enabled the Indian to conceive 

new if more conventional patterns”. Orchaid was referring here to the use of 

dividers in foiming perfect circles. Metal knives and files probably encouraged 

more elaborate and accurate carving of wooden masks and combs etc.

The Indian as consumer was complex. He adhered to his old ways of 

trading and yet in taking on new goods and new types of goods he succeeded in
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making them his own thiough selective adaptation. Or he sometimes spumed

them altogether:

Although Indians welcomed many of the articles offered as gifts 
or as trade items, they were selective in their adoption of foreign 
products. Favored goods usually satisfied functional or symbolic 
needs already existing in the aboriginal culture. A particular 
object might be more durable, efficient, or attractive than an 
Indian artifact serving a similar purpose . .. Indians flatly rejected 
a number of European items, [such as shoes, trousers, fitted 
clothing, agricultural implements, porridge oats, certain colours, 
etc.] made physical modifications to others before adopting them, 
and acquired some simply to make use of the raw material 
contained in them. Native American crafstmen acknowledged the 
value of imported metals but retained their respect for traditional 
forms and ornamentation when they cut up brass or metal goods 
to create products that were distinctly Indian in appearance. 103

By persistent manipulation the Indian was able to compel European and 

American traders to adopt rituals and procedures otherwise alien to them in the 

trading exchange. Not only that, European-Americans were also forced to 

supply various craftsmen who sometimes even lived with the Indians in order to 

mend existing implements. In some cases they instigated the manufacture of 

goods especially designed and suited for the Indian taste. It was reported, in a 

strange turn about, for instance, in 1865 that The Northwestern Fur Company 

had had manufactured two thousand catlinite pipes for trade to the tribes of the 

Upper Missouri.

It is certain that the Indians had well defined demands and were critical of

the goods put before them and that the Europeans went some considerable way

to meet them in order to attract in the furs so necessary to their modus vivendi:

The goods did not radically alter Indian ways of life but made those ways more 
convenient. There is little plausible evidence that Indians depended on these 
items or starved without them, as self-important traders sometimes claimed. A
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century later traders were still struggling to keep their customers from going 
back to the old technologies. Traders had to live in Indian villages, a British 
merchant argued, in order to “excite a desire in them to have the commodities 
of Europe . .. without which they would. . .  only hunt for subsistence and a 
few skins to make themselves clothing”.
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CHAPTER THREE : NOTES
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Hats

Background and Head Adornment

Turning to the influence which trade goods had on particular types of

clothing, one finds similar considerations to those affecting the adoption and

use of trade goods in general. With hats, for instance, new kinds of head

coverings were taken over: a stocking type mariner’s cap (the tuque), the

nightcap, the hood, the Glengarry bonnet. Later on these types were copied and

transformed by the Indians into something far more exotic than the original. It

will be seen below that additions and adaptations were also extensively made to

existing types of headgear by including new decorative elements which had

been obtained throu^ trade. Not surprisingly both French and British materials

and modes were variously taken on by the Indians who came into contact with

them. Yet ultimately they also made them uniquely their own.

As in the case of footwear, where Indians were depicted as barefooted,

early visitors to the Atlantic Coast observed that the native population also

often chose to go bareheaded. This may have seemed particularly noteworthy to

the newcomers in view of the fact that Europeans of both sexes and all

occupations and walks of life at that time wore various types of headgear. The

whole ethos of the “vital” beaver fur trade revolved around the acquisition of

materials for the manufacture of the beaver hats. Hats of such quality were

important symbols of social status.



Top: IN D IA N  CHIEF W ITH H AIR ROACH AND FEATHER  (Catlin c. 1833) 
Bottom: BEADED HAIR ORNAMENT

PLATE 56



153

Hairdressing and Ornamentation

The indigenous peoples placed considerable emphasis on hairdiessing and

the ornamentation of head and locks. This may have precluded Indian wearing

of hats just as the introduction and use of wigs in Europe discouraged the use

of hats which when taken off exuded puffs of the powder in which the wigs had

been drenched. In Le Jeune’s Relations of 1634 he wrote of the Montagnais:

These people always go bareheaded except in the most severe 
cold and even then some of them go uncovered, which makes me 
think that very few of them used hats before their intercourse 
with our Europeans; nor do they know how to make them, buying 
them already made or at least cut, from our French people.^

That the French seem to have been much struck by the fact of this 

bareheadedness is evidenced in Relations of thirty years later and the 

obsei*vation that:

Canadian [Indian] women . . . commonly go bareheaded and 
consider themselves very pretty when their hair has a bright gloss 
and is very stiff with grease.^

(This (bear) grease or sometimes sunflower oil also had a pragmatic function in

helping to deter insects.)

C on^ described the treatment of hair, the details of which highlighted the ^

importance of the decoration of the head area to the native peoples throughout

the areas under consideration:

Over much of North America people simply patted their hair 
along the center, brushed it well, [sometimes using the tail of a 
porcupine or the rough side of a buffalo tongue plains (see Lowie,
1954, p. 51)] and allowed it to hang free. This treatment showed 
off the hair to some advantage, but often suggested further 
elaboration such as painting the pait red. Native Americans 
usually took great pride in their long, fine hair and seldom cut or 
trimmed it except as a sign of mourning.^
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Though lacldng specific evidence for Indian views on the use of hair:

. . . for the Iroquois, as for many other peoples, human hair had 
magical, life giving powers. So it is not surprising that many 
Iroquots combs were embellished with animal, human, and plant 
elements that symbolized a wiiole range of cosmological, 
genealogical, and political concepts.'*

As will be seen below, in actual fact there was some veiy specific hair 

cutting in the creation, for instance, of the base for wearing the roach.

Human and animal hair, in Native American cultur e, seems to have been 

considered paiticulaiiy attractive as ornamentation. In common with many 

materials it was also symbolically significant. Not only did the scalp and its 

scalp locks form part of decorative elements on clothing, tents, pipes, and 

weapons but scalps supplied tangible evidence of heroic deeds. They were 

central to the commemorative Scalp Dance. Moose, horse, and deer hair were 

also all used decoratively and featured as tribal trade items. Roaches were made 

from dyed deer hair and tinkling cones were often filled with tufts of it, 

particularly on men’s moccasins.^

The reached haircut or “Mohawk” was worn by warriors of the Northeast

and later spread to other peoples.

This style was created by cutting off all but a central ridge of hair 
with one long lock just behind the crown left intact - the scalp 
lock- T i^tly braided and decorated with a feather or ornament 
the scalp lock sei*ved as a badge of valor.®

The hair roach . . . was made from guard hair from the porcupine, 
deer hair, or horse hair tied to a cord like a long fringe. This cord 
was then coiled and sewn so that it could be formed to be slightly 
concave on the underside to conform to the wearer’s head. It 
could also be manipulated to become convex and stored on a kind 
of wrapped wooden club. The roach base had a small hole in the 
front whereby the scalplock was pushed thiough it and held in
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place with a piece of bone and this secured the roach in place. To 
keep the roach spread, a roach spreader was used which was 
made of bone, antler or trade silver. This was also fastened on the 
scalplock. ..

Sometimes, when available, the Indian would substitute the hairs 
from the beard of the wild tom turkey for the guard hairs of the 
porcupine. This would signal to the other men in his band that he 
was an accomplished hunter since the turkey was a very wary 
bird wfrile the porcupine could be killed with a stick’

This description illustrates pleasure in the use of hair, whether animal or 

human as a means of decoration and expression. There were also symbolic 

attributes relevant to different types and grades of hair. One is struck by the 

intricacies which were involved in the creation of the roach and its subsequent 

care. Similarly:

Sleekly braided hair provided the perfect foil for colorful 
decoration. . .  added braided ties, small beaded rectangles . . .  In 
the east and midwest the single braid style gave rise to two 
handsome types of hair ornaments, the hair binder and the hair 
bow . . . Prehistoric eastern women wore similar bows of 
polished stone (which archaeologists find today) and perhaps of 
perishable materials as well. Recent hair bows are made of trade 
materials - cloth, ribbons, and metal ornaments . . . Women of the 
central aictic still wear “hair sticks”, polished wooden rods to 
which the braids are secured by strips of beaded cloth that mask 
the hair completely.^

Reasons for head ornamentation ranged widely. There was the aesthetic 

desire to look alluiing or the sheer delight in the colour, texture, sound and 

reflective glittering qualities of the materials used. Or headgear might denote 

marital status:

There is a tradition among the Mohawks and the other Iroquois, 
that young girls and unmarried women wore one upright feather 
in the front of their headbands, while married women wore one 
feather in the Back of their head-bands.^
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In the subarctic a special hood for girls reaching puberty was often found in 

use in order to shield the girl from the eyes of others and to announce her 

condition. It was constructed in such a way that her eyes had to be cast down 

and that she could not be seen.

The outward manifestation of prosperity was imaginatively displayed

through the quantities of beads, shells, ribbons, or metal ornaments which

could be piled onto any given headpiece. There were, too, important

symbolic/iconographic messages which were conveyed, for instance, by

numbers, colours, shapes, and types of feathers which indicated opponents

captured, wounded or killed:

. . . the best-known Plains Indian decorations were the feathers a 
warrior tied into his hair to designate his battlefield exploits. Karl 
Bodmer’s portrait of the Aiikara warrior Pachtuwa-chta shows 
this sort of decoration. Here the feathers notched and marked 
with red indicate that he was wounded while attacking enemies in 
battle. Other feathers, worn in specified positions or marked in 
certain ways, spoke an elaborate symbolic language of valorous 
deed.’®

According to Schoolcraft:

A feather in the head stood for a deed according to its marking: 
an eagle’s feather with a red spot denotes that the wearer has 
killed an enemy, a notch cut in it and edges of the feather painted 
red, indicates that the throat of an enemy has been cut. Small 
constructive notches on the front side of the feather without paint, 
denote that the wearer is the third person that has touched the 
dead body. Both edges notched, that he is the fourth person who 
has touched it, and the feather partly denuded, that he is the fifth 
person that has touched the slain. The split feather denotes that 
the wearer has received scars from the hand of the enemy. The 
feather clipped off, and the edges painted red, are also indicative 
of the cutting of an enemy’s thioat. "
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Later on the now stereotypical impressive feathered “War Bonnet” of the 

Plains signified power and status. The use of eagle tail feathers in its 

construction symbolised belief in the special qualities of that bird. These 

magnificent headpieces signalled writ large the necessaiy community tiibal 

bonds, flamboyant sabre-rattling type display visible fiom some distance and 

shown to full advantage on horseback. When the Indians were confronted with 

impeding colonial encroachment, the necessity to tangibly demonstrate 

affiliations and “strength” seemed particularly vital. Special headgear was also 

worn by shamans, usually comprised of animal heads, fur, horns, etc.

Types of “hats”, then, or at any rate head decoration was certainly not 

unlaiown amongst the native population althou^ baieheadedness also existed. 

(This may have been, as in the case of fbotweai, fi’om the European point of 

view particularly commented upon as a means of underlining the concept of 

“natural” man who was untouched by the rules of function and fashion.) 

Traditional Hats

At the same time, hat wearing, or at any rate attention to the head area, 

made the acceptance of new types of trade materials both attractive and 

possible because they could be incorporated into existing practices and beliefs.

For the Iroquois:

. . .  at one time a round cap, woven of willow sticks, in two layers 
was worn for better protection against a stroke from a war club.
Later this type of helmet developed into a skull cap or round 
turban.
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Lewis H. Morgan described the traditional Iroquois hat, possibly evolving 

from that original round cap, the Gus-to-Weh, which was used for denoting 

rank. Complanter’s grandson described his inherited hat in 1872: “his head

dress was an heirloom made of wild tuikey feathers fastened to the cap with 

such cunning skill that they turned and twinkled with every movement”." A 

replica in the Iroquois Museum which was made in 1935 was constructed of 

cloth, glass beads, feathers, silver, shells.

One of the most ingenious aspects of this head-dress was that the 
main feather was placed in a tube in such a way that it could 
revolve.

After trade felt hats and cloth became available, the crowns of hats were

used as the base for the Gus-to-Weh, embellished with cloth. Hartman

described the construction of the Gus-to-Weh, (which is referred to in a booklet

produced by the Akwesasne Mohawk Counselor Organization, St. Regis

Reservation, Ontario,) as an Iroquois Warrior’s Headless:

. . . built on a framework or base of ash splints, like those used in 
baskets. One splint circles the wearer’s head and two more cross 
over it, one from front to back, the other from side to side. At the 
point where the two cross on the top, a number of stripped [sic. 
striped?] hawk feathers aie attached in a radial pattern. Also 
attached at the top so as to slant backwards in a bone socket, is a 
sin^e eagle tail feather fixed in it so as to revolve with the 
wearer’s movement. The wooden framework was covered with 
trade cloth or silk, and is circled at the bottom by a silver band 
with fancy cut-out work."

In the case of the Gus-to~Weh one can readily see how various trade 

materials became incorporated into the original form. The wooden ash splints 

were replaced sometimes with a ready-made crown of a felt hat and covered
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with silk or other trade cloth. (Cutting of splints would also have been 

facilitated by the use of metal knives, although traditionally they had also been 

steamed in order to bend them into shape.) A punched silver band obtained by 

trade or copied by native silversmiths made an attractive and showy base. Other 

types of more exotic imported feathers such as ostrich plumes might replace the 

hawk feathers:

These are well illustiated in a photograph of Chief George Hemy 
Martin Johnson, Wolf Clan , 1816-1884 whose “wide-brimmed 
felt hat” explodes with exuberant ostrich feathers, referred to by 
the author as a “Mctoiian mish-mash of an Indian costume with 
Iroquois touches”."

The revolving eagle feather on the traditional head-dress was an indigenous

invention, dramatic in its sensitivity to wind and movement:

. . .  the Mohawk wore three upright feathers each in its own 
spinner. The Onondaga wore two such upright feathers in 
spinners: for the other tribes - Oneida, Cayuga, Seneca or 
Tuscarora, only one upright feather was used."

The Gus-to Weh, a headdress so named by the Iroquois, was also 
adapted by the Shawnee, Miami, Ottawa and other eastern Great 
Lake Tribes."

Types of fur and even the entire heads of animals were additionally used

for head coverings. The fur cap which later became the trademark of the

Mountain Man/Daniel Boone/Davy Crockett variety was particularly worn by

the Indians around the Great Lakes:

An otterskin cap was sometimes worn turban style around the 
crown of the head. This was sometimes worn in conjunction with 
a silk turban decorated with silver brooches. The otter fur turban 
was sometimes decorated with edge beads, silver crown or band 
aiound the outside, and set over the silk scarf to foim an outer 
rim. Ostrich plumes were often tucked into the folds of the fur or 
silk in front or in back of the head. "
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Native Adaptations Using Trade Materials

Trade materials - silk handkerchiefs, beads, ostrich plumes, and silver, were

all employed in order to enhance an already existing form of hat.

The turban-like headwear once worn by men in the midwest were 
simply long strips of homemade braided fabric wound about the 
head and topped off with a feather or some other ornament. The 
vegetable fibers and buffalo hair originally used for these braided 
bands were replaced in the mid nineteenth century by commercial 
yam and white glass beadŝ ® [as had been the case with finger- 
woven “Assumption” sashes].

After the intioduction of commercially produced sashes, and silk or cotton 

handkerchiefs these were fashioned into turbans, sometimes with the addition 

of ostrich plumes or silver brooches. This type of head-gear was worn by men. 

Gatlin’s portrait of No English Peoria depicted a wide variety of materials: a 

“tartan” scarf, a printed band which may have been silk or cotton, an array of 

feathers, attached to a “pillbox” or a turban base. Women adapted the headscarf 

as such in much later times and wore them traditionally, tied under the chin. 

They often attached dozens of silver brooches to their scarves.

Though primarily decorative, there were times when it was necessary to 

secure the hair back away from the face, as, for instance, when paddling a 

canoe. The turban, then, was attractive but it also acted as a sweatband - (there 

were finger-woven headbands as such which were often decorated with trade 

beads).

L. Turner wrote of the subarctic:

The head-dress of the men for the summer is often a large cotton 
handlcerchief wound turban-fashion around the head to prevent 
the long hair from blowing over the face. These handlcerchiefs are 
of the most gaudy patterns, and if they are not worn a simple
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thong of deersldn serves the purpose. The girls and newly mamed 
wives often make bands of beads, some of which are quite 
attractively designed, for their lovers or husbands.^^

The Cree at York Factory (1746-47) were described as follows:

Some men wear round their heads fillets as naiTow as tape made 
of gr een or red worsted, with two borders of beads with which 
they tie up their hair . . . and the two ends of the fillet hang down 
upon the left shoulder.

They will grease their Hair, stick feathers in their hair, and 
ornament it with bunches of Rabbits Hair or Bits of Firr, and also 
Beads or a bit of white stone which they find in these parts, and 
polish until it much resembles white ^ass. The women grease 
their hair as the men do, stick bits of firr in it and Beads and paint 
it red, which is a practice also with the men.̂ ^

Unique types of hats were fashioned by the Great Lakes Indians, which

incorporated native and trade materials. Although few of these will have

survived the rigours of time we have the following description of one such

astonishing creation:

Cylinders made from birch baik covered with trade cloth and 
decorated with quills, beads, and feathers were worn by some of 
the warriors in the Gr eat Lakes region. One example of this is an 
Ojibwa headdress covered with blue blanket - cloth, appliqués of 
red and green wool tape, wool and cotton cloth, silk ribbon and 
glass beads. The upper mandibles and crowns of four 
woodpeckers are attached at the front, with yellow and blue silk 
ribbons threaded through the nostrils. Hawk, eagle, and ea^e- 
down feathers and several animal tails were attached around the 
top of the head-piece, quill wrapped wooden splints are attached 
to the eagle feathers.^^

Penney felt that the turban was:

. . .  an ancient style of North American Indian headdress: 
evidenced by engraved designs on marine shell cups from the 
Spiro Site in Eastern Oldahoma dating between AD 1100 and 
1330 wliich show the same kinds of headdresses worn by 
Mississippi warriors. '̂’
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In the Northeast where smaller animals were hunted:

Wolf, bear and panther heads were often worn on the head as a 
headdress. The special gifts of these animals enter the body of the 
weaier. The animal head gear was sometimes drawn over the face 
so that the lower jaw hung down over the neck of the wearer. The 
skin of the animal sometimes fell back over the shoulders of the 
warrior, furnishing a shoulder robe. This type of hat was usually 
worn in the winter.̂ ^

A wide variety of head gear was used by the Plains Cree, who took eastern

ideas with them when migrating west. They used the materials around them but

also availed themselves of traded items:

Men’s winter hats consisted of a ring of buffalo hide, with the 
hair side outermost. A sinew was threaded along the upper edge 
and pulled t i^ t  to diaw the cap to a peak. Another style of 
headgear was simply a fur fillet some six inches wide. A 
specimen in The American Museum of Natural Histoiy (50-5811) 
is made of dogskin. Coyote hide was also used for this purpose.

In summer, men wore a hat, or rather, a sun visor, made of a stiff 
rawhide rectangle . . . There was a great variety of styles in 
ceremonial headdress. Ea^e feather bonnets and buffalo horn 
caps were especially prized. These could only be made by 
persons so instructed in a vision and usually possessed magical 
properties involving immunity from wounds. The feather bonnets 
now worn in dances have a skull piece cut fi*om an old felt hat, or 
a piece of hide sewn to fit the head closely. Wooden pegs are 
sewn to this base. Eagle feathers are split at the quill, slipped over 
the pegs, and tied in place with sinew. A single cord, to which the 
tip of each feather is attached, holds them erect. A strip of 
beadwork is sewn across the fi-ont of the cap and weasel skin 
pendants are attached on each side. A band of red flannel, on 
which more feathers are sewn, falls down the back.̂ ®

As in the case of the Gus-to-Weh, elaborate steps comprised the 

construction of this important headdress. Their value was further indicated by 

the specially decorated carrying cases made for these delicate bonnets.
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Buffalo horn caps were constructed with a leather skull piece. A horn was 

sewn at each side and the whole adorned with beadwork, weasel skins and 

feathers. (Though not a direct trade material as such, at a later date, steer horns 

were substituted for buffalo horns, in a similar type of substitution as that of 

shell hairpipes which came to be made commercially from cow bones for the 

Indian trade.)

Whole skins of birds, especially the raven, and entire hides of 
small animals were used as ceremonial headgear in consequence 
of vision instructions.^’

European Type Hats

The European costume introduced to the New World was at first 
that of the traders and soldiers. . . later that of immigrants.^®

“As for headgear,” declared Lescarbot, “none of the savages have any, save 

that some of the nearer tribes truck their skins with Frenchmen for hats or 

caps.” ®̂

And Josselyn writing about New England in 1674:

. . .  on their heads they wear nothing; But since they have had to 
do with the Europeans they purchase from them a sort of cloth 
called trading cloth of which they make mantles, coats with short 
sleeves and caps for their heads which the women use.®°

Althou^ they do not featuie as prominently as quantities of cloth, metal 

goods, and beads, hats appear occasionally on trading inventories. Some of 

these, paradoxically, were beaver (castor), and may well have been intended for 

Europeans. Quantities were always small, never more than a half a dozen, and 

the tiansportation of hats in canoe bales must have posed some problems. A 

more common item to appear on inventories was the cap (tuque), the milled cap
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(a type of felt in which the fibres were beaten until the wool became locked 

together) which was included sometimes in the small list of basic clothing items 

which were issued “for the men” (Voyageurs).

A  tabulation of the numbers and kinds of hats included in the contents of 

one Montreal canoe of twenty bales, fifteen barrels, eight sacks of shots, one 

basket, etc. outfitted by William and John Kay and sent to David McCrea at 

Michilimackinac in 1777 produced the following:

Bale One 3 Mens Felt hats 5/
Bale Two 3 Castor Hats 7/6
Bale Three 3 Felt Hats No. 3 1/8
Bale Four 3 Boys Hat Size No. 2 1/3
Bale Five 3 hats No. 2 1/3
Bale Six 3 Hats No. 2 1/3
Bale Seven 3 Hats No. 2 1/3
Bales Eight - Fourteen no hats listed
Bale Fifteen 3 Hats No. 3 1/3
Bale Sixteen Castor Hats No. 5 8/

3 Hats No. 3 1/3
Bale Seventeen 6 Castor Hats No. 5 8/
Bale Eighteen 2 Castor Hats No. 5 8/

3 Felts No. 3 1/3
Bales Nineteen - Twenty no hats listed

This canoe carried forty-one hats. (Accounts of David McCrea & Co. of 

Michilimackinac. f  ̂

In the inventories of John Askin, an actual trader at Michilimackinic there 

are about an equal number of caps listed (50) at roughly the same period 

(1777 and 1778). In his list of merchandise are:

2 Milled Scarlett Caps 8/
3 Common Hats 8/
5 Half-Beaver hats 20/ 1777
4 Dozen of Worsted Caps 2/

[Public Archives of Canada Doc. No. MG 19, A3, Ottawa]
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Interestingly, in 1778 no hats appear on the inventory but;

5 Double Worsted Caps 5/
7 Single Caps 4/ 1778
28 Worsted Caps 3/

[Archives of Ontario, Toronto.

(It is unclear from the source as to whether these are items brought forward

from the previous years inventories or new stock. Supplies were subject to

disruption because of the war.)

In his article on “Merchandise for the Pays d ’en Haut Eighteenth Century

Trade Goods and Indian Peoples of the Upper Great Lakes”, Dean L. Anderson

listed caps, hats, and tuques fiom the Montreal Trading records which he

surveyed.Unfortunately, exact descriptive details of these hats and caps seems

lacking. References to hats on lists were:

Cased
Castor
Common
Fine
Laced
Land
Plain
Ruff
Vt. Rd

Caps were described as:

cotton
double
red
single
striped
worsted
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Ostrich feathers appeared valued at two plumes for One Beaver and 

something called “Chief’s Feathers Two Feathers, Coloured, valued as One 

Beaver”/^ Caps, 2 per Beaver featured as well as Horns for Mens Heads one 

pair per Beaver/^

It is quite remarkable that items such as “horns for the mens heads” and

feathers should appear on European trading inventories and reinforces the

notion (see Chapter 3, Indian as Consumer) that items were carried to suit the

Indian customer. There are no references to hoods except in the inventories of a

priest and presumably meant for personal use.

A Letter Addressed to Reverend Father Jean de Lamberville, 
Regarding the Illinois Missions (1702) mentioned: 4 hats,
3 hoods, 3 pairs of mittens.

The nightcap was popular. “Nightcaps which the Montagnais begged at the 

store were worn in the daytime, and hats for men and women were worn by 

both sexes.

The report continued:

It is true that those who mingle with us most often are beginning 
to make a distinction in their headdresses, the men choosing our 
hats or riding caps, and the women our red woollen night-caps;
. . . But they are not so particular that a woman will not use a 
riding cap, and a man a night-cap in the very middle of the day 
. . .  In New France, a woman’s dress is not improper for a man.-38

Another seventeenth century comment came from Quebec and Marie de 

l’Incarnation (1644) “Those who cover their heads trade for red nightcaps at the 

store”.""
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In an effort to blend in with local customs, a French Jesuit cautioned his 

fellow religious:

Be careful not to annoy anyone in the canoe with your hat; it 
would be better to take your nightcap. There is no impropriety 
among the savages."”

Peter Kalm, a century later, referring to the Indians, observed that “most of 

them wear red woollen caps”.""

These woollen caps were originally those worn by French seamen later 

known as Liberty Caps. The red cap with the addition of the tricolour at the 

side became a symbol of the French Revolution (and according to Boucher “the 

red cap for the authorities recalled the caps worn by convicts”"̂ ). Eventually in 

Canada Voyageurs who adopted this type of hat wore red if they were out of 

Montreal, and blue if from Quebec, thus being a form of identity. It was not 

only an extremely useful ubiquitous type of headwear but they also served as 

“purses” in which the men stored their most valued small possessions at the 

ends in case of an untimely ducking.

On the British side. The Hudson’s Bay Company Governor, 

Anthony Beale, reported from Albany Fort in 1706 that he had had “made and 

fitted up here in the factory by the Governor his order the following 

particulars” [which] “included one hundred caps”. There was a “taylor to make 

them”.""

Such caps would have been seen regularly along the waterways of the fur 

trade routes, and known from trading posts. They were eventually worn not 

only by the natives in their original form but they were also copied and
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improved upon. Such copying was made possible when scissors which could 

cut and form pieces of traded cloth became available, and there were trade 

needles and thread for sewing. The acquisition of trade beads also meant that 

such caps could be lavishly ornamented. Existing examples are on the late side, 

but appear to follow an established tradition. Such everyday type garments 

undoubtedly perished and were often replaced. There would have also been a 

time gap so that Keith Crowe could write somewhat anachronistically that “The 

Liberty Caps of the French Revolution became the tribal wear of Naskapi and 

Montagnais women”."" (One needs to bear in mind that the cessation of the 

major French fur trade (1763) occurred before the French Revolution.) At the 

same time it is quite possible for traditional types of clothing to survive long 

past their introduction and the Liberty Cap had been derived from French 

mariners before that of the Voyageur at any rate.

A fine early photographic example of a “Naskapi Indian with Beaded Cap”, 

illustrated the cap’s influence into the early twentieth century. A decorative 

peaked front has also been added, combining aspects of more than one 

European hat tradition.""

This same simple basic style filtered through into the subarctic so that

Turner could write:

The greater part of the men prefer to go without head covering.
Some who are able and love a display of fancy colors have a cap 
made of red cloth and ornamented with beads worked into 
extravagant patterns. The cap is a high conical affair, and fiom 
the weight of beads upon it often falls to one side of the head."^

And of the women.
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The winter cap is similar to that worn by the men but not so 
peaked It is an object on which they expend a great deal of labor. 
The material is usually a kind of cloth known locally as Hudson 
Bay cloth, either red, dark blue, light blue, or black. The caps of 
the men and women are usually made fiom the better grades of 
this cloth.

If the cap is to be all one color, in which case it is always red, the 
cloth is cut in two pieces only, and put together to produce a cup 
shape. Sometimes five or six pieces are cut fiom two or three 
different colors of the cloth and the strips sewn together. Over the 
seams white tape is sewn to set off the colors. In the center of the 
strip is a rosette, cross, or other design worked with beads, and 
around the rim rows of beads variously arranged.'47

European contact stimulated interest in head coverings of many types. In

view of this seeming proliferation of types it hardly seems possible that, as

Lowie, who was an anthropologist, declared, in referring to the Plains Indians:

In the sign language a white man is indicated by drawing the right 
hand across the forehead to suggest a hat, which fact implies the 
absence of native headgear in ordinary circumstances."^

The key here, of course, may be “ordinary circumstances”.

Are we to believe that there were no forms of head coverings before the 

arrival of the Europeans? Or is this just another example of misinterpretation 

and Eurocentricism?

The Hood

Indians of the eastern Atlantic shores of what is now Nova Scotia were 

attracted to and apparently sought to imitate Roman Catholic clerical wear. This 

accorded with their own love of ceremonial costume. Sagard had recounted his 

(successful) struggle to keep his chasuble which had proven so desirable to the
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natives. It seems quite likely that the adoption of the hood may have been 

modelled on the clerical gait of the time.

Peter Kalm in the eighteenth century commented on the Jesuits, the older 

ones having “hoods of black cloth” or black caps, “shaped like a cone”.""

And in a fuller description of the Recollects it was observed that they wore:

. . .  a long black frock of coarse cloth extending to the heels. On 
the back of it near the collar hangs a hood like a bag fastened to 
it, which they pull over their head in bad weather. It is like the 
hoods which our women now use on their coats which probably 
first came from the monks."”

Adaptations may also have originated from the French capote where an

attached hood was a primary feature.

(The capot owes the origins of its name to the Latin word caput 
meaning the head. This same Latin word is the source of several 
names for garments which have in common the aim of protecting 
this part of the body - think of the capuchon, meaning the head; 
capeline [small caps] etc.)""

The separate hood which extended over the neck down onto the shoulders 

was the ideal protection for subarctic hunters, especially when made from 

heavy wool trade duffle or its French equivalent. It was undoubtedly easier to 

form a hood from flexible woollen trade cloth than from skins and furs and it 

would be warm and lightweight.

Whitehead, a Micmac authority, has written:

The peaked cap, traditional women’s headgear in the nineteenth 
centuiy, was evidently not a form carried over from the 
pre-contact period; the consensus of the seventeenth century 
writers was that the Micmac wore nothing on the head prior to 
their adoption of European hats or caps. It seems likely that this 
form derives from some sort of French trade cap. It is found, with 
variations, among a number of peoples once involved in the fur 
trade.""
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The Micmacs, who particularly adopted Roman Catholicism, had the

double incentives of the demands of propriety with the Faith of having the head

covered for worship which applied especially to women, and the alternative

vanity of compulsory gathering in a public place en masse where it was

possible to display one’s headgear, and by implication one’s embroideiy skills.

The hoods, made and worn primarily by women, which may have begun as a

gestme of decorum and modesty became the vehicle for elaborate bead

embroidery sewn to traded material, and known as the “traditional” Micmac

headgear, although in actual fact appearing quite late:

At the time of contact, both sexes went bareheaded, but soon 
afterward they adopted caps of skin and bark, which marked both 
sex and rank. The “traditional” high peaked woman’s cap of dark- 
blue cloth, beaded and embroidered was a much later 
development^^

Whitehead again:

Micmac women were wearing their peaked-cap style at least by 
1791, when it was described as a cap of cloth, angular to the 
upper and back pait of the head, and ornamented with small white 
beads . . . The cap is formed of two identical pieces of cloth 
shaped like a rectan^e standing on end, with an equilateral 
triangle on top - the highest point being at the upper back. These 
pieces were not sewn to one another, but to opposite sides of a 
ribbon seam which ran jfrom the center forehead back to the peak, 
then down to the back of the neck. On each lower edge, a smaller 
panel of cloth was attached, in the same manner; this was a 
narrower rectangular band, usually of a contrasting colour. Dark 
blue wool, with red wool additions, was the favorite combination 
. .. and adorned with ribbons. '̂’

It was possible that this cap-like hood was made in imitation of the type of 

cap worn by French peasant women, although as has been mentioned before, 

numbers of women were limited in the earliest days. Marie de l’Incarnation
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from Quebec in the early seventeenth century noted that in addition to trading 

for night caps “they also sometimes have capotes [hoods] or tapabors” - a note 

on p. 389 explained that these were “bonnets with flaps to cover the ears worn 

by French peasants”/^ An early cartouche on a map illustrating Champion’s 

voyage showed this type of headwear being worn by an admittedly mythical 

assemblage of female French arrivals gathered on the shore. It is an intriguing 

notion and quite possible that such imitations may have taken place.

In general terms the Indian was practical, none more so than those living in 

the coldest of climates.

Le Jeune’s Relations of 1634 wrote of the Montagnais:

During the winter all kinds of garments are appropriate to them, 
and all are common to both women and men, there being no 
difference at all in their clothes; anything is good provided it is 
warm. They are dressed properly when they are diessed 
comfortably. Give them a hood, and a man will wear it as well as 
a woman.

Not only warm, it would seem, but colourful:

One has a red hood, another a green one, and another a gray . . . 
best suited to their convenience. Another will wear a hat with the 
brim cut off if it happens to be too broad.®''

In 1808, James McKenzie Northwest Company trader wi'ote of the

Montagnais women:

Their caps in the shape o f a priests mitre [my italics] aie made of 
red and blue second cloth, the seams and rim of which are 
ornamented with beads and ribands, fancifully put on.®®

The woman’s hood of Penobscot, Maine, was worn on special 
occasions . . . had striking multi-marginal bands of solid 
beadwork. Both the aboriginal north Atlantic coast Double-C 
cui*ve and the European - derived floral patterns are used . . .  in 
split stitched embroideiy. Frank G. Speck asserts that rounded
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lower leading edges in such hoods is a Penobscot, Maine 
characteristic.®^

Only the Micmac women in the canoes who seem to be very much “along 

for the ride”, and the woman inside wear hats while the hunting men remain 

bareheaded. The artist obviously found these women’s hats attractive to paint 

and the women all have a “dressed up” element about them. Robert Hood, also, 

has painted women “indoors” wearing their pointed hoods.

The Micmacs and other Atlantic peoples were not alone in the adoption of 

the hood, nor were these of a standard shape nor always embroidered with 

beads.

Ruth Whitehead wrote that:

As early as 1611, Micmac women were “improving” cloth with 
“trim”, and this trim was in all probability their exquisitely-done 
ribbon appliqué . . . Frequently one edge of the ribbon would be 
cut into peaks, scallops, curves or triangles. A needle and cotton 
thread were used to attach silk to cloth.

Ribbon appliqué probably evolved out of a desire to create on 
cloth the same type of designs formerly painted on leather.

There aie handsome examples of a different type of hood made primarily 

of traded materials and used, for instance, by the Cree and by peoples of the 

subarctic. Some influence may have come from the northern Inuit parka. The 

Naskapi did actually have a detachable skin hood of sorts.

The cloth hoods used by the Cree, who as middlemen in the fur trading 

operation probably had better access than many to the trade cloth, wool and 

beads available at Hudson’s Bay Company posts, usually were straight sided, 

hung further down the shoulders and were not peaked or conical in shape.
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There would have been little occasion for these people to view Roman Catholic

vestments or French women settlers. There is no obvious source for this type of

hood. It may well have been made following the right angled qualities of woven

cloth winch encouraged the cutting of rectangles in the most economical use of

traded material sold by the yard.

Hoods were a necessary winter head and shoulder covering in the 
North. Worn by both men and women, many variations were in 
use by the late eighteenth century . . . Hoods with single and 
double peaks were in use in Red River in the 1820’s and were 
recorded by Peter Rindisbacher . . .  A rectangular hood, usually 
of red wool decorated with an appliqué navy stripe, was used by 
Great Slave Lake - Mackenzie River Region Atha^kans in the 
nineteenth century.

This particular style of hood seems to have been prevalent aiound 
the Fort Albany area of James Bay in the early-to mid nineteenth 
century, and to have been worn by women.

One particularly striking example (East Cree, James Bay type, second half

nineteenth century, catalogue 46) was described as follows: It was made of:

. . .  a rectangle of midnight navy süoud seamed down the back, 
lined with printed cotton fabric. Tassels of mixed silk thread in 
greens, gold, blue-green and purple at hood point. Hood beaded 
in three bands of floral motifs emanating from the lower hood 
comers, the outer narrow bands with almond shaped buds 
alternating along a leafed stem, the central wider band with 
leaves, leafed stems, unarticulated rosettes and profile blossoms, 
in a patterned alternation along a serpentine stem, two edged 
beading. Sinew-strung, thread-couched ÿiass seed-beads in 
opaque white, green, aqua, pink; translucent red and clear. 
Fringes along lower edge of seed-beads strung to create pattern of 
horizontal lines; tassles of red double-twist wool crewel yam.̂ ^

Cloth hoods were also fashioned using a base of trade cloth which had 

bands of scalloped cloth or ribbon superimposed in decorative rows. Examples 

are Cree (Homiman Museum) or the Cliippewa hood (Flint Institute of Arts)
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made of wool fabric, silk ribbons and glass beads with ribbons instead of wool 

tassels at the top. None of these hoods would have been possible without the 

introduction of trade materials.

The French stylistic influences at work in early Canada were naturally 

enough those of the first Europeans whom the Indians encountered, the 

mariners with their capotes and stocking hats and the various religious with 

their hooded habits. It may be that there was also some borrowing of the French 

peasant woman’s linen cap or tapador. None of these contacts would have 

transpired without the fur trade dynamic which brought the aboriginal peoples 

into close contact with not only Europeans but with neighbouring bands which 

helped to disseminate styles, to say nothing of the lengthy water trading routes 

acting as moving fashion catwalks.

British Influences

With an eye to creative innovation the Indians also admired certain British 

fashion features and eventually incorporated some of them into their own 

clothing. Some became quite unrecognizable from their origins when it came to 

hats.

Although the Glengarry Bonnet originated in Scotland it is by no means 

easy to trace it exactly. A Scottish Dictionaty noted that it was “from 

Macdonell of Glengarry (1771-1828) who popularised the wearing of the 

original form of bonnet in Edinburgh during the Royal Visit in 1822”. There is 

a portrait by Raeburn (1812) depicting Macdonell and his bormet in the 

National Gallery of Scotland, Edinburgh.®® This portrait, in turn, is thought to
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have owed some reciprocal debt of inspiration to Scott who had written in 

Waverley of its hero: “The martial air of the bonnet with a single eagle’s feather 

as a distinction added much to the manly appearance(!) of the head [Scott]. 

This particular hat is rather different in form .from those which assumed that 

name in North America.

The Scottish version was described as:

. . .  a kind of flat-sided cap or bormet (somewhat similar to the 
modem forage cap), wom by men or boys, now generally with 
Highland dress. It is made of thick woollen material, with a point 
at the front and back and often with two ribbons hanging behind 
and is apparently a development of the Cockit Bormet.®®

The term Glengarry has been used in the North American Indian context, to

describe a rather wide range of hat models which are made mainly of black

velvet and decorated with large multi-coloured tr ade beads, in Victorian mode,

often with flower, leaf, and bird designs. And some of them were made over

birchbark bases. They may have ribbons at the back and a display of feathers

and bordered bands of cloth. One author has written that they were wom by

women. It is quite certain that they were made by Indian women as part of the

tomist trade and the extensive June Bedford collection, now in the Royal

Ontario Museum, Toronto, had several examples (see Appendix). As late

developments, and in their role as easily transportable tourist objects, they are

fairly well represented in museum collections. “These Mctorian-style native

artefacts were incorporated into European life in North America and Europe.”®®

Most of the beaded Glengarries, pouches and whimsies, were 
made by the Tuscarora in New York and Mohawk at 
Caughnawaga between the middle of the nineteenth century and 
the middle of this one.®’
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Black velvet wliich was obtained through trade was very popular*, just as 

dark blue, almost black stroud had been the favorrred colour as a background 

for the small white bead embroidery. (See later Chapter on Moccasins for 

examples:) Large quantities of velvet were not used for individual items, as was 

the case with, for instance, the Navajo of the Southwest, for blouses, etc.

The Cree, who were often influenced by the fashions to the East made:

, . . hoods and caps of fur, otter skin, and cloth . . . The style, as 
well as the materials and techniques used, were influenced by the 
Europeans. After 1850 folding caps of velvet or broadcloth, often 
heavily beaded, came to be used, though fur hats with fitted 
buffalo or steer horns still existed.®®

The Glengarry-type hat seems to have been centred with the 

Huron/hoquois of New York state and eastern Canada, where perhaps the 

Scottish influence most prevailed. They would have been spread further 

westward by the Iroquois who were often used in various capacities in the fur 

trade.

Charles E. Hanson, Jr., fur trade historian, felt that:

. . .  in the selection of some trade items, . . .  the Indians 
themselves may have enthusiastically embraced some of the 
decorative accents they admired in their new Gaelic associates. In 
any event Hudson’s Bay Company trade invoices in the 
nineteenth century list large quantities of Scots gartering, clan 
tartan plaid woolen cloth, plaid shawls, Scotch boimets with and 
without leather visors or “peaks” and Glengarry caps.®®

(One must exercise a certain amount of caution in attributing all such items 

as being destined solely for the Indian trade. They could well have been for the 

use of the gr owing settler population and there seems to be little firm evidence 

one way or the other for Indian use.) Hanson went on:
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Glengany bonnets were just as popular among the traders and 
their employers. Robert Ballantyne provided a good description 
of an engage on the lower St. Lawrence in 1846.’"

I include nearly the entire description because it well illustrates the eclectic

natur e of dress which existed along the fur trade route by this time;

My man Bezeau (a French Canadian) was dressed in a blue 
striped cotton shirt, of very coarse quality, and a pair of 
corduroys, which were strapped around his waist with a scarlet 
belt. Over these he wore a pair of blue cloth leggins, neatly bound 
with orange-coloured ribbon. A Glengarry bonnet covered his 
head, and two pairs of flannel socks, under a pair of raw sealskin 
shoes protected his feet from the cold. His burden consisted of 
my carpetbag, two days provisions, and a blue cloth capote.'71

Hanson wrote that:

. . . thousands of Glengarries were purchased and wom by the 
Indians of southem Canada and the Gr eat Lakes region. No doubt 
they received varying degrees of embellishment with ribbon 
work, coloured quills and beads.’̂

The caps in The Museum of the Fur Trade were described as follows:

They are completely Indian-made caps following the traditional 
fur-traders’ pattem, made of woollen trade cloth, lined with 
cotton cloth, covered with beadwork, and decorated with ribbons.
Each is a completely Indian creation without a bit of native 
material in it

One cap is made of scarlet strouding, lined with nankeen-type 
cotton and beaded with white, pearl, mustard, yellow, coral, 
turquoise, green, transparent brown, medium blue and white- 
centre red seed bead. There are short fore and aft streamers of 
dark blue satin ribbon.’®

(This makes a total of ten different colours of beads indicating the profusion

which were available by then.)

The other cap is made of blue wool cloth covered with black 
velveteen, lined with black brocaded material, and beaded with 
white, clear, deep blue, turquoise, coral, mustard, yellow, 
transparent green and white-centered red seed beads . . .



179

They were obtained in Canada more than a hundred years ago 
and are ascribed to the Iroquois of the Grand River Reserve in 
Ontario. This exact style was common among the Iroquois in the 
period 1840-1870 . . , Similar caps were noted in the other 
eastern tribes during the nineteenth century including the 
Ojibwa.’̂

When the Prince of Wales visited Halifax in 1860, his reception 
committee included several Micmac men wearing Glengarry caps 
and velvet skirts garnished with silk ribons, ^ass beads, and 
sequins in geometric and floral patterns. Undoubtedly derived 
from the Scottish kilt, the skirt had a beaded, sporran-like flap 
hanging from the belt at the front.’®

Other types of hats or bonnets have appeared in the North American Indian 

context which show variations and combinations of French, British and Indian 

featuies. Part of the complexity seems to be in the use of certain terms. For 

instance. Glengarry was used for die Scottish bonnet and for its Indian 

counterpart, and later much more loosely to mean a black velvet hat covered 

with that type of beadwork. One, the origins of which are scar cely definitive, 

seems to have been exported to North America and its Indian tourist version 

ultimately made its way back to Wctorian Britain, The bormetmakers of 

Stewarton, near Kilmarnock in the West of Scotland, exported “thousands of 

French or Quebec hats”’® from this Scottish centre of bormetmaking, and this 

term seems to have had more to do with shape than cultural roots. It seems, in 

fact, that they quite early on discovered, a good market in Canada for their 

woolly hats which, by whatever name, well suited the climate. Eventually this 

peaked hat gained popularity.

Northern trappers almost everywhere east of the Rockies adopted the tweed 

caps of old-time Scottish Fisheimen.” One suspects that these in their tuin had
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Top : HUNTER ON SNO WSHOES (C. Krieghofî)
Bottom: PORTRAITS OF IROQUOIS TRAPPERS (G. Sohon) 

B ritish sold ier of the 42nd; Black W a tch  (la te 18th c.) 
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evolved from the flat Scottish bonnet. And the Tam-o’ Shanter also found a 

place.

There is a fine example of cross cultural borrowing in an Ojibwa cap in the 

Science Museum of Minnesota which was made from deerskin, a round shape 

with the addition of a peak, and all of it was decorated with beadwork in the 

floral style some have attributed to European origins. In this case, the shape is a 

borrowed European one made from Indian traditional deerskin and embellished 

with trade beads, sewn with difficulty, one must presume, with a metal needle 

and traded thread.

There are examples of the “smoking hat” which were also copied, made 

and worn by tribes of the Great Lakes and into the subarctic where they became 

popular with men. These hats were direct copies of the popular Victorian 

version and in the East may well have been made originally for the tourist 

trade.

Smoking caps were also used by the Northern Ojibwa. Cree, arid 
eastern Athapaskan versions were thread-embroidered or beaded 
with multi-colored floral designs. A version beaded solely in 
metal beads developed among the Kutchin (Duncan 1989).’®

The smoking cap from the Haffenreffer Museum formerly from the June

Bedford Collection, was described as follows:

Black velvet lined with quilted black fabric. Renmants of flour 
and water paste used for drawing on design. Glass seed-beads, 
both sinew and thread-strung, and tliread couched in pinks, 
white-core rose, translucent red, translucent and opaque greens 
and blues, pearl white, greasy yellow and translucent milky 
white, faceted brass and faceted polished iron beads. Top of hat 
beaded with large central rosette surrounded by smaller rosettes, 
alternated with rosettes with projecting stems with benies. Twist 
of two strands of beads along upper seam.’®



TOP: IROQUOIS CAP (beadw ork  on clo th la te 1800’s)
BOTTOM: OJIBWA CAP (deerskin w ith  bead  em bro idery  c. 1890)
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Another version from the Science Museum of Mimiesota (XBEZ) was 

made from “dark wool cloth with ribbon edging, decorated with sewn stylized 

floral beadwork”.®"

A great deal of care had obviously been employed in creating these new 

types of hat primarily from tr ade materials, (note the use of sinew thread in the 

first example) and their late date also exemplified the elaboration which was 

possible through more plentiful supplies of such goods and the time in which to 

use them.

If, as it has been claimed by early observers. Native Americans preferred to 

go bareheaded, they seem to quite readily have taken to the notion of hat 

wearing particularly in the east but with a gradual spread through to the 

subarctic. This influence came first of all from the French and later the British 

of the Hudson’s Bay Company. The Indians of the Plains whose involvement in 

the fur trade was later and more to do with the Americans seem to have 

retained their own styles for the most part. They did use some elements of 

ornamentation and snippets of red trade cloth on their distinctive head-dr esses. 

It was in a sense necessary for them to display and retain their own tribal 

identity by means of showy traditional headgear.

The knives, needles, and scissors which came their way through trade 

facilitated the manipulation of the new materials. Cottons such as calico could 

be formed into colourful eye-catcliing turbans, or be used as linings for 

smoking caps, hoods, or Glengarry bormets. Well woven woollens lent 

themselves to the construction of frnn rectangular hoods which could be



SMOKING HATS 
Top: NORTHERN OJIBWA
Middle: SHAMBELLIE HOUSE MUSEUM OF COSTUME, DUMFRIESSHIRE
Bottom: OJIBWA (dark wool cloth, ribbon edging, floral beadwork, c.1890)
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embroidered with beads and edged with ribbon appliqué. Black velvet and dark 

navy stroud were both admired as backgrounds for light coloured beadwork 

executed initially in the traditional designs. There were colourful worsted yams 

for tassels and laced braids for borders of hats. Ribbons as such could be stmng 

from tops, brims and backs of hats, and in some cases were reported as long 

enough to reach the ground. There were actual styles to follow in shape, and 

perhaps in decoration. New types of feathers such as ostrich replaced the 

familiar types of hawk and eagle. Silver was used for hat bands or decorative 

brooches and tinkling cones were made from lesser metals.

All of these imaginative innovations in hat making remind one anew of 

Indian resourcefulness and the creativity manifested through the use of 

newly-acquired trade goods.
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Coats

Indian clothiers created garments that looked like European 
clothes, but they did not necessarily change their traditional 
methods of manufacture. Proportions changed, and distinctive 
nonfunctional design elements like cuffs and collars Avere added, 
but sinew was used for sewing the skins and the native seamstress 
used tailoring that had its origin in the manufacture of hide 
clothes. Indians were not producing crude copies of European 
clothes, rather aboriginal clothiers brought expertise in the 
working of hides to the application of European style. ̂

Early Descriptions

Earliest descriptions of Native American coats reflect the same tendency by

writers as that which was used for describing shoes and hats. That is, recorders

often remarked upon the fact that the Indian people (unlike the Europeans)

seemed to require very little covering even in the coldest of weathers and

climates. As they were commented upon for being bareheaded and baiefooted,

so they were represented as being bare chested and breasted. For instance, in

Cartier’s early (1535-36) descriptions of the Hurons living at the village of

Hochelaga it was written:

. . .  of otters, beavers, martens, foxes, wildcats, deer, stags, and 
others, they make their clothing and blankets, but the greater 
portion of them go almost stark naked. ̂

or similarly:

Both the men, women and children are more indifferent to cold 
than beasts; for in the coldest weather we experienced, and it was 
extraordinary severe, they would come to our ships every day 
across the ice and snow, the majority of them almost stark naked, 
which seems incredible unless one has seen them.^



AMIKWA WARRIOR ca.1700 (drawn by Louis Nicolas (?))
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To some extent these accounts of the native peoples being able to endure 

the extremes of “Nature” were allied to the notion of the Noble Savage at 

home, aldn to or even a little superior to (see quote above) beasts, and Naked as 

Nature Intended. This depiction provided a remarkable contrast to the hardships 

endured by uncomfortable early visitors, visitors who in their turn were forced 

to adopt valions aspects of Indian garments and technology such as the 

moccasin and the snowshoe in order to begin to survive such conditions.

We have the observations of M. Roberval (1542-43):

They are very white, but they are all naked: and if they were 
apparelled as the French are [my italics] they would be as white 
and as fayre, but they paynt themselves for feaie of heat and 
sunne burning. Instead of appareil, they weai e skinnes upon them 
like mantles.'*

A century later, 26 August, 1644, Marie de T Incarnation in a letter jfrom

Quebec to her son in France wrote:

The savages are clothed. In summer they wear a big moose-hide, 
squared like a blanket and large as the skin of an ox, which they 
place over their shoulders. They fasten it with little thongs so that 
their arms emerge on either side and they aie naked. They have 
only this and a breechcloth; their feet and head aie naked . . . For 
winter robes they have bedcovers arranged as I have described 
and sleeves of the same, and leather breeches or old blankets that 
come to their waists. As mantles they wear a robe of fuiTed 
beaver.^

The Native Use of Skins

There is little doubt that in reality the Indians did make and use types of

robes and mantles made fiom skins in order to protect them from the cold and 

for use in sleeping or in sitting on in their dwellings. In the east these were 

made mainly from deer, rabbit, squirrel, beaver, and other small fur-bearing
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animals and in the west the bison was used for making robes. Peoples of the

subarctic used the moose, elk and the caribou extensively. Depending on the

nature of the animal and its fur skin, garments were fashioned. Elk and moose

were much thicker and thus more difficult to turn into clothing than caribou.

The smaller animals such as rabbits or squiiTels were sometimes cut up into

strips and woven into blankets or jackets.

The technique of netting rabbit skins to make blankets and 
clothing occurs among several western and eastern Athapaskan 
groups . . . This . . .  use declined during the postcontact period.®

Frances Densmore described the Chippewa method of blanket making:

Two methods of weaving rabbit-skin blankets were used by the 
Chippewa in northern and northeastern Minnesota and in Canada.
In making one sort of blanket the rabbit skin was cut round and 
round in a narrow strip so that one hide made a continuous strip.
Green hides were used and the strips twisted in diying so that 
they resembled soft cords. The weaving was done on a warp of 
cotton twine, with space of about half an inch between the rows 
of the rabbit skin. The blanket was firmly woven as the rabbit 
skin was tied around each thread of the warp . . . For making the 
other sort of blanket the rabbit skins were tanned dry (without 
removing the hair) and were cut in strips round and round after 
which they were woven like the netting on snowshoes. When 
made by either method the blaiiket is alike on both sides and very 
thick.''

Or as Conn described:

Many small animals coats were sewn into a large winter blanket.
Often they were removed in one piece inside out (as a surgeon 
removing his rubber gloves), tanned, and then turned right side 
out again. Sewn together they created a robe with fur on both 
sides.*

(Dependence on the hare, for such blankets and other forms of garments, 

for instance, led to the naming of the Haie Indians.) Even the skins of the
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lîurgest animals such as moose and bison, taking into account the anatomy of the

animals, frequently had to be pieced together in order to produce a robe of

adequate size for wrapping around the body

Appropriately, it will be recalled that in the earliest days of the beaver fur

trade it was the used and worn robes of the Indians (castor de gras) which were

most prized by traders because the wearing of these robes had caused the guard

hairs to fall out making the skins easier to manipulate for felt hat making.

The coat beaver was a skin which the Indians had themselves 
worn for a time after preparing it. This treatment greased and 
softened the skin but robbed it of its guard hairs. ̂

The difficulties of processing skins and turning them into weaiable 

garments, particularly before the introduction of metal tools for cutting and 

steel needles for sewing, meant that the animal skins were minimally modified 

according to their natural shape and that the resulting robes were primarily 

functional and practical. They were the simplest type of “clothing” in what 

Conn̂ ° described as “wrapped or draped clothing which the wearer often holds 

in place by hand although it might also be tied or pinned into position”. There 

was no fitting or sewing involved in this basic form of dress. From the hidian 

point of view the use of this traditional form of mantle also meant that 

European trade cloth and later on manufactured blankets, became particularly 

valuable labour saving commodities because they lent themselves to the usual 

mode of “wrapping”.
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Early Use of Cloth

That cloth was taken up and used at a fairly eaiiy time is evidenced by the

Jesuit, Claude Chaucetiere, who wrote from Montreal as early as 1681,

describing the dress of an Iroquois woman:

The blanket and outer tunic are of cloth manufactured in Europe; 
the leggings may be either strips of blanket or made entirely of 
skin, while the shoes alone appear to be the Indian moccasin . . . 
the original design is not entirely destroyed in the new medium/^

(By the time Morgan wrote describing Iroquois dress two bundled years later,

the blanket had become quite sopliisticated.)

Wallis wrote of the Micmacs:

In cold weather a blanket was worn over the head, and always 
brought square across the back. This pleasing dress . . .  we infer 
was the habit from the time they ceased to wear skins."

Skin Robes

Understandably, those Indians who lived in the subarctic availed 

themselves of thick furs for the making of robes such as those described by 

Turner:

The body is covered with a heavy robe made of two deerskins 
sewed together. This robe is often plain, and when ornamented 
designs are painted only on the bottom of the skirt. These robes 
are always of skins with the hair on. The flesh side is often 
rubbed with red ocher while the extreme edge may be painted 
with a narrow stripe of the same mixed with the viscid matter 
obtained from the roe of a species of fish. The edge stripe of paint 
is always of a darker brown than the other colors from the 
admixture of the substance with the earth.

This garment is put upon the body in a manner impossible to 
describe and difficult to understand even when witnessed. It is 
held together by small loops of sinew or deerskin. A belt around 
the waist keeps it up."*
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There are very few early examples of such robes or mantles wliich by their

nature were utilitarian and would have been worn to their limits and then

possibly cut up for making smaller pieces of clothing for children or for

moccasins. Their practicality does not seem to have precluded them, however,

even from earliest times from also being decorated, as indicated from the

passage above and fr om Champlain (1615):

The Milan trimmings to adorn their clothing are made of glue and 
of the scrapings of the said skins, with which they make bands in 
many ways, as they fancy, in places putting bands of red or 
brown paint amidst those of the glue which are always pale, and 
do not lose their marking no matter how dirty they get . . . 
Montagnais and Algonquins are those that take most trouble with 
it; for they put on their robes strips of porcupine-quill which they 
dye a very beautifrd scarlet colour; they value these strips very 
highly and take them off to make them serve for other robes when 
they wish to make a change."

And Josselyn, who wrote of the New England Indians in 1674:

Their apparel before the English came amongst them, was the 
skin of wild beasts with the hair on. Buskins of Deers skin or 
Moose dressed and drawn with lines into several works, the lines 
being coloured with yellow, blew or red."

Tradescant Shirt

One known early example of an outer garment which was referred to as 

both shirt and coat can be found displayed in the Tradescant Room in 

The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford. In the catalogue of 1656 describing the 

original Tradescant Collection, and the first museum catalogue printed in 

English, are listed a “Matchcoat from Virginia made of Racoune Skins” and 

“A Matchcoat from Canada made of Deerskin” (both page 47 in the original 

catalogue). D.I. Bushnell, Jr. (1906) described the Canadian coat as follows:
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It is made up of rather thin, well-tanned deerskin, and the 
ornamentation is of unusually beautiful quillwork that has 
retained the brilliant colouring of the native dyes. Considering its 
great age - nearly three centuries - it is in a remarkably good state 
of preservation, although several pieces have been cut off from it 
and it has become hard and stiff as a result of having been wet 
. . .  it is unquestionably the oldest example in existence."

The description accompanying the museum’s slide of this specimen 

referred to it as:

Canadian hunting shirt caribou skin decorated with wrapped and 
woven dyed porcupine quills. From Northeast Canada this is the 
earliest surviving specimen of this type of dress in America and 
may date back to the late sixteenth century.*18

In Geoffrey Turner’s detailed essay based on an analysis of all aspects of

this shirt it was described as:

A knee-length closed tunic made of caribou skin, probably 
frost-dried, and decorated with fringes and porcupine quillwork 
in a variety of techniques. "

This shirt is generally believed to be older by some three 
generations than any other surviving skin garment from the North 
American Indians. As such it could afford valuable information 
on aboriginal clothing in early seventeenth century Canada, but in 
the absence of precise contemporary documentation it remains 
something of an enigma. The materials and techniques of 
manufacture and decoration are clearly Indian, but the unusual 
cut of the skins and the rather slipshod treatment of the decorative 
bands suggest that the shirt as a whole cannot be safely regarded 
as “typical” of any given area.*̂®

In a footnote, Turner described a similar shirt from The Royal Scottish

Museum (now National Museums of Scotland, Chambers Street, Edinburgh),

collected in 1859 from the Dogrib Indians:

While its construction might be regarded as supporting the 
attribution of northern Athapaskan affinities to the Tradescant 
shirt, it must be remembered that the two specimens are over two 
hundred years apart in age.̂ *
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The catalogue itself mentioned that the Tradescant shirt/coat was:

. . .  a “garment. . . resembling a shirt of our own” and prompts 
the question of European influence. Linen shirts were traded in 
large numbers to the Indians but the cut and neckline do not here 
suggest a European model. The epaulet recalls the European 
military epaulet, but appears to antedate it. Elaboration of the 
shoulders was characteristic of European male costume until well 
into the first half of the seventeenth century, but the Indian 
version must perhaps be regarded as an independent 
development. Firmer evidence of the post-contact manufacture of 
the shirt lies in the assumed use of trade needles in the fixing of 
the slats, and of the commercial thread weft (not proven) in the 
woven quillwork, and the probability that the fringes were 
slashed with a metal blade “[Scissors ?]” Inter-tribal trade cairied 
such goods far ahead of the white men who landed them.^

This documented, well preserved and cared for example highlights the various 

difficulties in the identification and dating of such early articles of clothing 

when they rarely exist.

The shaping and set in sleeves of this early sinew sewn coat/shirt, as far as 

we know from existing evidence, were not usual for Native American clothing 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The primary fimction of the seemingly more usual robe or mantle would 

have been protection from the elements when required, althou^ the method of 

wearing or fastening such often heavy robes would have greatly impeded 

movement when hunting (for men) or working at home for the women. 

(For some reason the coat as such seems to have been primarily a male aspect 

of attire, made by women, but sometimes, as in the case of the Plains Indians 

painted by men.)
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Alternative Functions of Coats

One must look beneath the surface for further aspects and implications of

these outward coverings and as will be seen in the following discussion, they

eventually operated at a variety of levels: aesthetically for pure display and

show of status and/or prestige, as a mode of communicating historical events

and individual deeds of bravery, and as a burial shioud, (which is perhaps

another reason for their scarcity). And certain coats were made and invested by

painting with magical qualities to ensure success in the hunt:

For Woodlands people, the wearing of hide clothing was in itself 
an act imbued with meaning. Animals were believed to give their 
skins to human beings voluntarily, and the decoration of skins 
honored the animals, hi the Eastern Subarctic - and probably 
throughout the Woodlands - people believed that power could be 
transferred from the animal to the human wearer throu^ the 
proper treatment of the animal’s skin. The East Main Cree used 
the intact head skin of an animal for the hood of a child’s or a 
man’s winter coat in order to invoke the animals protective power 
for the wearer.̂ ^

Dorothy K Burnham in her detailed study of painted coats, To Please the

Caribou, mentioned these complexities:

The hunters believed that the Lord of the Caribou would send the 
animals out from the Magical Mountain where they were believed 
to live, and that the catibou would be pleased to give themselves 
to the hunters. The hunters would treat the slain caribou in the 
correct manner, so that their spirits could return to the Magical 
Mountain and be released again for a future hunt. This extreme 
simplification of a very complex set of beliefs and observances 
gives some indication of the reason for expending the time and 
effort necessary to create one of these special coats.

Eventually the coats wliich were given as gifts by royalty, fur trade 

companies, (and later the military) or those wliich had been acquired as spoils
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of war and wliich were sometimes copied, became status symbols in their own 

right as well as being symbols of commercial and/or political affiliations. In 

common with the head-dress, coats were an immediate outward, in this case 

male, display manifestation representing various attributes ascribed to the 

wearer which had inherent cultuial meaning to himself and appropriately 

significant external signals to others of his society.

The use of a skin mantle was an obvious first stage in the evolution of the 

coat. From earliest times both sexes used hide robes, despite European accounts 

to the contrary, but with the onset of the fur trade the hide robe was gradually 

replaced by cloth versions or by a woven blanket as such. The importance of 

the association of cloth and coats with the fur traders is indicated by the fact 

that earliest Indian names for Emopeans, which were JBrequently based on his 

manufactures, included Iron People, Cloth and Coat Men. Such names 

illustrated the unusual characteristic features in these men which the Indians 

found noteworthy.*'®

Historical Descriptions

There are few Indian accounts giving their impressions of European

clothing. However, Champlain’s description 1615, of Huron dress asserted that:

They have a robe of the same fur*, shaped like a cloak, which they 
wear in the hish or Egyptian fashion, and sleeves which are tied 
behind by a cord."

Robe making was noted by Father Marquette in 1673 when he and Joliet 

obsei*ved the tribes living along the Mississippi. They used the hides of the 

“wild cattle”:
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The body is covered with a heavy coat of curly hair . . .  it falls off 
in the summer, and the skin becomes as soft as velvet. At that 
season the savages use the hides for making fine robes which they 
paint in various colours."

We have Kaii Bodmer’s 1830’s paintings of the Plains Indians to remind us

of the continuing style derived from these early robes. A particularly fine

example is that found on the portrait of the Dakota Woman illustrated.

And Catlin painted as well as described in minute details the robe of, for

instance, the Mandan chief Mah-to-toh-pa or Four Bears. By that period such

chief’s robes had reached complex and sophisticated aspects of execution.

Briefly, the robe described by Catlin was:

. . . made of the skin of a young buffalo bull, with the fur on one 
side, and the other finely and delicately dressed: with all the 
battles of his life emblazoned on it by his own hand.̂ *

Eventual Complexities

From simple functional begirmings these robes grew increasingly complex

and eventually became examples of male narrative art They were vehicles for 

pictographic records of individual battles and deeds which were often painted 

on the buffalo robes. Such an early example which is now in the Peabody 

Museum, Cambridge, Mass., depicted the 1797 battle between the 

Sioux-Arikara and the Mandan-Hidatsa in what was described as a “stiff 

pictographic style”.̂*'

Unlike the painting of skins to be described below in coimection with the 

Naskapi coats, painted solely by women, in the case of the Plains tribes both 

men and women painted their robes, keeping, of course, to their own styles.
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A man would paint his robe with realistic figures symbolizing his own prowess; 

a woman would paint with geometric figures. But besides this a woman often 

decorated a robe with laborious quillwork or she added quilled or beaded strips 

to the painting done by a man.

Blanket Strips

A popular robe ornament. . . was the blanket strip. These bands 
of embroidery were sewn to the robe so as to appear in a 
horizontal position when in use. They were probably derived 
fi*om the earlier custom of splitting a robe fiom head to tail for 
convenience in tanning. When the hide was prepared the halves 
were sewn back together and some painting or embroidery added 
to conceal the seam.̂ °

Blanket strips can be seen as a decorative feature of the orange/red painted 

robe worn by Flying Eagle, a Mandan painted by Bodmer. The same motif has 

been used on the moccasins and may have had some magical meaning.

As we have seen throughout this study, there was an underlying persistence 

in retaining methods which were inherent in the traditions of clothing 

manufacture:

Even when the whites brought red and blue cloth to take the place 
of buckskin, . . . [the Indian women] did not give up the art but 
beaded the new garments more elaborately. Then came bright 
woolen blankets to take the place of buffalo robes. This was the 
end of robe painting but not of quilled and beaded ornaments for 
robes. Women were used to the long strips of such decoration, 
expanding into discs at regular intervals, which they made and 
used to sew to tough skin so they made the same strips to sew to 
white man's blankets.̂ *

From Sldn Mantles to Cloth Blankets

The transition from robes to cloth blankets which gradually took place as

woven goods became available tlirough trade did not represent wholesale
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acceptance of the new article, althougli a very early example of a Micmac 

burial (between 1570 and 1590) included amongst other trade items “trade 

beads and wool blankets”.^

The Indians of the Plains, it will be remembered, were the least enthusiastic 

of the Indians in giving up the wearing of skins and the adoption of textiles 

instead:

At least one trader complained that the Plains Indians retained 
skin garments longer and bought little in the way of textiles 
whereas Indians such as the Cree, who lived almost dependent on 
the Bayside posts, had adopted European clothing quickly.

Denig mentioned that the Assiniboine refused to accept cloth coats instead 

of their robes although in the case of the Crow and the Blackfoot, he wrote that 

“they pride themselves on the cut of their coat”.̂ '*

The decorative elements such as quillwork and later beadwork were 

applied to trade blankets in the traditional style which had been employed on 

hide robes. It is thou^t also that blanket strips were first devised as a 

decorative way of concealing the fact that two skins might have been 

ingeniously and expeditiously pieced together where the natural hump of the 

bison disrupted the contour of the hide.

An association with the blanket strip may account for the later popularity of 

striped blankets and the linear appliqué borders made possible by the use of 

trade ribbons. Stiipes had also been previously painted on robes and had come 

to function, in the point blanket, as described later, as an “understandable” 

currency/value indicator as well.
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The Plains Cree who had migrated from the East appear to have readily

adopted the use of the buffalo robe when dependence on that animal for

subsistence replaced their former Eastern Woodlands lifestyle:

All the men and women were equipped with a buffalo robe which 
was used in every season. Some robes were ornamented by a 
single strip of beadwork, perhaps fom* inches wide, extending 
across the liide from head to tail; others were painted with two 
rows of parallel figures. Two figures commonly used were an 
arrow and a form ro u ^ y  like an hourglass with serrated ends.
The design was delineated with a buffalo hip bone which had 
been dipped in water. The arrows were painted in with a viscous 
black earth and then white clay was rubbed over the rest of the 
robe. The hour^ass designs were filled in with a paint made of a 
mixture of blood and an unidentified red flower. Blood was also 
applied over the entire surface. Grooves to receive the paint were 
not incised. The ears and leg pieces were usually slit and painted 
red. The tail was often wrapped with porcupine quills. Noted 
warriors might inscribe pictographic representations of their 
battle exploits on their robes. Figures of supernatural characters 
were never drawn on robes, although they were occasionally 
painted on ceremonial shirts.

In wearing the robe the head part was grasped with the right hand 
and brought around to the left side. The tail part was thrown over 
the left shoulder, covering the left ann. The right arm and 
shoulder were thus left baie and free for action, while the left 
hand grasped the robe and held it in position.

Kurz, a visiting artist, (1832) who frequently sketched Indians wearing 

blankets, described the “manner of dress” amongst the Plains Indians in some 

graphic detail:

The fall of the Indian's blanket is similai to that of the Roman 
toga, but more graceful, because the drapery of the blanket is not 
so full - is less baggy in appearance. To put the blanket on, one 
takes hold of the longer upper edge with both hands, and bending 
forward, draws it up somewhat above the head, so that its weiglit 
is distiibuted equally on both sides, and therefore it does not diop 
when the belt (usually a strap of tanned buffalo hide) is worn to 
confine the folds about the hips. Thougli Indian women always 
belt their blanlcets, men never do except on their wanderings . . .
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Beneath the folds of the blanket, above the belt, women carry 
their children or other belongings. The blanket serves both as 
covering for the head and, in a way, as veil. Wlien the women are 
at work it is allowed to fall over the belt in order that they may 
move their arms freely . . .  In the vicinity of their villages the 
braves adopt a manner of wearing their blankets that is peculiar to 
themselves. For instance, in order to have free use of the right 
hand and to reveal tattoo marks, usually on the right side, draw it 
fr om under the r i^ t  arm across the body to the left hip; the other 
half of the robe is brou^t forward with the left hand which 
remains covered and holds that part, brought under from the right, 
in its proper place.

As a precursor to sewing two skins together it seems that skins were laced

together using leather thongs in the way described by Turner above for the

Subarctic. There was also a special way of wearing the mantle as described by

Lyford in referring to the male Sioux;

His upper body he covered with a buffalo robe with the hair left 
on. He draped this around his body, hair or skin side out, as the 
weather dictated, and generally with the tail on his right.

The robe or mantle of skin or hide provided warmth and protection from 

the elements, a cover for sleeping as well as a medium for displaying 

ornamentation of an aesthetic nature in quillwork and later in trade good 

commodities such as beads, silver brooches, metal buttons and ribbons. It also, 

in the case of the Plains Indians, provided a mobile storyboaid for displaying 

various deeds which had been performed by the wearer. This type of 

affirmation seemed important in robes as it had been in the making and use of 

elaborate headgear.
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Development of Blanliet Use

The woollen trade blanket replaced but also augmented the functions of the

skin mantle. In many ways it was even more adaptable. Mason and Hough

wiote of blanket uses:

They were worn like a toga as protection from the weather, and in 
the best examples were conspicuous in wedding and other 
ceremonies; in the night they were both bed and covering; for the 
home they served for hangings, partitions, doors, awnings, or 
sunshades; the women dried fruit on them, made vehicles and 
cradles of them for their babies, and receptacles for a thousand 
things and burdens . . . finally, the blanket became a standard of 
value and a primitive mechanism of commerce.'38

Kmz, with an artist’s attention to detail described:

The blankets . . . Indians are beginning to use as material for 
coats, [are] similar to the blanket coat worn by Americans. They 
give to these garments the shape of a paletot with hood but 
without buttons. They are held in place by means of the belt. The 
garment is cut in such a way that the colored stripes are used for 
ornamentation. The strai^t edge with the stripes forms the lower 
part of the coat, nay even the strokes denoting the quality (1,2,3, 
point blanket) are left in view; and stripes outline shoulder seams 
and extend along the base of the hood . . . The hood is pulled up 
in bad weather and here and there one sees on the peak of these a 
feather for decoration. Indians wear red, green, sky blue, and 
indigo blue blankets. Special sizes are woven for children.

Ingenious uses for the blanket by the Indians of the Great Lakes are

mentioned by Hartmann:

Usable remnants of old blankets were used to make clothing for 
children; coats, pointed hoods and socks that were worn inside 
winter moccasins. Old blankets were raveled to make yam for 
weaving bags and sashes. A thin, threadbare blanket was used to 
strain maple syrup sap and remove twigs and bark before the sap 
was boiled.'’®
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Blankets were often used as payments, forming, for instance, parts of 

dowries, funeral offerings and exchanges, and what were refeiTed to as 

condolences {Johnson Papers 2:573, 582; 9:730; 11:478) usually consisting of 

black Stroud as war compensation to the Iroquois.

Catlin painted several instances of the blanket being used to carry babies in 

a variety of positions, on the hip or slung at the back of the mother.

It was woollen cloth, offered by fin traders, in one foim or another which

was to replace outward clothing made from skins. It is not often acknowledged

in fur tiade literature that the woollen blanket was first produced by the French

as a trade item for the Indians. Despite complaints about some aspects of

French manufacture:

The blankets made in the cities of Rouen, Bordeaux, Montpelier 
and Toulouse were of good quality and did not provoke even a 
trace of discontent in the correspondence exchanged between 
Quebec and Versailles. Nor was the French textile industry 
prostrate, considering that the province of Languedoc, alone, was 
sending 100,000 blankets yearly to Canada.'*̂

As Francis Back, who has made a detailed study of the subject observed:

From the earliest records it appears that there was some diversity 
in the types of French blankets used in the fin trade. In fact, any 
right an^ed pieces of woolen cloth easily gained the title of 
blankets in contemporary documents. Most of these blankets were 
made out of cloth, usually rateen or serge, named after the 
province or city in which they were manufactured . . . Mention 
can also be found of an “etoffe Iroquois” [Iioquois cloth], a 
woolen cloth often dyed purple, as well as “escailatine” cloth 
which is defined as a “strong woolen cloth of good quality 
particularly appreciated in America by the Indians”.'’̂
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The Point Blanket and Blanliet Trade

And it was also the French who invented the Point system of mai'king

blankets wliich was later copied with enormous success by Witney blanket

manufacturers and made their own trademark to this day by The Hudson’s Bay

Company:

In the 1690’s the visual “point system” was intioduced. In French 
the word point refers to a unit measure used in different kinds of 
trade, and the verb empointer was originally used to describe the 
action of making stitches with a thread on a piece of cloth. There 
was also a smaller size than the 1 point blanket known as “cradle 
blankets”. Blankets ranging from 6 to as much as 12 points can 
also be found, but these were only intended to be sold to 
Canadians as bedding. An analysis of 649 blankets sold to Indians 
at Fort Niagara between 1719 and 1722 gives an idea of the most 
popular sizes used in the fur trade; of this number 64% were of 
two points, 22% were cradle blankets, 10% were of 3 points and 
only 2% of 4 points.'’̂

(A note of refute here about points. Plummer, who has written about the

Early Blanket Makers of Witney has put this at a much later date:

Among various innovations arising from keen competition with 
the French were ‘point blankets’, which were made for the first 
time for the Hudson’s Bay Company by Thomas Empson in
1780.r

With the popularity of woollen cloth there was an inevitable rivaliy which 

developed between the French, to a lesser extent the Dutch, and more 

tlueateningly, the British and later the American manufactmers of blankets in 

attempts to win and secure the Indian trade.

As early as 1684 a report on the difference of prices asked for trade goods 

in the cities of Montreal, Albany and Boston issued the following statement:
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A white or red cloth blanket was exchanged in Montreal for two 
beavers, while in Albany or Boston the Indians could get the 
same items for only one beaver/^

Later on:

Purple and white French ratteen, a woolen fabric used for linings 
and stockings was a coveted item that Sir William Johnson 
wanted very much for his native waids. He even confiscated 
French blmikets captured by British warships because he 
considered the French blankets superior to those made in 
England/®

Blankets as such and potential blanket type textiles such as stroud, molton,

and duffel appeared frequently oii trade inventories. In Hudson’s Bay Company

Letters Outward 1688-96, representing the very earliest days of trade, for

instance, eighty “pieces of cloth” are listed as well as ninety blankets.'” In a

letter of 28 November 1805, a huge quantity of blanketings or red striped,

green, green and red striped, “Red striped broader, nearly as broad as two

stripes of the above,” were ordered by the Hudson’s Bay Company. Also

ordered were duffel in white, white, red, and blue striped, and red, white, blue

and yellow striped as well as points ranging from one up until three and a half

points in various colours and ordered in “pieces”.'’®

Arthur Young, an eighteenth century observer described how the pieces of

material became blankets. Such pieces were usually sold in pairs and then cut:

The “duffields” which were otherwise called shags, and by the 
merchants, trucking cloth, were made in pieces some thirty yards 
long and one and three quarters yards wide, and dyed red or blue, 
the colors most pleasing to the North American Indians, with 
whom the merchants truck them for Bever . . .  the use they have 
for them is to apparel themselves with them, their manner being 
to teai" them into gowns of about two yards long, thrusting their 
arms through two holes made for that purpose, and so wiapping 
the rest about them as we our loose coats.'’®
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(At the other end of the blanket story, when annuity payments were started, 

because of their value and popularity, the issue of blankets became a primary 

feature of this annual event indicating their association with payment. Such 

distribution of blankets may also well have bolstered up early American 

manufactures.)

The European was not slow in observing a widespread want and 
in supplying the demand. When furs became scarcer blankets 
were in greater demand everywhere as articles of trade and 
standards of value. Indeed, in 1831 a home plant was established 
in Buffalo for the manufacture of what was called the Mackinaw 
blanket . . .  In our system of educating them, those tribes that 
were willing to adopt modem diess were called ' ‘blanket 
Indians’.®®

By the mid-nineteenth century Schoolcraft wrote of the Winnebagos: 

“Indians of both sexes consider the Mackinac blanket an essential article of 

dress at all times”. He cited the most popular colours as white for winter, 

coloured blankets for summer, red for the young and green for the elderly.®̂

All aspects of the intioduction of the blanket were not beneficial. It is

thought that smallpox had been introduced into the Plains area in the 1830’s by

the introduction of trade blankets carrying the virus brought by steamboat.

Spectator female conspirators in the “baggitiway” (Lacrosse) game “Massacre”

at Fort Michilimackinac on 2 June, 1763 to celebrate King George Ill’s

birthday, concealed weapons underneath their blankets while watching the

“match”. And a comment of 1907 on the state of the blanket in a description on

Non-Chiistianized Pottawatomis:

They have struck a compromise in clothing and appear only 
partly in citizen’s dress; clinging to the blanket as if it were part 
of their religion.®̂
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Pamela Blackstock, in her analysis of “Nineteenth Centuiy Fur Trade 

Costume” observed that;

. . . photographs around the 1850s and 1860s show quite up-to- 
date European clothing. [However] in addition to their moccasins 
and leggings Indian women seem to have always retained the 
blanket worn over their head. . . Coloured handkerchiefs covered 
their heads and ornamented moccasins decorated their feet, 
besides which, each one wore a blanket in the form of a shawl, 
which they put off before standing up to dance/53

The Wearing of Blankets

Ways of wearing a blanket were, as in the case of skin robes, largely

determined by their rectangular* nature:

Blankets were often wrapped around the women, covering the 
entire body and held in place with a blanket pin. In the early 
nineteenth century (c.l830) we have fairly concrete evidence of 
silk ribbon appliqué being done on the hem and inside the front 
sides of the blanket.

Men sometimes wore blankets over one shoulder and under the 
opposite arm, the lower part of the blanket being drawn closely 
around the waist. The blanket worn in this maimer provided for 
freedom of movement with both arms. Women usually wore the 
blanket wrapped around the lower half of the body like a tiglit 
skirt and fastened with a sash at the waist. The upper part of the 
blanket was then thrown loosely around the arms and shoulders 
affording warmth and yet leaving the aims free for work.®'*

Morgan, in his 1851 report on the Iroquois recorded the transition from 

skins to cloth in a similar* vein. The former wear had been a bear or deersldn 

blanket but:

. . . blankets of skin gave place to those of woolen, which were 
supplied by the traders. At a later period . . . the woolen blanlcet 
was made into a frock coat.®®

He then went on to describe at length the type of blanket used by the hoquois 

women:
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. . . the deer sldn has been laid aside for the broadcloth and the 
woolen . . . We can yet discover in the broadcloth blanket, 
however tastefully embroidered or ribboned, the legitimate 
descendant of the ancient deer skin blanket. As now worn by the 
hoquois female, the blanket is a veiy graceful and becoming 
article of appaiel. It is either passed over the head and falls down 
around the person in natuial folds or rests upon the shoulders and 
is gathered like a shawl. The one shown . . .  is of the latter 
description. It is bordered with ribbon, the colors of which are 
tastefhlly combined, and also with beadwork.®®

The way in which Native Americans traded for blanket cloth and at the 

same time creatively transformed it into unique articles of wear*, confirmed the 

way in which acceptance of trade goods was by no means passive but was ever 

a dynamic process of metamoiphosis. As has been seen in the Chapter on Trade 

Goods and that of the Consumer, the Indian trader had very specific 

requirements regarding the colour of cloth (most popularly red and very dark 

blue, almost black), and its weight, size, and quality. In view also, of the 

drawbacks of using cloth instead of skins they could always retain a certain 

justified reluctance in accepting just anything that was offered. Preferences for 

beads and metal ornaments used for embellishment were also precise.

The symbolic Indian in the painting of The Death o f General Wolfe, was 

portrayed with a blue blanket draped over his lap, and this blanket was 

decorated with ribbons and white beads. There were numerous instances of 

such blanket decoration cited in written documentation and it has also been 

well represented graphically. It is quite probable that the use of ribbons and 

beads came to replace earlier forms of decoration which had employed paints
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or porcupine quills, “Milan trimmings” as mentioned earlier by Champlain, 

(footnote fifteen) or combinations of these, on native robes.

Ornamentation of Blankets

As Whitehead has discussed in her observations on the Micmacs:

Ribbon appliqué probably evolved out of a desire to create on 
cloth the same type of designs formerly painted on leather. Denys 
describes painted borders “two fingers’ breadth wide Jfrom top to 
bottom” and states that “Others [other robes] have three rows at 
the bottom, some lengthwise, and others across in broken 
chevrons, or studded with figures of animals, according to the 
fancy of the workman”.®’

It may well be that such ribbon appliqué also followed the earlier tradition 

of leather appliqué as illustrated by an example fiom The Cranbrook Institute 

of Science (Cat. 2222).®® Conn felt that although the process was unique the 

designs themselves “are most likely devised fiom the native twining of the 

region”.®® He failed to elaborate any further on this idea.

It may also be the case that appliqué was part of the tradition of bitten

birchbark patterns which were produced symmetrically on folded pieces of

bark. “Eric Douglas felt that the designs came from the quillwork and engraved

birchbark containers.”®®

In the eaily days of ribbon appliqué the Indian women would teai* 
or cut out birchbark, rawhide or paper patterns for the floral 
motifs which they expected to use in their ribbonwork.®^

In my opinion it seems that the characteristics inherent in the ribbon lent 

itself to the constiuction of parallel bands and that this type of use which was 

later at times elaborated by cutting with metal trade scissors, perhaps as skills 

became more proficient, simply arose out of that linear quality. Indian women
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excelled at “fitting” their materials sldlfiüly to the medium with winch they 

worked. The cut outs in geometiic or floral shapes in a variety of coloms 

followed a tradition of imaginatively creative design and were a further 

extension and development of it. Perhaps one need look no further than this for 

“reasons”.

Terri Joseph, a Native American, has argued convincingly, in her article,

“Transformation of Pattern, From Nature to Cloth” {Northeast Indian

Quarterly^ Winter 1990, 41) for the continuum of Native American art which

had been perfectly capable of evolving in its own right and though influenced,

not primarily so, by European motifs. She has argued against:

The impression that it was the Europeans who invented and 
transplanted these design ideas to this continent. This inevitably 
promotes the impression that Indian people had nothing - no 
sense of aesthetic awareness and no creativity - until the 
Europeans arrived. Tliis impression is encouraged by the 
adaptability of the indigenous patterns to the technologically 
more advanced materials that the Europeans brought.^

What is not in any doubt is the fact that geometric designs of the type first 

devised with ribbons belonged to a tradition of similar patterns in quillwork, 

the linear shapes of the quills lending themselves most readily to this form.

As the exact design origins elude us it may also be that the use of colour

has more significance than is generally recognised. Hartmarm has written:

Colors were often selected with care and feeling. Beyond 
aesthetic considerations, they m i^ t involve religious symbolism.
For example, among the Menominee, colors were looked upon as 
protective emblems of the “Sky Women” (Skinner, 1921). There 
were four “Celestial Sisters” in the southern sky, who with four in 
the east controlled the destinies of women. Each of the southern 
sisters had the power to tr avel and befriend women in one of four 
directions. The colors for the directions were: red for east; black
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for north; wliite, yellow and blue for south and west; and there is 
some confusion about the last colors used/^

Unfortunately, as is often the case with many fur trade items, there is no 

clear answer to the question of the original source of the ribbons which became 

popular as gifts and trade merchandise destined for the Indians and their 

blankets and coats. Ribbons can be extended geneiically to include gartering 

and lacing and other types of decorative braid. What is certain is that they 

appear with regularity on trade inventories from earliest times indicating their 

popularity. Because they were lightwei^t to transport and cheap (as in the case 

of beads), as well as colomftdly versatile with built in obsolescence ribbons 

were also quite favoured by traders.

One theory as to the origins of ribbons has been oft repeated. That is that:

Silk ribbons were very fashionable in eiÿrteenth century Europe, 
being produced in large silk mills in France and also imported 
from the Orient. By 1797 the French Revolution made such 
aristocratic trappings redundant and suppliers found themselves 
with much unwanted stock The ribbons were exported and used 
in the ftrr trade in the Northeast where the ribbon appliqué 
technique developed most successfully.^

Work by Pannabecker, Ribbormork o f the Great Lakes Indians: the

Material o f Acculturation (1986) has produced a fuller analysis and assessment

of the “dumping” hypothesis as described above. She has pointed out that:

. . .  the dumping hypothesis ignores crucial facts about the North 
American market. The French defeat all but eliminated commerce 
with France and, although British maintained Montreal - Great 
Lakes trade routes and persormel, material goods were procured 
from suppliers in London. From 1768 to 1826 the importation of 
French ribbons was prohibited by law. Thus the flow of ribbon to 
North America from France via London would have been curbed. 
Another point to be made is that England was as proficient in 
ribbon manufacture as France.
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Lyford put the use of ribbons at a much earlier date than that of post 

Revolutionary France:

Ribbons in b ri^ t colors were being used by the Indians of the 
Great Lakes early in the eighteenth century (1711). By the early 
part of the nineteenth century they were being used in appliqué 
designs. At first the designs were simple, straight-line border 
patterns; then diamond, hexagon, zig-zag, and checker-board 
patterns developed in the borders . . . they [The Ojibwa] later 
developed some graceful curvilinear patterns.*66

Whatever its derivation, ribbon appliqué would have been impossible

without the metal scissors, thread, and steel needles which were acquired

through trade and which could be used to cut and meticulously secure the exact

strips of ribbon required:

To make a ribbon work border, two pieces of ribbon in 
contiasting color of light and dark were selected. Either narrow or 
wide ribbons were used for the work, as the surface to be covered 
demanded. Several rows of ribbon were sometimes required. The 
first ribbon served as a background. It was usually placed over a 
piece of calico to give it body. A design was cut from the second 
piece of ribbon. This was laid on the first ribbon and sewed to it 
with the very finest of briar or catch stitches, or with a blind 
stitch, such as is used on hems. Sometimes a border of beads was 
added as a finish. The thread used for the briar stitch was usually 
in contrasting color to the ribbon. A very fine steel needle was 
used in doing the work.®̂

Pragmatically the laige scale application of ribbons to skin would have 

been very difficult although small pieces were sometimes used as borders for 

cuffs of moccasins, for instance. A base of cloth (and sometimes as seen above, 

a lining of lighter material such as calico and later on paper) on which to work 

facilitated the use of ribbon over laiger areas.
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The embellishment of blankets with ribbon appliqué which was particularly 

populai' amongst the Gr eat Lakes Indians, was not the only way of “improving” 

trade blankets. As beads became more available in the East, peoples such as the 

Micmac and the Iroquois were especially fond of using white beads as borders 

against a background of dark blue stroud. As trade beads became more plentifid 

further patterns could be created and a greater variety of colours and designs, 

not all of them native, used beyond the borders. The apotheosis of this was seen 

on the Glengarry bonnets with their clusters of multi-coloured beads attached to 

black velvet. Designs became increasingly elaborate. The double curve motif 

remained popular but new types of designs were used experimentally (and as a 

marketing notion aimed at the “tourist tiade”). Silver brooches were also used 

decoratively on blankets amongst the Iroquois. It would not have been easy to 

attach these adequately to skins. Later on the Plains Indians used metal buttons 

and other European items acquired through trade such as bells, empty cartridge 

cases, brass tacks and thimbles for visual and aural embellishment.

Alternative Uses for Blankets

Since blankets were by their natme renewable there was not always a great

deal of labour spent on any excessive decoration of them. Large areas of 

beadwork could at any rate become extremely heavy and unwieldy for wearing, 

and a blanket by its very nature was portable. Ribbon appliqué was done in 

strips which were separately applied and were also then removable when the 

main blanket wore out. Similarly Plains Indian women, as mentioned earlier, 

removed and recycled the blanket strips which had involved an enormous
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amount of work. The beads which were frequently used as borders for ribbon 

appliqué provided a contrast in colom and texture. The use of such contiast 

foimed an important feature of this embellishment.

The Capote

In northeastern North America the successful use of woollen cloth in the 

form of a sewn and specifically constructed blanket coat was probably first 

witnessed by the Amerindian peoples of New France in association with the 

French explorers and seafarers with whom they had initial contact.

There was an early reference (1605) to the fact of Champlain carrying Iris 

capote on a canoe voyage.®® And in 1606, Marc Lescarbot remarked that the 

Micmac Indians have in their possession “a lot of tr ade merchandise fr om the 

French such as big medium and small kettles, hatchets, knives, gowns, capotes, 

red waistcoats, etc.”.®®

In his contribution to The Jesuit Relations Piene Biard wrote that during 

the summer the Acadian Indians “often wear our capotes and in winter our bed 

blankets which they improve [my italics] with trimming and wearing double”.’® 

In 1644 Marie de Tlncamation reported that Indians used capotes made out 

of blankets. That they formed a part of trading activities is attested to by the 

fact that: “We found seven of these blanket-capotes in 1693 in the store of 

Jacques Leber, a rich Montreal merchant in the fur trade”.”

The definition of capote is in its way as flexibly ubiquitous as that of the 

term blanket explored above and as seen previously in the Chapter on Hats is 

related to hooded headgear also:
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The capot owes the origins of its name to the Latin word caput 
meaning the head. The same Latin word is the source of several 
names for garments which have in common the aim of protecting 
this part of the body - think of the capuchon [hood] capeline 
[small cape].’̂

Planche defined capote as being derived fi*om capa a short hooded cloak

which was common in Normandy.” It was historically coimected with an

ancient ceremonial medieval cape worn by knights, but was also used to

describe a peasant woman’s mantle with hood which was widely worn:

But in examining the costume and language of sailors we find 
that the same word [capote] takes on a different meaning as it 
refers to an overcoat with sleeves and a hood . . .  in the 15th 
century miniatures kept by the Biblioteque National in Paris show 
sailors wearing robes and tunics with hoods. The historian 
Jacques Bernard traced back to the sixteenth century a tr ade in 
capots which, made in Bayoime were then sent to merchants in 
Bordeaux who sold them to seamen and sailors working in their 
port.

hr the following century documents record the use of capots as 
much by the sailors of the Atlantic as of the Mediterranean.. . ”

It is certain French sailors introduced the use of the capot to the 
Indians during commercial intercomse. A good example of this 
process could be found in 1620, when a French ship’s captain 
forbade his sailors to exchange their capots with the Indians until 
he had run out of all the trade goods in his possession.”

This warm and versatile gaiment was seen as invaluable for sailors in cold

climates and winds and was eventually to become part of military issue for

North American garrisons which ensured an even wider distribution (and by

implication Native American contact with this type of clothing) than had it

simply been confined just to seafarers:

In 1665-66 we find evidence of capots, mittens, moccasins, and 
so on, issued to soldiers of the newly arrived twenty four
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companies of regular infantrymen sent to subdue the Iroquois 
Indians.”

And by the king’s orders there was soldiers clothing made:

, . . in the manner of the coureurs de bois . . . nine hundred 
grey-white serge capots garnished with blue Aumale. serge and 
cuffs and buttons sent to the troops in Canada.”

In the Port of Toulon, the arming of six ships destined to serve in the war 

against England in 1777 involved orders for large supplies for clotliing the 

sailors. (This included both capotes and half capotes.)”

Later on as the new settlers organised themselves Quebec volunteers were 

described as:

. . .  a motley collection . . .  an officer of the Quebec Loyal 
Artificers wears a white blanket coat, with a black stripe an inch 
or so above the hem. Around Ins waist is the inevitable red sash, a 
vivid contrast to the green cuffs, epaulettes and higfi collar which 
suggest the Eur opean uniform.

The officer’s costume is completed by gaily decorated moccasins 
and a fur shako with a definitely Canadian touch in the tuque-like 
tassel hanging down the right side.”

A mixture of “fashion” elements, it would seem, was by no means confined to 

Indians.

(Ironically, this French style garment used in the war against the English 

came to be adopted by the British where it formed an important aspect of 

military issue for combating the cold Canadian winters.)

A reconstructed drawing of a British Soldier at the Time o f the American 

Revolution [shows him] “wealing the white “Blanket coat” trimmed with blue, 

fur cap with red crown, etc.”.®®



A FRENCH COLONIAL SOLDIER WEARING A GREY-WHITE CAPOTE WITH BLUE 
CUFFS AND LINING, 1690’S (N .B . m occasins a n d  snow shoes)
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During the seventeenth century one could find the capot worn by 
the French and Indians in Acadia, the St. Lawrence Valley, the 
Gr eat Lake, Louisiana and Hudson’s Bay.®’

The emphasis here is on the fact that this garment was favomed by the 

French sailors and by the Indians, and later by the French Habitants and the 

military.

The capote was definitely made in the early days of French settlement, (not

as Richard Conn has suggested “first made by the native wives of European

traders”).®̂ This was not a one-off cottage-produced item but evidence suggests

that they were produced in considerable numbers.

Most trade capots were manufactured in the colony. In 1685 the 
governor of New France, the Marquis de Denonville, informed 
the French court that the Canadian women were busy each winter 
making trade shirts and capots. To produce the amazing quantity 
of clothing needed for the fur trade, many merchants had to hire 
professional seamstresses all year long, and sometimes the 
service of a tailor for six months. This local production was not
always sufficient, and there were also ready-made trade capots
sent out from France.®®

In this regard it is interesting to note that on the “Invoice of Sundry Goods 

Embarked in Three Canoes etc.” Montreal 1 April, 1779, “The following was 

made up” and included:

3 pieces blue strouds in capots
4 pieces white molton “ “
24 yards white “ for capuchons 
7 yards red “ for trimming capots 
2 yards scarlet cloth for “ “
10 pieces blankets 3 points in coats 
10 “  “  2 1/ 2 “  “

2 gross London Quality for Blanket coats 
2 gross Bed Lace for capots 
2 dozen nonsopretties for Capots 
2 gioss metal buttons t t  t t  R.1
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For Account of David McCrae and Company, Montreal 12, June 1780 are 

listed:

The Following Made up at Grey Sisters;

4 pieces Blue Molton in Capots sleeves, etc.
1 piece Red ”
5 Yards Red Molton pour gamier Capots 
1 gross buttons for Capots
9 pair Blankets 2 1/2 points in Blanket Coats 
1 pair “ 3 
1 gross London quality for
1 pound thread
6 1/2 ells white and blue molton for capuchans®®

There are also references to Blanket Coats and Ell Coats, based on the

width of the material. An ell was equal to forty-five inches. The most popular

sizes were three and a half and four ells.

The following made up by the Grey Sisters 
and Others included:

7 pieces red molton in Capots, Sleeves,
10 blue
5 “
6 white
2 “
6 brown®®

Once again the practise of sending capotes and sleeves separately can be 

viewed as catering to the needs of the Indian consumer:

Eccles has drawn attention in a footnote to the fact that:



Top Left: LOOSE FITTING BUCKSKIN CAPOTE - INDIAN HUNTER CALLING
(C. Krieghoff n/d)

Bottom Right: BRITISH SOLDIER OF AMERICAN REVOLUTION WEARING 
WHITE BLANKET COAT TRIMMED WITH BLUE 
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The Canadian ti aders . . . catered to Indian needs and preferences 
more astutely than the British. Surcoats were made in Montieal 
and shipped to the west without sleeves attached: these last were 
shipped in three lengths so that the Indians could be sure of a 
good fit.®’

There is no accurate way of establishing whether or not these capotes were 

tiaded directly to the Indians but they were included in a list of items destined 

primarily for the Indian tiade so that it is a strong likelihood The French 

settlers at the time may have been in a better position to sew their own 

garments from tr ade materials than having to trade for a finished article.

There were numerous mentions of strouding, blankets, and blanket coats 

and matchcoats and matchcloth in the invoices found in the Sir William 

Johnson Papers and there are specific references to their use as gifts and 

rewards to the loyal froquois. Correspondence in Volume Five, page 257, 

mentioned the gift of a “Matchcoat to Benevissica an Indian who saved the life 

of a trader”.®®

Throughout his correspondence Johnson emphasised fairness of trade

dealings with the Indians which included gifts of clothing:

. . .  it has always been Customary; it is very necessary, and will 
always be expected by the Indians that the Commanding Officer 
of every Post have it in his power to supply them in Case of 
Necessity with a Little Cloathin.®®

“A List of Indian Goods” described as merchandise inclosed in a letter of 

Amlierst [which he had had initially from Johnson] to William Pitt, Feb. 27, 

1761, indicated that over half of the goods mentioned were those concerned 

with blanlcets, coating and the decorative elements involved in maldng them
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and other items of clothing such as “awl blades for making Indian shoes, Light 

Coloured and white threads, and Needles sorted”,®® Some coats were described 

as French and others English but there was no further description as to colour 

or style. Some were referred to as “laced”. Mention was made also of chiefs 

coats made up with “cheap” lace and these were definitely for presents.

As mentioned earlier the historian E.Z. Massinotte attributed to Jacques

Leber the idea of making the first blanket capotes:®’

fir 1746 Henry Ellis noted that the English as well as the French 
traded blanket capots with the Amerindians and in 1760 the 
Chevalier of Levis had to forbid the soldiers from making capots 
of their blankets.®̂

By the middle of the eighteenth century the capote had become recognised 

as “the dress of the voyagem s”, and as such would have been seen often by the 

Indians along their watery routes.

In 1807 Christian Shulz said of the French and native Indians’ costume that 

“a pair of Mockasins and a blanket seems equally common to both, except that 

the former will cut his into the shape of a coat, wheras the latter always prefers 

his loose”.®®

Apart from their initial warmth due to being constructed from woollen 

materials, the loose fitting nature of the capote undoubtedly appealed 

particularly to the Indians who were always reluctant to wear fitted and 

confining garments. Because it allowed for freedom of movement it was 

definitely a working persons garment. Most characteristically the capote in its 

earliest days, at any rate, and in keeping with ease of movement, was worn
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without any fastenings apait from a wide sash. By 1804 a small button

fastening might have been added at the top;

The dress of the men consists of a molton capot or coat in the 
Canadian fashion, which comes down to the knees; a gun screw 
or small peg of wood is sufficient to fasten it about the breast and 
serve in place of buttons; they tighten it around the waist with a 
worsted belt.®'’

(Such is the continuing popularity of the capote or blanket coat that it can 

still be purchased in the Great Lakes area and in Canada where it first was 

admired.)

Summary of Development of Robe, Blanket, Capote

The simplest type of indigenous outward clothing had been the skin or hide

robe or mantle which merged successfidly into similar versions made from 

trade blankets. A further extension and modification of the trade blanket was 

the capote, or blanket coat which first appeared on the backs of French sailors 

and was soon taken up as a useful article of clothing by Native Americans. It 

appeared as a trade item in its own right, probably having been made up locally 

by seamstresses employed by the French traders (some of those in religious 

orders) or by tailors working for the Hudson’s Bay company for that purpose. 

The form was usually loose-fitting and could be worn with or without a belt. 

The hood was an integral part though this was often thrown back. Tliis type of 

blanket garment spread across the land and was in popular use by the Indians of 

the plains by the nineteenth century, where by 1800 red and blue trade cloth 

was rapidly taking the place of buckskin as a basic material for Indian clothing.
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Paradoxically this demise of the use of skin clothing was coincidental with the 

popularity of the bison robe with the urban inhabitants in the East.

The blanket-style poncho created and worn by Indians of the Southwest, 

literally a blanket with a hole in the middle to accommodate the head, was not 

adapted by the more Northern Indians even though earlier the women had had 

detachable sleeves which would indicate that they were not averse to leaving 

arms bare. It may be tliat the weight of the blanket cloth was too heavy for such 

use. Attached sleeves and often hoods were readily adopted.

As has often been the case with everyday articles of clothing, there are 

relatively few examples of capotes in museum collections. There are a fair 

number of drawings and paintings illustrating their use by Emopeans and 

Indians, as well as written descriptions.

Pitt Rivers Capote

A Huron capote type coat of a highly decorated style, (which probably

accormts for its having been carefully preserved) is on display at The Pitt 

Rivers Museum, Oxford. (It is part of a total ensemble consisting of hooded 

coat, leggings, and an additional hat.)

This unusual-looking coat was made from very thick bright blue woollen 

blanket material in a rather slimmed down and lengthened capote style and has 

a double row of large dark brown buttons, believed to be made of wood 

although they resemble horn. It is edged with red worsted trim and has a red 

and blue tartan lining which has been described as woollen but appears to be of 

a very lightweight quality, perhaps a mixture of some sort. The cut of the coat
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is based on the European style as are its cuffs and epaulettes but the 

ornamentation, which is elaborate and profuse is hybrid. It combines tiaded 

materials such as red and green worsted braid tiim, seed beads, metal cones, 

brown background material for the embroidery and a tartan wool lining with 

aboriginal elements of moosehair embroidery on cuffs, epaulettes, and upturned 

collai'. Hair filled tinkling cones bordered with beads form a colourful border 

around the hood. There are red and green worsted streamers at the back of the 

hood which may imitate feathers.

There is another example of a Man’s Suit, also Huron of Lorette, collected 

before 1847 in the National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen, showing the 

white blanket style coat which has been elaborately decorated, this time with 

moosehair and quill embroideiy, again showing the combination of Emopean 

trade materials alongside native. This example has a striped border around the 

bottom, incorporating that element of the traded blanket into the design. The 

application of indigenous decorative elements enlivened such basic woollen 

coats ingeniously.

Capotes may have represented the early stages of the acceptance of fitted 

garments by the Indians. An aversion to this style was apparently overlooked, 

to an even greater extent when it came to the so-called Chief’s or Captain’s 

Coat. As is often the case in dealing with fashion elements, the high level of 

prestige attributable to ownership of these primarily European coats apparently 

succeeded in outweighing any discomfort inlierent in wearing them.
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Chief’s Coats

Many Indians saw foreign garments as signs of status, and the tr aders soon

learned to make presents of special garments to the “chief’ as part of the

trading ceremony. These became known as Chief’s Coats and consisted

typically in the eighteenth century of “a coarse cloth coat, either red or blue

lined with baize with regimental cuffs and collar . . . The lieutenant is also

presented with an inferior suit”.®® Another trader coimnented, “we kept

[in supply] a few so-called chiefs dresses. These were cast-off red-coat suits of

the soldiers . . .”®® (Army surplus Civil War uniforms also came into their own

for trade to the Indians. See introductory plate.)

. . .  the “captain’s outfit” [or Chief’s Coat] retained its authority 
only while the fur trade remained successful. Wlien it became 
clear that European Americans were shifting from fur trading to 
acquiring land, symbols of authority derived fi*om European 
American support began to lose their potency . . . Joseph Brant, 
the Loyalist Mohawk, who had brought his band to the Grand 
River of southern Ontario after the American Revolution, 
customarily wore Emopean style clotliing while conducting 
business with European Americans. He would carefully change 
into Indian clothing and paint his face when journeying back to 
his community . . . Dress of authority shifted accordingly to 
express identification with Indian interests when dealing with 
whites.

Eventually The captain’s outfit was . . . foreign, but more 
important, it had become obsolete. The power relations between 
Indians of the frontier and whites had polarized. Dress 
symbolised this growing dichotomy from the point of view of 
both whites and Indians.®’

Fitted Coats

It has been demonstrated that the evolution of the coat proper in relation to 

the North American Indians under consideration originated in the skin mantle.
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The structure of the animal involved determined the gaiments shape, large 

animals making the most voluminous coverings. These eaiiy examples of 

clothing were based more on the contours of the beast than those of the wearer 

with the legs of the animal, for instance, foraiing incipient “sleeves”. These 

robes or mantles were ornamented with paints, shell, bone and teeth beads, 

festoons of hair or porcupine quills.

With the introduction of woven woollen materials and blankets per se by 

traders and the metal scissors for cutting them into more precise shapes and 

structures, it became possible for clothing to be made which was based more 

closely on the human form. It will be recalled that throughout Europe the 

shapeless “Smock” was a fairly universal garment which similarly relied on 

ease of construction and also obviated the demands of extensive tailoring.

If expediency of manufacture were the only consideration, the cut of coats

would have been a str aightforward matter. In the case of the painted caribou

skin coats which have been studied by Dorothy K. Burnham, she felt that the

very special nature of these coats meant that extra care would have been

expended in their cut and construction and more importantly that their

decoration probably had magrco-religious connotations:

It would be more practical to make a garment that could be pulled 
over the head, like Athapaskan or Inuit clothing, rather than to cut 
the front skin in half in order to make an open coat, which then 
has to be tied closed again. That practical considerations were not 
foremost strongly suggests that the very special cut of the painted 
caribou-skin coats is not indigenous . . . This does not necessarily 
mean that the use of the coat shape is based solely on the 
influence of European shaped garments.̂ ®
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Bumliam felt that the earliest coats may have been based on the larger (and 

heavier) skins of moose which would have required less cutting. Such an 

example, similar in shape to the Tradescant Shirt mentioned earlier, is a Painted 

Moose-skin Coat, about 1780, probably from northern Ontaiio now in the 

Speyer Collection, Canadian Museum of Civilization.̂ ®

The imported capote could also well have influenced the shape of sldn 

made coats; Back mentioned that there were in fact capotes made from 

deerskin. The inhabitants felt them to be a cheap and inferior substitute for 

cloth when French fabrics were in short supply. As David Thompson had 

observed:

Leather is good in dry weather, but in damp or rainy weather it 
becomes very uncomfortable and as that can happen often during 
a journey, you cannot get dry for several days and it harms the 
body and provokes illness prematurely. The Indians are very 
sensitive to this and all those who can buy woollen clothes.

European fashion for men in general had changed:

Short jackets went out of style and were replaced by slim, slightly 
fitted coats . . . This shape of coat known as the justaucorps, was 
not only fashionable, it was also a practical garment and was in 
use in Canada during the latter part of the seventeenth century.

Coats as Trade Items

Probably the strongest influence on the adoption of fitted coats was their

presentation by fur traders in quantities across a wide geograpliical aiea. A very 

early policy decision about this practise must have been taken, for even in the 

earliest days of Hudson’s Bay Company trading “Caigoe for the Voyage 1678” 

enumerated several items which were destined for the making of coats.
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including “Tinsell” and other types of lace, varieties of cloth and payments to a

Mr. Mosely “for making Coats and caps”, as well as “two large trunks to put

the coats in”. There was also a scattering of beads and an intriguing item

“buckles for Indian belts”

Great consideration was given to the making of coats in general which

indicated the importance attached to them. There was also mention of

encouraging the Indians to use cloth instead of skins. This would free their time

for more hunting of fin s for trade.

To this end the Hudson’s Bay factors planned;

I have made an experiment that two yeaids and one half a 
quarter of cloath, will make a full coat, and a cape, as for what 
yow give for cloath and makeing I know not, but if your invoyce 
be true, the man’s plaine coat comes to 14s. pr coat, tc. It is a 
great vexation to me to see a poor Indiane with his coat all seem- 
rent, in less then 6 weeks tyme, and Wien they are tome the pore 
rogues can not mend them.^“

As early as 1684 an invoice of the Hudson’s Bay Company listed :

50 mens Fooles coates,
24 boyes ditto,
40 plaine red caps,
12 present coates and caps belts and swords.
40 plaine red caps,
40 red coates for men, laced,
61 mens Red laced coats,
17 mens plaine coates whereof 7 blew and 19 boyes Red.^^

In a letter of June 17, 1693 it was noted that:

We have promised Batt the Indian when he returned to you a 
laced coat if you have none that’s fit for him you may make liim 
one you having lace and cloth to do it.̂ “̂

From Albany Fort, (1706) correspondence was also about coats:
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You also indent for coats for trade, and for our seiwants but we 
have sent none. But the Quantity of Cloth with buttons and thi ead 
flanell for Edging and a Taylor to make them hopeing you will 
keepe him close to his worke in the winter, that you may be able 
to provide against your Spring Trade. 106

And to this end:

Made and fitted up here in the factory by the Governor, his order:

men’s coats - 170 edged 
24 plain 
66 youth’s coats

In which was used:

473 yds, broadcloth 
2 “ baize 

20 “ flannel 
114 1/2 doz. buttons 

7 1/2 lbs. thread.̂ ®’

Presentation Coats

Coats as presents were popular as fui* trading and as military/political gifts.

Advice again from the Hudson’s Bay Company:

When a leader comes to trade with You if you think his goods 
will amount to 500 Made Beaver Give him a Captain’s Coat, Hat,
Shirt and other tilings as usual . . .  a man that brings you 300 
Made Beaver give him a Lieutenant’s coat with other things as 
usual and any one that brings 150 Made Beaver or near ought to 
have a plain coat, with Tobacco and Brandy given him in 
proportion to the Goodness of his Goods and so the rest.̂ ®* .

The above quote seemed to imply that coats were given in a type of 

mercantile exchange for certain quantities of furs. But it was also the case that 

coats were given to those Indians whom the factors felt were leaders of their 

people and who could influence them in trade transactions and further afield in 

the hunting and acquisition of furs away from the post. Did it also make the fur
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traders, especially those of the Hudson’s Bay Company (who had strict mles of

dress and conduct for their employees) feel more comfortable to be dealing

with Indians in semi-European attire? The coats were an outward manifestation

of the status which had been accorded to the chiefs, sachems, or captains as

reliable leaders. As the Indians themselves chose through their own use of

clothing to signify elements of status and prestige the giving of a special coat to

them reinforced their own custom:

The giving of presentation coats was a custom that was kept up 
by the French and later by the English right into the nineteenth 
century. Wool broadcloth or silk coats, in the high fashion of 
Europe and often lavishly decorated, were bestowed as very 
special favours on important native men.̂ °®

This was well exemplified in An Engraving O f Hendrick, Or King 

Hendrich A Mohawk Chief Who Died Fighting For The British Against The 

French In 1775 At The Battle o f Lake George7̂  ̂ Such a depiction of a 

Europeanized (through clothing) Indian contrasts sharply with, for instance, the 

pensive partly clothed figure situated in the painting of The Death o f General 

Wolfe (see Moccasin Chapter).

The complexities and strands of influence centred around coats were as 

numerous as those in other areas of material culture. And the French/British/ 

American trade rivaliy also prevailed there. During the Seven Years War, the 

French issued their Indian allies with coats in the military style, and a 

complaint was voiced in a letter from British Captain John Buller, March 21, 

1757 from the Jolmson camp:



I-

A N  ENGRAVING OF HENDRICK, OR KING HENDRICK A MOHAWK CHIEF WHO DIED 
FIGHTING FOR THE BRITISH AGAINST THE FRENCH IN  1775  

A T THE BATTLE OF LAKE GEORGE 
PLATE 120



230

[The Indians who] have come home have got large presents from 
the French - theay have several last [laced] cots wliich they host 
[. . . ] by telling those that stayed at home when dos your [. . . ]
Sir William give you such coats and slrirts/"

A Rare Archaeological Trade Coat

As is regrettably the case with clothing constructed from organic

substances, there are very few existing examples of the trade coat associated

directly with Indians although it had quite often been depicted being worn by

them in paintings and drawings. However, in 1968 at an excavation by

Michigan State University at the Fletcher Site, an Indian burial ground

(1740-1780) in Bay City, Michigan, fr agments of such a coat were discovered

in the burial complex, (Burial One Hundred). These fragments had been

preserved because of the proximity of copper salts in the earth:

The age of the male skeleton was thought to be between twenty 
five to forty years in age and numerous artefacts had been 
included in the burial.

The body was evidently dressed in a trade coat. Evidence of this 
coat appears as fabric preserved in different locations . . . The 
buttons (mismatched) on the fr ont torso imply the existence of a 
coat."̂

The remains of the coat, as it had been placed right side out over 
the body, were found with an extended burial of an adult male.
The coat had been profusely decorated with “gold” lace and, due 
to the action of copper salts, large portions of the cloth were 
preserved.

Using the fragments it has been possible to restore the coat which 
was about forty inches long and trimmed with lace down the front 
but which doesn’t continue along the hem. There are five 
horizontal points on each side of the front and each has a single 
button.



DRAWING OF BURIAL IN SITU 
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General Characteristics of the coat were as follows:

Material: wool - a 2/2 twill
heavily fulled
eighteenth century fabric called “halfthick.”

Lining: partial
lightweight twill 
quarter thick?

Trim: plain linen wrap and filling of thi ead wi apped with
fine brass wire
width 2.5 cm. borders and seams.

Pockets: 4cm. points and center seams.

Buttons: brass wound thread woven over a wooden form -
centre perforation
decorative knot at crown three on pocket flaps

Cuffs: 21 cm. deep
upper edge 54 cm. in circumference 
upper and fiont seams laced.

Preserved length: 89 cm.
Complete Original Length: 100 cm.

The coat was determined to be of French origin. The style is not 
that of civilian diess, but of military uniforms of the 
mid-eiÿiteenth century. It was made based on that militaiy style 
for exclusive use in the Indian trade. Records indicate that the 
popular colors were blue, red and yellow; in combination with the 
lace which would have been shiny yellow brass when new. The 
coat was probably worth fourteen heavy deerskins or twenty-one 
light ones."^

It is significant that a coat of such “value” in prestige terms would have

been included in a burial. However, from the European point of view:

It appears to have been constructed as cheaply as possible. A 
majority of the seams were formed by overcasting the raw edges 
and stitching them together with the edges abutting. Tliis forms a 
flat, not strong seam, but saves cloth. The lace seems to have 
been a poor quality . . . The metal on this lace must have been 
thin or of poor quality as it had oxidized almost completely."^
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The large presence of trade goods in general present at the site seemed to

indicate that the volmne of trade at that time was considerable.

Indian Attitudes Towards Fitted Coats 

The Hybrid Coat

Despite the popularity of the fitted coat there was not total acceptance of it

and there continued to be a mixture of native and imported clotliing. It has been

obsei*ved, for instance that:

. . .  the literature presents no evidence that such clothing items as 
medals or militaiy coats were presented to the Potawatami 
women in an effort to gain their co-operation or political 
allegiance, thus the clothing of the women did not reflect the 
shifting political positions of the weai er as did the clothing of the 
men."®

Though cloth at times overtook the use of skins and fur, traditional styles

were often retained and presumably preferred. In the case of the Micmac:

By 1750 the use of fur and leather in Micmac costume had given 
way almost universally to cloth . . . Although the raw materials 
and in certain instances the techniques employed had changed 
radically during tliis time, the styles of both man’s and women’s 
clotliing remained relatively unaltered. In 1774, Micmac men 
were reported wearing . . .  a piece of cloth, generally blue, 
something resembling a wide riding coat, with a kind of sleeves, 
but have neither buttons nor buttonholes."’

Transformation by Ornamentation

The essential style of military coat may have been accepted but it was then

transformed by embellishment in unique traditional ways as had been the case 

in the liighly decorated Pitt Rivers capote, for instance. A handsome example of 

this type of transformation was a “Chief’s coat presented by the Micmac of 

Miramichi and Restigouche, N.B. to Captain Henry O’Halloran of the 69th
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Regiment of Foot, on his being made an honorary Chief in 1841”."  ̂In this case 

the Emopean style coat had been decorated in the double curve motive and 

embroidered with trade beads, silks and with cut out appliqué around the edges, 

and re-presented to a Euiopean.

Althou^ metal buttons were available, and appeared in particular 

abundance, for instance, as a decorative feature on European military clothing, 

they do not seem to have been often adopted or imitated as a decorative motif 

on northeastern Indian garments, nor do they often appear as trade items. They 

were in evidence in the Fletcher Bay burial site trading coat. One hundred and 

eighty eight different varieties were found in a sample of over a thousand 

examples in excavations at Fort Michilimackinac, most of them of military 

origin."’

Belting together of coats was more usual and in keeping with the Indian

preference for loose fitting garments. There may have been problems with the

making of buttonholes, also.

In the nineteenth centuiy, men’s coats seem to have been modeled 
after the military greatcoats which for a time were annually 
presented to the Micmac by the British government . . . One 
[Micmac] wore the red coat of a soldier of the royal snapper [sic] 
and miners. The Micmac-made coats were ordinarily of dark blue 
or black wool, knee length, skirted, with seams piped in red. The 
collai', cuffs and sometimes the lapels and hems were of red wool, 
ornamented with beadwork and ribbon appliqué. “Epaulets” of a 
band of red wool, slightly gathered along the seam, were attached 
at the shoulders. Occasionally another band of red, resembling a 
garter, might be sewn around the sleeve above the elbow. The 
sleeve was the same width fi*om shoulder to wiist. A few of these 
coats had small capes at the back. They fastened with a girdle, 
usually a finger-woven sash."“



Top: BLACK BUCKSKIN COAT WITH CAPE-LIKE COLLAR (Great Lakes area c.1830) 
Bottom: HURON DEERSKIN COAT C. 1839

quillwork on epaulettes, collar(?), cufTs(?), and Im itation m ilitary braid on the fron t (? could be m oosehair)
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A cape-like collar can be seen on some coats. As observers and borrowers, 

some of the t o  trade Indians would have seen the hoods on the cowls of 

religious or those on capotes formed into a collai-like arrangement when not in 

use to cover the head. Burnham, in referring to the painted coats of her study 

obsei-ved that;

Most of the coats have falling collars which seems a little strange.
Collars were not customaiy with native garments. Yet their use 
cannot be attributed to the influence of European men’s fashion 
coats of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries because, with 
the wearing of wigs, collars were not used. The hood of a capot 
was often thrown back on the shoulders . . . i t  looks very like the 
pentagonally shaped collars used on so many of the painted 
coats.

By the nineteenth century the fitted leather coat with sleeves was fairly 

universally worn by Indian and Euiopean so that it is not always easy to 

ascertain origins when looking at particular examples.

There was a direct military influence, for instance, in an example in the 

Peabody Museum which had fiinged epaulettes emerging from quill 

embroidery on the shoulders, with some moosehair(?) decorative embroidery 

on the stand-up collar and cuffs. There were military-type decorative stripes of 

quillwork across the fiont of the coat with small beaded circles at the end 

resembling “fiogs”.

Another example c. 1840 Chippewa, was “A buckskin coat decorated with 

quillwork in floral patterns and quill-wrapped fringe at shoulders and hem. 

Lined with calico”."̂  Tliis example has two large and rather crudely placed 

buttons also.
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There is a similar example in what Dubin teiined “an exact copy of a

Prince Albert Jacket”"̂  from the Denver Art Museum which has more in the

way of lapels, bordered with cloth, but no cuffs and again a border around the

wiist end of the sleeves. The shoulder fringes in tliis case were quite

exaggerated. This type of garment has often been termed as Metis because of

the mixture of European and Indian elements, and particulaiiy the floral

embroidery, but this need not necessarily be the case. There is evidence that

certain Europeans in addition to fur traders and military such as John Rae, the

explorer, had Europeanesque-type clothing made by Native American women

and it is virtually impossible to attribute specific ethnic origins to makers of

museum examples.

Jackets of this style were frequently commissioned by soldiers 
and settlers, and were decorated to their taste with elaborate floral 
or representational beadwork, jokingly refened to by the Indians 
as “white man’s beading”."'*

An interesting nineteenth-centuiy coat from the Plains was acquired by :

The Geiman scholar-explorer Maximilian Prince zu Weid . . . 
who traveled among the Indians of Missouri from 1832-1834,
[and] collected this strikingly autobiographical buckskin coat of a 
Sioux warrior. Although its cut is loosely patterned after 
American Army ofiBcers’ uniform coats of the time it is otherwise 
strictly Indian."’

This unique collared example was decorated with beads, horsehair, 

scalplocks and bear claws (on the cuff) a variety of indigenous and traded 

articles. In addition there were numerous paintings, horse tracks on the sleeves 

thought to indicate the number of horses captured, sixteen human figures with 

raised aims and rifles to represent the number of enemies killed in battle, ten
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ceremonial tobacco pipes, seventeen horizontal black or red homglass motifs to 

equal the number of important gifts he had disüibuted.

This European-style coat became the same type of storyboard which 

painted robes had once been. They represented status and magic and were thus 

imbued with characteristics which were without precedent or equal in European 

culture.

The painted Naskapi, Montagnais and Cree Hunting coats which 

Dorothy K. Burnham has studied represented other permutations of European 

influence:

. . . though the outline is similar, the parts that make up that 
outline are different. The European coats has an open vent at the 
back to make it suitable for wear while riding a horse . . . native 
coats are always closed at the back. . ."®

Subtle differences comprised the total coat:

Most importantly, there is a liidden but constant feature of the 
native coats that has nothing whatever to do with European 
influence. At the centre back of each coat a slim triangle of skin 
is cut out and another tiiangle of sldn inserted not to add width 
but symbolic centie of the coat’s power [my italics]."’

In the actual style of the coats “the influence of Euiopean fashion, althougli 

strong, was only visual”,"® and the decoration was the most basic aboriginal 

aspect. The painted traditional designs are imperfectly understood because of 

their close comiections with the magi co-religious aspects of the caribou hunt. 

L. Turner, in uncharitable assessment, for instance, declaied that: “Some of the 

patterns are rude copies of the designs found upon their cheap handkerchiefs, 

scarfs and other painted fabrics.”"’
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At the same time he acknowledged the fact that traditional methods were 

being used in construction: “These handsome coats were also mainly sinew 

sewn, that method being the most suitable way of attaching the pieces 

together.”"’

The area of paints was a combination once again of European and Indian 

pigments.

From the traders are obtained indigo in the crude condition or in 
the form of washing blue, vermillion in small buckskin bags, and 
a few other colors. An abundance of red earth occurs in several 
localities. The pigments are reduced to the finest possible 
condition and Imeaded with the fingers until ready for the 
addition of water often mixed with a small quantity of oil or 
tallow. A favorite vehicle for the paint is the prepared roe of a 
sucker [Catastomus]. . . the female fish is stripped of the mass of 
ova which is broken up in a vessel and the liquid strained thiougli 
a coaise cloth, etc."^

The painting tools were made firom bones or antlers. There does not seem 

to be any evidence of European trade influence them unless metal knives were 

used for carving the striations on them and perhaps the hollowing out fiom 

wood of the paint cups.

Furst and Fui st in wilting of the types of paints used by Plains Indians have

commented on the prevalence of vegetable and mineral pigments before

commercial pigments became available:

The range of hues available from nature was considerable, and 
early travelers reported several shades of yellow as well as blue, 
red, and brown in the palette of the Plains Indian painter. From 
the early nineteenth century on, however, Indian aifists 
increasingly turned to manufactured colors, with vermillion, 
especially highly desired.*"
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It is by no means certain how typically characteristic are the examples of

coats which have come down to us. Some undoubtedly have survived because

of their bizarre associations or extraordinary appear ance. A painted coat in the

Pitt Rivers Museum, Oxford, for instance, has a label which reads:

Painted deerskin coat, said most improbably to have been worn 
by the King of the Cherokees at the Coronation of George JR. 
Possibly French-Canadian but the cut suggests a prototype of the 
Naskapi mid eighteenth century.*"

Or there was a very unusual coat belonging to the Speyer collection wliich 

was:

. . . made from sealskin in European cut. Edges are bound with 
beaver. Appliqués of taimed, black dyed skin with floral designs 
in moosehair; some appliqués edged with red silk. Insets in 
contrasting white t o  representing head of a pipe smoking Indian, 
tomahawk, and beaver. Coat lined with red silk brocade. Sewn 
with sinew and vegetable fibre twine. Moose-hair colours are 
orange, blue, white, mauve and pink. Length 103 cm. attributed to 
Huron c.1845."'"

Such a coat, the veritable repository of Indian and European styles and native 

and trade materials is an apt example with which to conclude.

North American Indians were obviously intrigued from the beginning by 

the coats which they saw being worn by Europeans, so much so that they 

began, for that reason, to refer to them as being Coat Men,/ The

story of that special relationship ran the full gambit from wrapped skins and 

mantles which were used and worn in a variety of modes, tlnough to the use of 

woven cloth materials and later blanket type capotes, bonowed from early 

seafarers but adapted decoratively in ways such as that of ribbon appliqué 

wliich were distinctively Indian. Non-functional epaulettes, cuffs, capes and
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collars emerged and were decorated with quills, moosehair, tinkling cones or 

beads.

Eventually many of the fur trading Indian men overcame their reluctance 

for the wearing of fitted coats. Some of these were made of caribou skin and 

painted with magico-religious signs and symbols unknown to Euiopeans which 

would ensure success in the hunt. Others were adapted in cloth versions to 

become status symbols or to illustrate commercial or political allegiance.

Most of the examples which have come down to us are rather late and not 

necessarily typical having been chosen originally and saved for their attractive 

or eccentric appearances or associations. Despite these considerations, they do 

help to illustrate some of the wealth of variety to be found in native American 

coats.
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CHAPTER SIX 

Moccasins

It deserves to be classed among the highest articles of apparel 
ever invented, both in usefulness, durability and beauty/

MOCCASINS ON DISPLAY - P ITT RIVERS MUSEUM, OXFORD
PLATE 128
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Historical Background

Turning now to another aspect of Indian clothing, we consider their unique

type of footwear, the moccasin. The term for this pailicular shoe has entered 

international parlance and is probably derived from an eastern Algonquin word. 

“The first mention of the word in print was made by Capt. John Smith in 

1612.”  ̂ Some of the variants are: Powhatan-mockasin, mawhcasun,

Ojibwa-makisin, Narragansett-m’kusun. Although it has been spelt phonetically 

in a variety of ways tlirough the years, it is, nevertheless, probably one of the 

most instantly universally-recognised American Indian terms for a certain type 

of well known shoe. (It appears, for instance, in the 1994 Boots Christmas Gift 

Guide and can be found in practically every Higli Street shoe shop in some 

form or another.)^

Included in a general description of shoes found in the Encyclopaedia o f

World Costume it is seen as comparable to:

. . . tire early form of footwear . . .  a single piece of rawhide . . . 
often with the hair attached and facing outwards. A leather thong 
or sinew was threaded throu^ holes pierced rormd the edge of 
the material and when the foot was placed on the rawhide the 
thong was drawn up tight and tied on the top of the foot, thus 
providing sole and upper in one piece of material . . . this simple 
shoe was worn all over Europe both before and after the coming 
of the Romans . . .  A Scottish term for such rawhide shoes was 
rullion or rivelin. Of the same derivation is the moccasin of the 
North American Indian.'*

Tltis comparison of the moccasin to the earliest mode of European 

footwear was confirmed by the Wallis’s description in their 1912 study of the 

Micmac. They wrote that Micmac moccasins were made from a folded piece of
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deer or moose skin sewed at both ends and a drawstring thong througli holes in

the top held it on. “Inasmnch as it had the same shape at heel and toe, the tracks

did not reveal the direction in wliich a man [sic] had gone.”^

The basic moccasin is made from animal skin,® is heel-less, and often the

sole extends up around the foot onto the upper part of the shoe. The seamless

sole is thought to give better protection against dampness than that having a

sewn seam with the possibility of letting in water. Smoking the hide after it was

otherwise prepared also helped to make it waterproof as did the use of sinew

which swells when wet, thus closing the holes made by sewing.

There is wide variation in form within the moccasin category. As

H. Ling Roth observed:

But as changes were, no doubt, from time immemorial in progress 
amongst the North-American Indians as elsewhere, we find that, 
while some tribes continued to use what may be called the 
primitive article, others adopted an improved form which was 
provided with a sole made of green hide.’

Moccasin Distribution

The very generalised Driver and .Massey map indicates that the soft sole

moccasin was mainly found in the eastern part of the United States and Canada 

(the Woodlands for the most part) and into the subarctic regions whereas the 

hard sole was more often found in the aictic, plains and southwestern areas of 

the United States and Canada. In some plains areas both types of sole were 

worn. Reasons for this difference between soft and haid sole usage probably lie 

in the raw materials which were available to the respective tribes, deer, moose, 

and caribou fonning the basis for most of the woodland/subarctic clothing and
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buffalo hide (wliich was tougher) more utilised on the plains althougli antelope 

was also used. Soft soled shoes were also quieter and more compatible with 

walking on pine needles through dense forests and/or for creeping quietly up to 

potential prey. (Buffalo hunting was often carried out on horseback or 

communally where group strength more than subtlety held sway.) It is quite 

likely that other materials which have not survived, such as nettle fibre, were 

used. An early example shows that it formed the base for quill embroidery on 

an upper.®

Moccasin Studies

Despite its universal popularity and widespread distribution throughout 

North America, there have been few extensive studies dealing specifically with 

this type of footwear. This may be due in part to the fact that by the time 

examples were being collected the eastern tribes had relocated and dispersed 

and the northern fur trade was in decline. A distorted view grew that all 

moccasins (as in the case of feather “war” bonnets) were the late, dramatically 

colourful profusely decorated examples from the plains groups who, with the 

advent of more needles, beads, and “leisure” left no spaces unadorned on their 

footwear.

Approaching from a non-Emopean direction, Gudmrm D. Hatt, in his 

Moccasins and their Relations to Arctic Footwear, a detailed study of 1916, 

described and illustrated over twenty different types some of which will be 

discussed below. This focus is valuable for the present work although Iris 

conclusions about moccasins in relation to Arctic {viz. ; prehistoric Mongolian)
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footwear is less relevant/ Alika Podolinsky Webber in her 1989 

North American and Eskimo Footwear, A Typology and Glossary f  has 

explored Hatt’s work briefly but adds little in the way of more detailed 

information.

Focus on particular areas has been more forthcoming. In 1927 

Clark Wissler published the results of his research into “The Distribution of 

Moccasin Decoration Among the Plains Tribes”." and more recently 

Ronald P. Koch has looked at moccasins quite extensively witliin the context of 

his Dress Clothing o f the Plains IndiansP Judy Thompson has produced a 

useful and thorough study entitled Pride o f the Indian Wardrobe, Northern 

Athapaskan FootwearP These publications represent some of the studies based 

on first hand experience and fieldwork amongst native peoples.

Most art historical/museum-based articles concerning North American 

Indian clothing devoted some attention to moccasins, mainly to design and 

decoration. Early tourists and souvenir hrmters and collectors, such as 

Bernard Ross, employed by the Hudson’s Bay Company and early 

“ethnographer” for both the Royal Industrial Museum of Scotland, Edinbmgh, 

and the Smithsonian in Washington, D C., formd moccasins of interest." For 

collectors, they were conveniently “suitcase sized”. This is well attested to by 

the many dozens of pairs to be found in our museums. Paradoxically, despite 

this popularity and abundance, one is forced to agree with Jonathan C. King’s 

conclusion that “the numerous forms and styles of decoration of early 

moccasins are poorly understood”." (This statement is aptly borne out by a
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recent article, “The Possible Origins of the Blackfeet Crooked Nose Moccasin 

Design”, by David Sagai- in The American Indian Art Magazine for Autumn 

1995 in which he attempts, without any cleai" conclusion, to “explain” a 

particular style of Blackfeet moccasin.

We are vexed by the perennial problem of assessing examples of material 

culture which when they are available have been acquired for the most part 

casually and therefore with little information about their original acquisition 

and antecedents. Inter-tribal trading practices meant that items of clotliing were 

acquired and/or copied quite freely. We aie also confronted by graphic 

examples, which when compared to possibly more reliable sources such as 

written documentation, appear to border at times on the fantastic.

Early Graphic Depictions

In keeping with the presentation of the Noble Savage as a person of nature

and to emphasize his basic “primitiveness”, he was often depicted as nude and 

barefooted in illustiations of earliest contact. John White perhaps could get 

away with showing North Carolinian Algonquins as barefooted in the balmier 

Southern climes with some justification, but credulity does stretch when 

viewing the representation of bare - except for - breechcloths, northern Indians 

(with backpacks pulling sledges and walking barefooted on small sandal-like 

snowshoes without the benefit of snow) in what King has termed “imaginative 

engraving”." Bruce Trigger in Natives and Newcomers has probably correctly 

surmised that this nudity had been liberally “borrowed” from Theodor de Bry’s
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illustrations of South American Indians by engravers working in distant France 

far removed from their “exotic” subjects."

In other seventeenth and eighteenth-century engravings there were Indians 

wearing enormous gorgets or brandishing large shields but wearing no shoes. 

Although one can only speculate over the reasons for this omission it seems 

that the contrast between the fully clothed and armouied, stalwart and booted 

French soldiers, for instance, depicted at the first Battle of Lake Champlain, 

and the baby-bald, graceful putti-like bow and anow shooting natives 

(barefooted) provided the type of visual contrast the artists felt necessary to 

emphasize natural man against Ins attired, booted, and hatted “civilised” 

European counterpart." A century later, Benjamin West in his London painting 

of 1770 mythically illustrating The Death o f General Wolfe again produced 

quite intentionally a tattooed, pensive, symbolic - and barefooted Indian." It is 

difficult, therefore, to find graphic examples of earliest footwear. Curiously, 

three out of four of Queen Anne’s “American Kings” appear to have shared the 

same pair of moccasins when they posed for their London portraits and these 

with enormous ties which would have snagged instantly on undergrowth if they 

had been seriously worn in the woodlands.

Archaeological Evidence

Puzzling also, though understandable, is the dearth of aichaeological

specimens from prehistoric or early contact times. Even excavated ossuaries 

where it is known that the dead had been buried fully clothed, reveal mainly the 

hardiest of artefacts made of metal and stone. The organic materials such as the



DETAIL - BAREFOOTED INDIAN FROM THE DEATH OF GENERAL fVOLF,
(Benjamin West 1770)

PLATE 133



254

leather from which moccasins were made rotted and perished, leaving 

scatterings of beads, metal tinkling cones, bells, and other types of 

disconnected decoration vriiere moccasins probably once existed. Underwater 

archaeological finds lists from The Pigeon River/Fort Charlotte, representing 

the fur tiade era, gave a total of 1060 white seed beads alone as well as other 

colours and types of trade beads and very unusually “25 miscellaneous shoe or 

moccasin fragments”.̂® This is, to the best of my knowledge, a rare piece of 

preservation of fiir trade leather under cold water conditions which 

unfortunately has not usually applied to eaith excavations. Even in this example 

it was by no means certain as to the exact nature of the fragments because of 

their fragile condition.

Early Written Accounts

Early writers made some mention of this type of footwear though on the

whole shoes do not* appear to merit the type of descriptive attention and

recording devoted to more unusual types and foims of clothing and personal

decoration. Le Jeune commented in the Jesuit Relations (1634), in referring to

Montagnais moccasins:

They make them large and capacious, especially in the Winter . . . 
they generally use a rabbit skin, or a piece of an old blanket 
folded two or three times; with this they put some moose hair; 
and then, having wrapped their feet in these rags, they put on 
their shoes, occasionally wearing two pairs, the one over the 
other. They tie them over the instep with a little string which is 
wound about the comers of the foot, etc.̂ *

And Denys in his The Description and Natural History o f the Coasts o f 

North America (Acadia) wrote that “old moose-skins were made into
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moccasins, and being more greasy were considered better than new sldns”. He

also referred to the “sewing of the moccasin which was re-doubled at the front

and very finely gathered, and that “young girls trimmed the seams of their

moccasins with quills dyed red and violet”.^

An early description of Huron moccasins is found in Maiie de

rIncarnation’s letter from Quebec to her son in France dated 26 August 1644.

She explained to him that:

Their shoes are of mooseliide, which is like buffalo. They gather 
this at the bottom, then put a square piece at the heel, pass a little 
thong as around a purse and lo, their shoe is made. The French 
never wear any others in winter, since one cannot go out except 
with snowshoes under the feet - to walk on the snow one cannot 
use French shoes.̂ ^

Morgan, in his writings on the origins and history of the Iroquois two

hundred years later recounted that:

. . .  in ancient times the Iroquois used another shoe made of the 
skin of the elk. They cut the skin above and below the gambrel 
joint, and then took it off entire. As the hind leg of the elk 
inclines at the joint nearly at a riglit angle, it was naturally 
adopted to the foot, the lower end was sewed firmly with sinew 
and the upper pait sewed above the anMe with deer strings.̂ **

Conn also described a folded type of moccasin as being an early

construction, “the wrapped moccasin is also made of one piece of material, but

it is sewn in a tubular form and drawn over the foot instead of being tied under

or around iCP

Morgan had a gi eat deal to say in praise of moccasins:

. . . pre-eminently an Indian invention and one of the higliest 
antiquity. It is true to nature in its adjustment to the foot, beautiful 
in its materials and finish, and durable as an article of apparel.̂ ®
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Catlin, an actual user of moccasins was lîôL quite so enthusiastic. He

recorded his moccasin walking experience at some length:

On this march we were all travelling in moccasins which being 
made without any soles, according to the Indian custom, had but 
little support for the foot underneath; and consequently, soon 
subjected us to excmciating pain, whilst walking according to the 
civilised mode, with the toes turned out. From tins very painful 
experience I learned to my complete satisfaction, that man in the 
state of nature who walks on his naked feet, must walk with his 
toes turned in . . .  I soon found upon trial, that by turning my toes 
in, my feet went more easily through the grass. ’̂

Morgan described the hoquois moccasin:

. .. the moccason [̂ zc] of one piece of deerskin. It is seamed up at 
the heel and also in front, above the foot, leaving the bottom of 
the moccason without a seam. In front the deer-skin is gathered, 
in place of being crimped; over this part porcupine quills or beads 
are worked in various patterns. The plain moccason rise several 
inches above the ankle like the Roman cothurnus, and is fastened 
with deer-strings; but usually this part is turned down, so as to 
expose a part of the instep, and is ornamented with bead-work.̂ ®

Mention, too, was often made of the role of women in making moccasins. 

Paul Kane obseived that “the women find ample employment in making 

moccasins and clothes for the men”.̂** And Schoolcraft in a chapter called “The 

Wigwam and its Mates”, observed that “She devotes much of her time to 

making moccasins and quill work”.

There were also a few accounts of men making and repairing moccasins in 

emergency situations such as when they were out hunting or in war paities. 

Spares were customarily carried. “Wlien men were away from camp on a long 

trip they took the necessary materials to make and repair their own 

moccasins.”" In the case of the Iroquois, “Warriors canied a prisoner tie . . .
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and new moccasins for victims who were driven aliead with booty”." 

John Long, captive of the Mohawks wrote: “I also made moccasins or Indian 

shoes, of deerskins dressed and smoked to make the leather soft and pliable”."

Moccasins, were, of course, but shoes and wore out quickly, were cut up 

for scraps, and were cast away. They did not merit the preservation accorded to 

sacred bundles, medicine bags, or the carefully kept calumets, wai* bonnets or 

wampum belts, althou^ some decorated sections such as beadwork, other 

forms of ornamentation, and even entire vamps were kept from worn out shoes 

and recycled.

Status

Even though every day taken-for-granted articles of attire they seem to

have been a valued aspect of the wardrobe. As Paul Kane observed:

The Indians when they come to ice or hard frozen snow, where 
the snowshoe has to be taken off, always take off their moccasins 
also, to travel barefooted; by this means they preserve their 
moccasins and when they sit down they put them on dry and 
wrap their feet in furs . . .  the ice . .  . always forms on the inside 
of the moccasin in long and quick tiavelling as the ice thus 
formed cracks into small pieces and cuts the feet.34

It was the woman’s role to make and attend to the moccasins of her family 

and as an aspect of hospitality to those of travellers, also. The fridian woman 

removed the men’s moccasins, inspected them for any needed repairs and hung 

them up to dry. They might also “polish” them by rubbing them with bear 

grease to restore pliability. Moccasins can be seen hanging over the fire to dry 

in one of Karl Bodmers paintings (Plate 52, Thwaites, Early Western Travels).

As recently as 1961 June Helm, wiote of the subarctic Lynx Point Peoples:
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Footwear is a major and continual item of production for women.
Only two or three individuals in the community own shoes of 
Euro-American manufacture, and they are purely for novelty.
Several pairs of moccasins a yeai* are required by each individual 
(they tear quickly if they become wet when worn). The common 
form is the ankle-wrap variety. The lowers are always of 
moosehide; the uppers, or ankle wrapping pieces, may be of 
mooseliide, caribou liide, or canvas."

Wlien one considers the laborious seemingly never-ending task involved in

producing these shoes for family members and even for trade, it is hardly

surprising that they were esteemed.

A single deerskin will make five to seven pairs of moccasins for 
an adult, and as they last but two or three weeks as many as 
fifteen to twenty pairs are necessary for each adult."

June Helm wrote that:

About ten pairs of moccasins can be made from one moose hide: 
a woman needs three or fom* pairs and her husband at least four 
pairs a year (Helm and Lmie, 1961.98). Before the introduction 
of moccasin rubbers to protect the moccasins fî om destructive 
dampness . . . many more pairs per year were needed.^’

Skin Preparation

Before any type of native clothing could be made, the skins on which this 

construction was dependent had to be appropriately prepared. Throughout 

North America descriptions of the general processes of hide preparation are 

very similai* except for some details." “True tanning by means of tannic acid 

was unknown to the American Indian, in spite of the fact that a large number of 

tribes ate acorns which contain the acid.”"

Pre-European Indians used the sldns of deer, moose, bear, elk and caribou 

and tliis practise continued beyond contact. After the skin had been carefully
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removed Jfrom the freshly slain carcass the women took over the business of 

tann ing.The first step was to soak the liide in water, sometimes with the 

inclusion of lye/ashes, if it was to be processed fairly soon, in order to remove 

dirt and blood stains.'*̂  If the hide was not going to be used immediately it was 

rinsed and hung to dry, skin side out. It would dry very stiff and was harder to 

work with and so this was not the favoured method.

To the Naskapi of the north as described by Turner towards the end of the

nineteenth centuiy:

The skins of the deer, which are to be converted into buckskin 
and parchment, are laid to one side in a heap, just as they come 
fi*om the bodies of the animals . . . When the skins have laid in 
this heap for several days decomposition sets in and loosens the 
hair so it will readily pull out.'*̂

The woodland Chippewa/Ojibwa who did not let their hides accumulate in

a heap, instead ensured that they were:

. . . rinsed and wrung out and thrown over a beaming post, a 
peeled log about eight inches in diameter and three to four feet 
long. This log was either set into the ground at a foity-five degree 
angle or held in that position by two legs . . . The woman stood 
leaning over the h i^  end of the beaming post. She held the 
beamer in both hands, the blade pointing slightly backward, and, 
with each downward push, she scraped a path of hair.

Turner described how the Naskapi woman employed a sli^tly different 

way:

. . . [She] takes a tool like a spoke shave made from the radius of 
the deer, by cutting a slice off the middle part of the back of the 
bone, so as to make a sharp edge wliile the untouched ends serve 
for handles, and with this scrapes off the loosened hair. The sharp 
edge of the bone instinment coming against the hairs pushes or 
pulls them out but does not cut the skin.̂ ^
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Although the methods of tanning differed slightly from people to people, 

the overall objectives were the same, to remove the hair from one side of the 

skin and the fatty tissue from the other without damaging the hide and to make 

the skin clean and pliable so that it could be used.

There were times when the hair was intentionally left on as in the

preparation of winter moccasins, but it was usually painstakingly removed

before the next stage was begun. This involved the softening of the skin by

applying to it a mixture usually of dried deer brains and warm water. Morgan

wrote in his mid-nineteenth centuiy study of the Iroquois:

They still tan them after the ancient method. It is done with the 
brain of a deer, the tanning properties of which, according to a 
tradition, were discovered by accident. The brain is mingled with 
moss, to make it adhere sufficiently to be formed into a cake, 
which is afterwards hung by the fire to dry. It is thus preserved 
for years.'*’

The process of using brains, with variations, was fairly widespread:

Any animal brains, such as beaver, rabbit, . . could be used, deer 
was the most common. If brains were not available [in later 
years] white of eggs could be substituted.'*®

And again. Turner described the Naskapi “Tamiing material. . . consists of 

a mixture of putrefying brain, liver, and fat”.'”

And for the Cree:

A thin paste was made of the animal brains or it was sometimes 
soaked in such a solution for a few horns in order to soften the 
hide. The hide was then wrung out and hung up to be inspected 
for any slits or bullet holes which were at this stage stitched any 
wrinkles also being smoothed ouf®
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In order to restore any shrinkage which might have occurred in processing, 

the liide was then stietched onto a frame. Firstly slits were cut along the edges 

of the hide at three to fom* inch intervals and a cord woven through the holes so 

that the hide could be attached tautly to a frame.

In refening to the Chippewa/Ojibwa Ritzenhaler described how every

tanner had one of these frames set up peimanently in her yard:

It consisted merely of two posts set into the ground five to six 
feet apart, and, to foim a rectangle, two poles were tied on, 
horizontally about three and a half feet apart. . .  A long cord was 
passed through the edge lacing and then around the frame until 
each section of the hide was fastened to the frame and the hide 
itself could be drawn taut within the rectangle. A stretching tool 
.. . was pushed with great force in a sweeping motion across the 
hide, causing it to stietch. After a few minutes of this the 
suspension cords needed tightening. This process was repeated 
over and over until the hide had reached its maximum size.'*̂

Admiration for the skill involved in skin processing was expressed by 

Ritzenhaler: “when the woman removed it, the hide was pure white and very 

soft to the touch”.’®

And Gatlin, ever the enthusiastic observer, described the treatment given to 

buffalo skins:

The usual mode of dressing the buffalo, and other skins, is by 
immersing them for a few days under a lye from ashes and water, 
until the hair can be removed; when they are strained upon a 
frame or upon the giound, with stakes or pins driven through the 
edges into the earth; where they remain for several days, with the 
brains of the buffalo or elk spread upon and over them; and at last 
finished by “graining”, as it is termed by the squaws; who use a 
sharpened bone, the shoulder blade or other large bone of the 
animal, sharpened at the edge, somewhat like an adze; with the 
edge of which they scrape the fleshy side of the skin; bearing on 
it with the weight of their bodies, thereby diying and softening 
the skin, and fitting it for use.’*
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Smoldng of Hides

Having achieved a degree of whiteness, which in arctic climates was also 

achieved by freezing the hides and bleaching them in the sun, they were 

sometimes smoked. This ensured against stiffening and hardening when the 

moccasin became wet and also helped to minimize soiling particularly in the 

case of footwear. The results of smoking varied from a golden brown colour to 

the very dark brown acliieved by the Huron, which was sometimes accelerated 

by the use of dyes. These moccasins also carry with them a very characteristic 

smoked aroma.

In order to smoke the hide the edges of the hide were sewn together in the

shape of a cylindrical bag with one open end:

A strip of cloth about two feet wide was sewn onto this end to 
prevent the lower part of the hide from soiling or burning. The 
prepared hide was suspended over a low fire and the open end 
secured to the grormd around the fire. A smudge was obtained by 
adding rotten pine or poplar wood, crushed cedar bark, or 
Norway pine cones to the fire. Wlien the inside of the bag had 
been thoroughly smoked, after about fifteen to twenty minutes, 
the bag was reversed and the outside smoked in the same manner.
The smoking produced the characteristic tan colour and woodsy 
odoui" of Indian tamied liide. After airing the skin was ready for 
use/2

Turner’s description of smoking by the Naskapi is similar:

The process adopted by these Indians in smoking the deerskins is 
as follows: The woods are searched for rotten wood of a special 
character. It must be affected with a kind of dry rot wliich renders 
the fibers of a spongy nature. This is procured and thorouglily 
dried. The skins to be smoked aie selected and two of nearly the 
same size and condition are chosen, and sewed into the form of a 
bag with the hairy side within . . .  To the edges of these is sewed 
a cloth, usually a piece of baling cloth, and tliis is also left open.
The rotten wood is placed in a pan or vessel and as it smolders.
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never burning into a blaze, the pale, blue, pungent smoke is 
allowed to ascend within the cavity of the deerskin bag.’’

“By some chemical process or other, wliich I do not understand,” declared 

Catlin in his usual hyperbolic prose at the end of his description of the smoking 

process;

. . .  the skins thus acquire a quality which enables them, after 
being ever so many times wet, to dry soft and pliant as they were 
before, which secret I have never yet seen practiced in my own 
country; [̂ zc] and for the lack of which, all of our dressed skins 
when wet, are, I thinlc, chiefly ruined.

An Indian’s diess of deer skins, wliich is wet a hundred times 
upon his back, dries soft; and his lodge also, which stands in the 
rains, and even througji the severity of winter, is taken down as 
soft and clean as when it was first put up.’'*

The lengthy, technologically skilful, and arduous preparation of the hides, 

then, was tlie first step in the making of moccasins. Most accounts, although 

fairly late, indicated that the methods which were being used had remained the 

traditional ones even after the introduction and widespread distribution of metal 

tools. (Indeed, some of the same methods exist today.)

Aboriginal tools involved in sldn preparation diew ingeniously on the 

materials found in the environment. The deer whose flesh and skin provided 

meat and clothing also supplied the brains for tanning the hide and bones of 

various sizes, weights and thicknesses which could be used as skinners, 

fleshers, scrapers, and awls. (“A small bone near the ankle joint of the deer, has 

furnished the moccasin needle fiom time immemorial.”)”
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Effects of Introduced Metal Tools

Fortuitously, the increasing demands of the fur trade for skins well in

excess of those which would have been processed for family consumption 

and/or inter-tribal exchanges coincided with the introduction, mainly through 

trade, of metal tools. These could be used to expedite the curing and dressing 

procedme. The fur trade, directly and indirectly, was able to provide essential 

tools which enabled the Indians to process their hides more quickly. There can 

be no doubt that without metal implements the fur trade itself could not have 

existed for long because it would have been physically impossible for Indian 

women to prepare the huge numbers of extra skins required by tr aders and their 

European customers using customary native tools. Skins and liides were subject 

to rotting, vermin and insect infestation and had to be meticulously processed 

in order to prevent wastage and to maximize profit.

The peoples along the Atlantic coast had earliest access to these precious 

metal commodities, officially through trade and unofficially through scavenging 

amongst abandoned stations and shipwrecks. Philip Bock has written of the 

Micmac that “before the seventeenth century many kinds of tools were made of 

wood, stone, bone, and shell; but metal quickly replaced stone and bone in 

cutting tools”.”

La Potherie observed in the early eighteenth century:

The Savages could not understand why these men came so far to 
search for their worn out beaver robes; meanwhile they admired 
all the wares brouglit to them by the French which they regarded 
as extremely precious, the knives, the hatchets, the iron weapons, 
above all could not be sufficiently praised.”
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Top: CREE - IRON BEADED KNIFE, horn handle, sheath - buckskin, loom 
woven porcupine quill (mid-19th c. Canada)

Bottom: MENOMINEE CHIEF (Paul K ane 1845) WEARING KNIFE AROUND HIS NECK
PLATE 137
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And poignantly, a ninety-nine year old Athapaskan Indian woman (metal

implements were slowest in reaching the distant subarctic regions) interviewed

in this century voiced her personal views which:

. . . emphasized the great difficulty in tanning hides, especially 
moose, before the introduction of metal knives, scissors, awls and 
needles. Before metal blades Indians had to cut hides with beaver 
teeth or birds beaks attached to wooden handles. She said that 
before the white tr ade items were available they tanned young or 
unborn calf skins whenever possible because they were softer and 
easier to work with.”

Although writing of the Western Abenaki, what Gordon M Day described

pertaining to them can be applied fairly universally to others:

The man’s tool ki t . . . crooked knife, awl, hand axe, gouge and 
adze " . . .  the woman’s tool kit - awl, needles, wooden skin 
scraper, stone scrapers, stone grinders, and com pounder.”

The types of tools necessary for skin preparation and to the eventual

manufacture of basic (i.e.: undecorated) moccasins consisted of: knives for

skinning and cutting, fleshers for removing the flesh from the underside of

hides, scrapers for the removal of hair and awls used in sewing.

Cutting tools are indispensable to primitive men and the greatest 
ingenuity was exercised by the northern tiibes in their 
manufacture.®®

Native Tools

Examples of aboriginal “knives” aie represented by nature’s original 

cutters, i.e.: teeth - of beaver and sharks and birds beaks. Pieces of silicious 

cane ground as sharp as a razor were recorded as used by Virginian Indians for 

cutting out moccasins and may well have been used by Indians further north.®* 

Sharpened reeds and various types of wood were also used as knives. Hard
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wood was sometimes also hafted and used for handles. Sharp antlers and bones 

were fomed into cutting implements.

Stone of all sorts was used and as has been mentioned in Chapter One,

(Inter-tribal Trade), (pub. 1929), featured in the inter-tribal trade network.

Obsidian and quartzite of the west was traded eastwards because it was

particularly valued when flaked for its fine cutting properties. Jasper, chert,

nephrite were other stones commonly used for making knives.

Bevelled flints were probably used for skinning game, as they are 
better fitted for tliis than for anything else . . . the bevel is such as 
would be necessary if the implement were held in the right hand 
and pulled towar ds the user.®̂

This selection of indigenous material was augmented and eventually 

replaced by European manufactured knives of metal which were cheaply 

produced in the new cutlery factories of cities such as Sheffield.®’

The flat ribs of moose and deer, sometimes split, were sharpened and used:

A Canadian Chippewa (pub. 1929) said that his people formerly 
made knives fi*om the flat ribs of the moose and deer. He said 
these knives were sharpened on a stone, and that they cut in a 
satisfactory manner. Handles of metal knives were made of 
hom.®̂

Bone, stone (flint especially), and horn were used in various combinations 

of blade and handle and quite naturally when metal became available it was 

incorporated into the existing technology so that metal blades might be found 

with bone, horn, or wooden handles. Clasp, butcher, and “scalping” knives 

appear regularly and in some quantity on trade inventories. They could be 

easily transported slipped in amongst the bulkier items of cloth and blankets.
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KNIFE SHEATHS DECORATED WITH BEADS AND TINKING CONES
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Kettle scraps are also known to have been put into a handle and used for 

cutting.Scissors, understandably, also found great popularity.

Status of Metal Tools

The high status of metal tools is attested to by the fact that they are found

quite frequently in conjunction with Indian burials. Since they would have 

initially been scarce, their inclusion was particularly indicative of their value. 

Clasp and sheath knives were found, for instance, in the grave goods from the 

Fletcher Site in Micliigan. The Bell Site in Wisconsin, which had been a Fox 

\dllage of 1680-1730 included awls and knives in its finds of iron artefacts, and 

the list of finds from Fort Michilimacldnac indicated that awls, needles, pins, 

and knives occurred frequently at this eighteenth century fur trading 

archaeological site. Quimby (1938) reported a female burial, Thomapple River 

Valley, Ottawa, with iron scissors and an iron awl with a bone handle. On the 

Summer Island Site stone flaked knives and scrapers were found in conjunction 

with metal tools. Numerous examples are to be found of metal trade goods 

being included in burials.

Further evidence of esteem attributed to metal objects is manifested by the 

elaborately worked knife sheaths which were made, and worn decoratively 

around the neck. (Similarly, women made special kits and cases to contain their 

sewing implements, especially scissors and needles and these were often 

meticulously decorated.)



PLAINS KNIFE SHEATHS, BEADS AND TINKLING CONES
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Top: Note FRINGED KNIFE SHEATH
Bottom: KNIFE IN SHEATH WORN AT BACK OF BELT
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Native Implements

As previously mentioned, scraping of the skins was carried out on both

sides of the skin and again, traditional implements had been “invented” which 

best suited the purpose of either scraping away hair on the outside, or fat on the 

insides.

In 1832 Prince Maximilian observed:

The women were scraping off the particles of flesh and fat with a 
well contrived [my italics] instrument. It is made of bone, 
sharpened at one end, a strap, which is fastened round the wrist 
.. . Several Indians have iron teeth fixed to this bone.®’

The Aboriginal tools for this purpose, as in the case of knives, were 

originally formed from a wide variety of materials selected fiom the 

environment. The Athapaskans used the leg bone of a reindeer®̂  and Denig 

mentioned an elk shin bone “the lower end is cut to an edge and small teeth 

made therein”®̂ used in the preparation of buffalo skins.

Bones seem to have been the most commonly used raw material but the 

type of bone varied. At prehistoric sites archaeologists have found bone 

beaming tools with slots in them for the insertion of chipped stone scrapers.’® 

The hindleg of a moose was used, and the Cree, Naskapi, and Ojibway used 

sharpened deer ribs for scraping. The shin bone, homs/antlers of elk were 

employed as well as sharpened shoulder blades. Hardwoods such as yew were 

used as a type of spatula for softening skins and as previously noted in 

conjunction with knives, wood also became handles. Quartzite, chert and
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obsidian, fomied by pecking and giinding were sometimes slotted into wooden 

or bone handles.

Hybrid Creations

It is not surprising then, that with the advent of metal, this was used in

conjunction with the existing materials, the metal forming end blades which

were inserted into bone or wooden handles. Mason mentioned a steel blade in

an antler handle.’̂

In many cases broken speaipoints and knives were sharpened 
across the broken end by the removal of a few flakes, giving the 
necessary scraping edge.’̂

Similarly, Ritzenhaler described the use of metal trade objects uniquely 

used by the Chippewa: “a “silver” table knife the edge of which had been filed 

fiat so that the hide would not be cut while it was being scraped”.’̂

There are many examples of fleshers made fî om obsolete gun barrels which 

have been cut olff and one end shaped into a scraper, the other used as a handle. 

(A steel file obtained through trade was a prerequisite for shaping the “teeth” of 

such scrapers.) Scraps of iron were fitted into wooden handles, often with a 

thong stiap to give better leverage and control. Scrapers from a later date used 

trade metal goods including part of a tin can secured with cotton thr ead,’'* a 

plane bit fitted into a bone handle with buckskin thong, and a squar e iron rod. 

There is an Athapaskan example of a slate knife with a “handle” of woollen 

cloth and cotton thread.” A scythe blade and most ingeniously, four parts of an 

iron wagon wheel part, recycled, have been found used as scrapers.”



GRAINING TOOLS MADE FROM HUMERUS OF MUSK OX, PART OF A PLANE 
AND AN IRON BLADE INSERTED IN A PINE HANDLE W ITH A BUCKSKIN STRAP
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Although parts of European manufactured metal goods were recycled and 

incorporated into scraping instruments by the Indians, it is interesting to note 

that no metal scraper as such was ever manufactuied specifically for the Indian 

trade. And this had certainly been the case with other metal tools such as 

various types of axes including the tomahawk, a European invention based on 

Indian “needs”, the crooked knife, and the metal quill fiattener. Indian 

technology seemed superior to any outside invention in this context.

In Mason’s view:

Whenever the savage has come in contact with the whites he has 
been quick to substitute iron for stone in his arrow-heads, knives, 
etc. Not so with his scraper. Indeed, the white man keeps up the 
use of stone, glass, etc. in his modem (written 1889) taimery. It is 
the one enduring instrument that was also used by prehistoric 
man.”

The Awl

Enduring also is the awl. The sewing together of leather sections is 

dependent on being able to pierce holes tlirough the tougli animal liides with a 

sharp instrument without tearing them and for this process a type of awl has 

been used. The awl, unlike the eyed needle, has no hole in the end, although 

some of them did have grooves at the end for securing the sewing material. The 

method employed is to punch holes through the skin with the awl, pulling the 

sewing material (sinew or cotton) through the hole formed in order to attach 

two pieces together.

Wooden splinters and slim pieces of bone were no doubt used as awls in 

prehistoric times and Frances Densmore” and H. Ling Roth” both gave



TOP: BONE HANDLED STEEL AWLS 
(one handle decorated with incised designs, the other with a copper band - sinew “thread”) 

M id d le :  AlWL OF PAINTED BIRD BONE (wooden handle bound w ith  sinew , 20th c.) 

Bottom: MOOSE BONE SEWING AWL (collected 1963)
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examples of thorns being used for tliis purpose. Recent examples of bone awls 

(bird bone and moose bone) are illustrated in the catalogue from the exhibition 

The Athapaskan, Strangers o f the NortK^^

In his discussion of the effects of Emopean trade goods on the native 

population as evidenced by the archaeology of Summer Island, Michigan, 

David Brose wrote that: “the greatest change in the native tool kit is probably 

the replacement of bone awls and needles by their iron counterparts”.̂ ^

From earliest contact there is evidence of awls being found both in village 

sites and in burial sites. At the Lasanen Site, for instance, “at least by 1700 . . . 

[they] were partially dependent on European trade goods; copper and iron 

vessels, awls and needles, knives, clothing, cloth and blankets were all common 

trade goods”. ̂

According to Quimby’s classification, in both the Early (1610-1670) and

Middle (1670-1760) Historic Periods in the Great Lakes area iron awls were

found. In the mixture of Indian and European items discovered at the Middle

Historic Bell Site of a Fox Milage, there were butcher and clasp knives as well

as iron awls.®̂  Similarly, at Fort Michilimacldnac in an eighteenth century

context, six antler handles for iron awls were unearthed. Lyle M. Stone,

archaeological director of the site reported:

The large quantity and broad spatial distribution of awls indicate 
that they were commonly used; eighteenth century tiade-good 
lists indicate that awls were an important trade item to the 
Indians.^
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Initially it was the shoemaker’s awl which Indians found useful and these

were fitted into their own handles of native material and manufacture. Unlike

the case of the scraper, however, awls of a special sort came to be devised,

manufactured, and tiaded to the Indians.

The wood or bone handle of a straight awl tended to split under 
pressure so manufactuiers introduced a number of ways to seat 
them . . . “offset” or “crooked” awls are a type often found at 
British era sites. The zig-zags anchor the awls firmly in their 
handles.

Ingeniously, again, improvised awls were created firom articles such as 

worn knife blades, points of files, or sharpened nails. And handles were formed 

fi*om a variety of materials such as sheep’s horn, bone, wood, and antler and 

even what appears to be an umbrella handle!***

The sewing needle, closely related to the awl, had a profound effect on 

many aspects of clothing constinction and its ornamentation. Both the awl and 

the steel sewing needle were introduced tlirough trading in vast quantities to the 

North American Indians.

It is important to acknowledge the complex and aiduous steps whereby 

Indian women skilfully transformed an unwieldy animal skin by means of 

soaking, fleshing, scraping, smoking, and sewing into an article of clothing 

which was vital to the comfort, pleasme and existence of the Indian, and to the 

Europeans who adopted this type of apparel. Initially this was done by using a 

variety of native tools, derived from products of the environment.

With the introduction of Emopean-manufactured metal trade goods some of 

these tasks were alleviated and accelerated. This acceptance of the new



CHIPPEWA AWLS, IRON SET IN DEER ANTLER HANDLES (1 9 th  C.)
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I'lfiure 112. Rounci-bluded cuvl ivilh mountain sheep horn 
handle. This is a rerv  ancient specimen from the Ofilalas. 
( M F T )

Ptiure 113. Straight awl blade, with diamond-shaped cross 
section. ( M F T )

Ptiure 114. Crooked oiel made e.xpressly for the Indian  
trade. ( M F T )

Bottom Left: IRON AWL SET IN G R O O V E D  H O R N  (U M B R E L L A ?) H ANDLE

Bottom Right: IRON BLADE SET IN C A R IB O U  A N TLER
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implements, at the same time, aided the fur tiade because it enabled the 

processing of greater quantities of pelts to meet European maiket demands than 

had previously been possible. Nevertheless, the basic skin processing 

technology remained essentially the same because it produced the desired 

result. The Indian did not abandon her traditional methods of skin preparation 

nor, on the whole, its tried and tested tools, despite attempts by Europeans to 

produce “superior” manufactured trade items. (These were subject to rust and 

corrosion, and blunting and could not always be easily replaced. Blacksmiths 

were often a “commodity” requested by the Indians so that their metalwork 

could be repaired.) Aboriginal and European materials were often combined by 

native users to create the best possible implement technologically and 

aesthetically, for the task at hand.

In the areas of hats and coats already explored, there was ample evidence 

of interplay between traditional indigenous styles and forms of clothing and the 

more recently acquired trade materials. In some cases European styles had been 

modified and adapted by the Indians to suit North American conditions, or 

introduced items had inspired them to create new aspects of ornamentation.

European Adoption of the Moccasin and Trade

The shoe is literally on the other foot when looking at the subject of

footwear, however. Or as Schoolcraft appropriately observed:

Moccasins have stood their ground as a part of Indian costume, 
with more entire success, against European innovation, than 
perhaps any other part of the aboriginal di ess.*’
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It was more often the case that Europeans readily recognised the 

appropriateness and comfort of moccasins and wore them. They also learnt how 

to make them. These shoes could be economically made from readily available 

raw materials and fairly easily repaired. North American manufacturing was 

virtually non-existent at that time and imported shoe versions and/or tanned 

hides expensive.

As mentioned eailier. Long (c.l760) reported that:

I also made moccasins, or Indian shoes, of deer-skins dressed and 
smoked to make the leather soft and pliable, and worked with 
porcupine quills and small beads, to which are sometimes 
suspended hawk bells. Those made by the Mohawks at the Grand 
River near Niagara are preferred for their superior workmanship 
and taste, and are sometimes sold so liigh as four dollars a pair, 
but in general they may be purchased without ornaments for a 
dollar. They are more pleasant to wear than English shoes; in 
summer they are cooler on the feet, and in winter, from being 
made roomy they will admit a thick sock to prevent the excessive 
cold from penetrating. The Indians, in their war dances, sew 
hawk-bells and small pieces of tin on them to make a jingling 
noise.®®

The whites were loathe to return to their “hard and cramping English

shoes”®® and the Indians remained unconvinced of the virtues of such footwear.

Monice wrote in 1895:

Progressive as the Carriers [a subarctic group] are, there is not 
among them a single man who would undertake a journey of any 
importance, nay even a short trip, without the traditional 
moccasins. Even the most advanced young men profess to being 
unable to walk any considerable distance with our common 
leather shoes.®®

Because they were so suitable for the environment, for the native 

population they became the very last item of indigenous wear to resist change:
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Although the European forced his type of dress upon the Indian, 
he in turn was compelled to borrow from the savage, [̂ z'c] In the 
deep snows of winter, the European if he wished to travel must 
use the snowshoe evolved by the Indians. To walk comfortably on 
snowshoes it is necessary to add the moccasin.®̂

There were frequent references to the impracticality of European shoes 

implying indirect tribute to native invention and technology. European shoes 

never replaced moccasins which were taken up by voyageurs, traders, the 

military, missionaries, pioneers and “tourists”. From being an item made strictly 

for family consumption they later provided extra “income” as an item of 

exchange for the women who made them particularly after a cash economy had 

evolved. The Long quote of 1760 above, indicated that such trade was not 

rmusual.

The Role of Women in the Manufacture of Moccasins

As mentioned earlier fur traders depended primarily for their footwear on

the native women associated with the tr ading posts:

Perhaps the most important domestic task performed by the 
women at the fur-trade posts was to provide the men with a 
steady supply of Indian shoes . . . they universally adopted the 
moccasin as the most practical footwear for the wilderness . . . 
Without women to provide them with moccasins and snowshoes, 
Hudson’s Bay Company ofi&cers stressed, the Company would be 
seriously restricted in its efforts to compete with its rivals.®̂

There are records of orders for moccasins needed by the HBC men.

Not surprisingly, for subarctic women there were far reaching social

implications centred around her ability as a clothing producer:

By the time a girl reached adulthood and was marriageable it was 
assumed that she possessed the basic skills in skin tamiing and 
gannent manufacture. Women with greater than average skills in 
tlris area would be particularly sought after as marriage partners.
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for through their skills a family gained not only protection and 
comfort but also economic benefit and prestige. A skilled and 
energetic woman could always find a market for her work outside 
the family, since well-tanned skins and finished gannents were 
common items for barter and there was a brisk and ongoing 
inter-tribal trade in these commodities. Furthermore, well-made 
beautifully decorated footwear* visibly displayed the wealth and 
social standing of the wearer, for choice skins, ochre, and beads 
were the currency of Athapaskan society, a reflection of skill in 
hunting and tr ading.®̂

Such skills were by no means universal and Turner, for instance, obsei*ved

that:

The Eskimo women are not adept at making moccasins: a few 
only can form a well fitting pair. They often employ the Indian 
women to make them, and in return give tlrem a pair of sealskin 
boots, which the Indian is unable to make, but highly prizes for 
summer wear in the swamps.®''

General Use

Moccasins were certainly an essential item of clothing for Canadian 

voyageurs not only for their wearing comfort: but because their soft soles would 

not damage the fragile baik canoes. But they found equal favour in the 

colonies:

In 1703-4 . . . the General Couit of Massachusetts ordered five 
hundred pairs of snowshoes and an equal number of moccasins 
for use in specified counties “lying frontier to the wilderness”.®̂

They were vital to the participants in the French and Indian Wars. There

were several mentions in the Johnson Papers of expenses (1756) for “dressing

skins and making shoes for Lieutenant Kennedy and Ins party of soldiers”®̂ or a

letter from Johnson to Clinton August 13, 1747:

I spoke to your excellency . . . about Necessarys for the men 
destined for the hidian Service but find nothing done about it. Not
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haveing one pair of Indian shoes for them, without which they 
cannot go through the woods.®’

Expenses for November 1758 - December 1759 included Two hundred and 

eight pairs Indian shoes for the “Warriors” at 4/.®®

The heavily decorated moccasins usually seen on display in museums may 

give a false impression. Undoubtedly there were very plain sparsely adorned 

versions for everyday wear, the more elaborate ones being saved for special 

events or for their enhanced traded value. Bernard Ross sent examples back to 

Edinburgh to illustrate the making of everyday moccasins. Those which were 

worn with snowshoes were left undecorated because the straps from the shoes 

would damage the decoration. Glass beads in particular* retained the cold and 

wouldn’t have been popular in frigid conditions.

The Mysterious Messages of Moccasins

As with other types of clothing (and with a Eurocentric viewpoint) we are

not necessarily aware of the integral symbolic messages inherent in various 

aspects of moccasins. If the materials from which they were made were 

intended to impart the qualities of the animal used, it was the silent swiftness 

and agility of the deer which was elicited. To some extent the constructive 

types represented tribal identities and moccasins were sometimes left as a 

“calling card” by raiders so that their daring would be recognised and 

acknowledged.
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The anima of moccasins was reflected in the Sioux warrior’s custom of 

placing their worn-out footwear on the trail with the request that they return 

home by themselves.®®

Much that was inherent in the specific choices and uses of colour has been

lost:

There is ample evidence that symbolism existed in the use of 
colors by the Indians, but the meanings varied in different 
sections of the country, in different groups, and on different 
objects and according to the ideas of the different workers. It is 
therefore difficult to provide any generalized interpretation of 
either color or design.̂ ®®

As has been mentioned in previous chapters, the use of the colour red was

particularly significant and further meaning existed in the form:

The red line, much used in both quill and beadwork was known 
as the life span or “the trail on which woman travels,” and was 
regarded as symbolic of that poition of a woman’s life during 
which children may be bom. Red lines or stripes on articles used 
by women were often associated with women’s functions and 
virtues and symbolized the good life.̂ ®'

The circular bead design (itself symbolic) on the shaman’s shoes was 

situated on a red background and the Naskapi moccasins had a pattern painted 

only of that colour. Later on one of the most popular trade beads was the 

Cornaline d’Aleppo, sometimes called the Hudson Bay Bead, which was 

predominately red. Red was associated with life giving forces.

Certain woodlands tribes pierced holes in the soles of their infants’

moccasins as reported by Harrington:

Two small clean cut holes in their soles, evidently suggest an old 
Iroquois practice . . . The Iroquois invariably in former years, and 
still to a certain extent, perforated the soles of the baby’s 
moccasins to prevent the ghosts from coaxing away its soul; for
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the child can refuse to listen to their pleadings on the ground that 
he has holes in the soles of his moccasins and so cannot travel the 
spirit trail/®̂

Ornamentation in some instances was representative of various aspects of

the culture such as designs based on visions or those connected with clan

religious beliefs. For the Indian clothing maker there were complex and close

relationships between the materials used, and their colour and patterns. For

instance, for the Iioquois:

The scroll, helix, or tendril designs were called violets by the 
Tuscarora, literally “bowing the head.” The Tuscarora regarded 
them as a sign of good luck, deriving the idea from a children’s 
game of locking the flower heads together. The Mohawks called 
the scroll designs “fern heads” and “homed” tiiimnings.

Another meaning read into the scrolls is that they denote the 
homs of chieftancy, those curving outward denoting a living chief 
. . . those curving inwards of a dead chief . . . The antlers of a 
deer were the emblem of chieftanship. Anciently a chief wore 
homs in his head-dress as the insignia of his rank or office and 
“he wears the homs” was a figurative expression for a cliief. The 
chief who was deposed was spoken of as having been 
“dehomed”.'®®

Certain designs had a particularly protective element (good luck) for the 

bearer or wearer. When they were made for domestic rather than commercial 

purposes the design placed on the front of the moccasin was intended to be 

viewed by the wearer from above whilst walking. Later on as beads became 

abundant, for the Plains Indians in particular, there were instances of the soles 

being also beaded (spirit moccasins) on shoes to be included in burials as 

prestigious grave goods. As Barbara Hail has pointed out in Hau Kola, Plains 

Indians in particular found the lavish use of bead embroidery a simple way of
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displaying “wealth” in a culture whose nomadic lifestyle did not admit of 

numbers of possessions which it would be necessary to have to transport.

Although at first sight apparently simple, the moccasin is surprisingly 

complex in its variation of form, nuances of meaning and in the ornamentation 

when that occurs. (Space do^s^  peiinit extensive elaboration of these factors, 

but having viewed and studied hundreds of pairs of them, for instance, I have 

found no two pairs exactly alike.)

Moccasin Types and Decoration

The soft-soled version prevailed in the northeast and subarctic regions and

the hard soled in the plains. George M. Wliite has suggested a geographical 

distribution with the centre seam design having the widest spread, this type 

which he felt might be older than 10,000 years.

The construction of a moccasin fiom one piece of leather was the simplest 

type. The main differences developed within this form were the extent of the 

top or the anlde flaps, (and their shape whether straight, rounded, or pointed) or 

the height of the heel seam and the length of the toe seam. (Hatt’s Series One - 

strmght heel and toe seam, leather sewn.)'®® Examples of this one piece type 

were used by the Ojibwa, whose very name means the people with moccasins 

with puckered seams. This puckered seam was at the jftont and although it was 

ftmctional - allowing for the excess of leather to be accommodated to the shape 

of the foot; it eventually became a design element in its own right. (An example 

of a child’s moccasin in the Ojibwa Museum, St. Ignace, Michigan was 

described as “paitiidge”, the sewing over the front seam having been designed
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to resemble a partridge tail spread out.) Other woodlands users of this Series

One type were the Seneca whose back seams were overlapped and sewn for

added strength “similar to the Cayugas their front seam was also pounded down

so that it would lie flat”.'®̂

For the most part moccasins were unisex with perhaps at times some

differentiation in ornamentation only to distinguish the sexes. (Tinkling cones

with hair, it will be recalled were worn only by men): they were also usually

made straight, that is without a left and right version of each pair. With wear

the pliable leather took on the shape of the particular foot.

[Uniquely] the Wnnebago nation is one that had a noticeable 
difference between the men’s and women’s styles. The men’s 
moccasins were cut from one piece of the hide with the seam up 
the instep and a seam at the heel. The cuffs, being cut directly on 
the pattern, were simply folded down. On the earlier moccasins 
the cuffs were split at the heel seam and hung down on either side 
of the moccasin in the shape of half moons. Later styles show the 
cuffs appearing to be one piece and sewed together at the heel 
seam.

The women’s moccasins were quite different because of the large 
flap which was folded down over the instep. The moccasin 
pattern was one piece of hide with the flap cut along the upper 
moccasin edge. It was cut extra long so that it would reach
around the front and meet at the heel seam.'®’

The illustrated examples show the diversity which existed vvithin the one 

piece type moccasin construction. Such types were commonly used by the

Iroquois, Ojibwa/Chippewa, Winnebago, Huron and Woodlands Cree, all of

whom had stiong contacts with fur traders in the northeast. At first these shoes, 

when appropriate, were decorated exclusively with native materials which 

included porcupine quills and moosehair. Often a strip of woven or plaited
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quillwork would be attached to cover the front seam (as the quilled or later 

beaded blanket strip had been used to “camouflage” seams in the buffalo 

robes), less frequently to the back seam.

Porcupine Quill Use

The use of the porcupine quill for decoration belongs uniquely to North

American Indians and was remarked upon with particular admiration by early

observers, confirming a pre-contact existence:

Althougli the age and origin of porcupine quillwork are as yet 
unknown, there is definite proof that it was done, though perhaps 
not widely, at least 150-200 years before Columbus . . . fri a cave 
at the Promontory Point site in Utah, archaeologists have 
unearthed a pair of moccasins with quillwork on the toes . . . 
assigned to the 13th and 14th centuries AD. . . . might possibly 
be of Athabaskan origin.'®®

(A recent undocumented article from The New York Times, July 10, 1994, 

mentioned “pieces that have been carbon-dated to 500 B.C.”)'®®

The porcupine lives in the northern parts of North America but the map 

indicates that the use of its quills spread beyond the habitat through the existing 

trading networks. Kinietz, for instance, mentioned that “The Miami (who lived 

south of the porcupine habitat) were supplied with porcupine quills by the 

Potawatomi and the Ottawa”."® Since quills were used by tribes who lived 

some distance from the porcupine’s native habitat it is quite likely that they 

were used as a form of barter perhaps in a way similar to wampum. There was 

some use of bird quills but this was not as extensive.

As an object of ambling raw material such an animal supplied 20-40,000 

barbed quills none of wliich were more than a few inches long
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(2.5 cm. - 12.5 cm.) but varied in coarseness depending on from which part of 

the body they came. Such quills consist of slender stiff hollow tubes with a 

barb at the end and are a creamy white, the sharp end being brownish grey. It 

must have taken a tremendous leap of the imagination to visualise the 

transformation of the quills of such a strange looking animal (Erethizon 

dorsatum) into the colourfully complex strips and bands of delicate yet vivid 

decoration which were developed eventually. The processes involved in their 

use were also quite complex.

After the quills were painstakingly extracted they were sorted by the 

women according to size and stored in bags which were often made of the 

bladder or large intestine of a large animal. When beads became available, 

paradoxically they were used to decorate the quill storage bags.

They could be dyed before use. Native dyes from the environment (mineral

and vegetable) used with indigenous mordants supplied the colouis used for

dyeing quills before these were replaced by aniline dyes obtained fiom traders

(c. 1870-80). Such colours seem to have stood up remarkably well over time.

Sagard commented:

. . . they work in a manner worthy of admiration with porcupine 
quills, coloured red, black, white and blue, and these colours they 
make so bright that ours do not come near them in that respect.'"

However, there is evidence on the Pitt Rivers moccasin illustrated that the 

now “orange” quillwork was once, in fact, bright red which of necessity calls 

into question the shades of other extant examples which we accept as having 

“subdued” colours.
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Pieces of trade cloth and blankets were also boiled up with the quills, and it 

will be recalled that the papers which had wrapped vermilion were boiled in 

order to extract the black dye. Ingeniously trade items were put to Ml 

advantage;

The simmering of a dye bath in a tin, copper or iron pot obtained 
from the fur traders could produce a different shade of any given 
color as the metals of the pots acted as mordants."^

As in the examples of the processing of hides described above, the 

preparation of quills for use in purely decorative ways was also complicated. 

After the pattern was marked onto the object and sewing was to coimnence, the 

quills which had been washed were moistened in the mouth of the user just 

before being applied. Bearing in mind the very short length of each quill, such 

work is a tribute to great patience and skill especially as the points were not 

used to pierce the leather upon which they were to rest but were interwoven 

invisibly into each other. Only the surface of the hide was caught up in sewing 

leaving the underside unscathed.

Incredibly the quillworker’s tool kit consisted of the sorted quills, a bone 

marker which was used in planning the pattern to be executed, an awl, a Icnife 

and sinew. A quill flattener was sometimes used, often a piece of flattened bone 

but a steel needle was not included in this strictly native enterprise. There were 

some instances of metal quill flatteners which were especially manufactured for 

native use."® These have appeared in the context of the Plains.

There were four basic methods of using the quills and the technique chosen 

was dependent on the nature of the item to be decorated. These methods were
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wrapping, plaiting, sewing and weaving. All of these were used in some way, 

often combined, in the ornamentation of moccasins. Once again it is evident 

that the quillworker was well aware of the qualities of her raw materials “while 

moist the quills could be bent into any shape desired and then would dry firm 

in that position”.""

Before 1800 the quillwork designs which were produced were 

predominately geometric. This was partly because of the longitudinal nature of 

the quills but was also dictated by the fact that weaving on a bow loom 

confined patterns to those with right angles. Plaiting techniques produced 

narrow bands which could be joined together. (At the same time it was possible 

to form wrapped lengths into spiral-like coils.)

Illustrated examples offer a wide variety of colour and design carefully 

executed to “fit” the limited spaces available for moccasin decoration. Initially 

the main focus was the front of the shoe and then the sides and back. (Western 

moccasins often had fiinged “trailers” dangling from the heels designed to erase 

the footsteps in the sand.) Within the small space available there was usually an 

excellent awareness of the total field to be covered as well as the harmonious 

co-ordination of colours and the raw materials employed.

It has been suggested that the first decoration of moccasins would have 

been painting and that perhaps the use of quill decoration was a further 

development fiom using paints. Quillwork would have been more lasting 

especially since it could be removed from a worn out article and re-used. The 

use of painted patterns on bodies, animals, and possessions was tiaditional as
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can be seen in the John Verelst painting (c.l710) of Sa Ga Yeath Qua 

Pieth Tow, (one of Queen Anne’s Kings who visited London). As has been seen 

in the Chapter on Coats, fitted coats were painted by the Naskapi and robes by 

some of the Plains Indians. Existing examples of painted moccasins ai e not as 

common as those with other types of decoration. The two pairs fi*om Labrador 

illustrated were painted with red. The entire clothing of an outfit fiom head to 

toe was sometimes painted with co-ordinating patterns, as body paint had been 

used in earlier times. Such an outfit is in The Denver Museum.

Most of the native practises were alien to the European observer and 

largely unexplored by him because he considered clothing as a means of 

practical protection and to a far lesser extent as an expression of religious, 

political or social beliefs.

Before turning to the transition from indigenous materials to glass beads 

and other trade materials another aspect of native decoration will be explored. 

Ultimately all of these elements, native and trade-inti'oduced were eventually 

joined together.

Moosehair Embroidery

Quillwork was unique to North American Indians but the use of animal hair

has been discovered in other parts of the world. As mentioned in the Chapter on 

Hats, hair of all types was viewed by the native population as attractive and 

potentially decoratively useful. The origins of moosehair embroidery, wliich 

lent itself particularly well to the decoration of moccasins, is unsatisfactorily 

researched. The notions of M. Barbeau, although persistently repeated by
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subsequent writers seem not only logically flawed but based on slender fanciful

speculation rather than hard evidence. He felt that 17th century Ursuline nuns

who taught Indian girls (in VERY limited numbers - and it was rued that it was

hard to keep them in the convent since they preferred to run away home), had

introduced its use. As Maiie de rIncarnation observed:

. . .  it is a very dif&cult thing, not to say impossible, to make the 
little Savages French or civilized . . . We find docility and 
intelligence in these girls but, when we are least expecting it, they 
clamber over our wall and go off to run with their kinsmen in the 
woods.

Homesick attempts by the early nuns to perpetuate “rococo” floral styles 

were cited as the motivation behind the introduction of these designs to the 

woodland Indians. Because they were short of silk embroidery materials, it was 

argued, the nuns somehow latched onto the idea of using moosehair instead 

which was dyed with native dyes. If this were the case it is indeed surprising 

that such floral work did not seem to materialize in any significant quantity for 

more than a century following these early efforts. Michael Johnson has given a 

much later date to floral beadwork which he felt “appears to have been adopted 

for moccasin vamp decoration by the Algonquin groups of Central Quebec and 

Ontario at about 1840”.**’

The perpetuation of Barbeau’s long held view seems perniciously 

Eurocentric, the implication being that only the ladylike refining embroidery 

styles copied fiom the French might be responsible for this fine work rather 

than, as has been seen in other areas, an example of the inventive genius of the 

use of native materials in unique ways. (What European derivation, for
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instance, had been the source of ribbon appliqué found on blankets and on 

moccasin decoration?)

It seems far more probable that as Speck has written, (1911):

From the earliest times, according to the testimony of the Indians 
themselves, the Huron produced decorative effects on clothing, 
and various buckskin articles, by embroidering the surfaces in 
appliqué with different colored moose hairs/^^

And as Ritzenhaler has observed:

The antiquity of the floral designs so characteristic of Woodland 
decorative art, the leaves and flowers, has been open to question; 
some scholars believe the early Europeans, particularly the 
French, introduced them. Quilled floral designs appeared on 
medicine bags approximately two hundred years ago. It seems 
likely that these Indians, with their commitment to a forest 
ecology, would not ignore floral motifs [my italics] and that some 
kind of floral design was used in precontact times. Their 
geometrical designs are certainly old, and the Woodland Indians 
had a penchant for a particular style of white-bead border called 
“otter tail”.

The blueberry designs on a Huron pair of mittens have been described in 

detail by Keewaydinoquay, a Great Lakes Ojibwa Indian woman, indicating the 

closeness involved with this very essential food source element from the North 

American environment.̂ ^® At first glance and without such an explanation it 

might be hastily concluded that these botanical designs were derived from 

European floral patterns. And some “geometric” designs have been abstracted 

from the floral, such as the Ojibwa rose, pine cone, or conventionalized leaf 

designs which eventually became stylised. (Closer study of the use of floral 

designs world-wide reveals that certain shapes are quite universal and
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extremely difficult to trace to any one particular geogiaphical region or etlmic 

source.)

It seems somewhat absmd that it might have been necessary for Indian 

women to copy floral designs from European copy books when they were quite 

accustomed, living close to nature as they did, to closely observing the plants, 

leaves, benies, seeds and flowers aiound them as they gathered and used them 

for food, medicines and dyes. (And it was often they who shared this 

knowledge with the early Europeans.) Such motifs derived from nature are 

found, for instance, on bark containers and as lead inlay patterns on pipes 

where it is quite unlikely that French nuns would have exerted any influence.

Speck’s Huron moosehair embroidery study revealed that:

The important feature of these [moosehair] design names is that 
they are for the most part taken fi*om the plant kingdom. Thus we 
have among them, representations of balsam flr, barberry, flox, 
marguerite, clover, and parts of plants such as roots, trunks, 
stumps, crossed branches, vegetation which conceals the roots, 
buds, fruit, and the part that covers the base of the branch, all of 
which are more or less conventionally realistic. Besides these, 
two others, not plant names the star and the cat’s paw, occur.

From earliest times bitten bark patterns had been derived fi'om leaves, 

flowers etc.:

The squaws have a curious method of forming patterns upon this 
bark with their teeth, producing very elegant and elaborate 
designs. They double a strip of bark many times into angles, 
wliich they bite at the sharp comers in various forms. Upon the 
piece being unfolded, the pattern appears, which is generally 
fitted in very ingeniously with beads and coloured porcupine 
quills.(Strickland 1853:53.)'=
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As Geoffrey Turner in his monograph on hair embroidery decided: “it is 

hard to believe that the cloistered needlewomen did not take their first moose 

hair from the hands of the Indians rather than directly from the moose”.

Until Turner’s scientific work on the subject in which he analysed both 

quills and moosehair microscopically there was some confusion on supei-ficial 

grounds as to identifying which was which. This may also arise from the fact 

that both materials were also often used together with moosehair fonning a 

border around quillwork using similar' colours. It is a tiibute to the skill of the 

women embroiderers that their works are so well and finely consti*ucted as to 

defy mere visual analysis.

Like the porcupine quills, moosehair was sorted into small bundles 

according to the size and length of the hairs, which were usually no longer than 

five inches (13 cm.). Such hairs or bristles were taken from the mane, cheeks 

and rump of the moose. The eccentric-looking porcupine in a similar way to the 

ungainly moose was considered a curious looking animal by Europeans but also 

admired as a provider of raw materials. Bouchette in 1832 when visiting the 

Hurons of Lorette who became especially renowned for moosehair embroidery 

observed that:

The skin is made into shoes and the hair of the mane is dyed and 
employed in the elegant ornaments of bark work, shoes, etc.: the 
hair is now so liighly prized that as much as can be held in the 
hand sells for a dollar.
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The Wallis’s in their study of the Micmac described how an Indian woman 

“who came from the French had taught them how to knit using two small 

smooth sticks and moose hair”.=̂

Moosehair was also dyed before use or could be left in its natural state. 

Turner reported that “white is important in the colour schemes of 

embroidery”.S in c e  it was considerably more pliable than the stiff quills it 

lent itself to more curvilinear patterns but it was nearly as short in length 

requiring just as much patient splicing and it was so fine that a few hairs had to 

be used together.

“The equipment for aboriginal hair work comprised an awl and sinew 

thread. These have now been replaced by steel needles and commercial cottons, 

and scissors have been a d d e d . N o  doubt the addition of the steel needle to 

this occupation enabled the “mass production” of moosehair embroidery which 

was to evolve eventually particularly amongst the Huron. They were 

geographically ideally situated for the eaiiy “tourist” trade. Morissotmeau, in 

writing of the Hurons of Lorette observed that by the end of the eighteenth 

century skin and forest products were being sold at Quebec or at Lorette: 

“These items were not only sold but also often bartered for European goods. 

Handicrafts veiy soon began to make up for the relative scarceness of game,”'̂ ® 

Techniques were developed for utilising the moosehair effectively and 

included the simple line where the hairs were merely stitched down, the zigzag 

bent at right angles to itself with each stitch, an overlapping appliqué and the 

bristle, a later raised technique:'.129
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The operator starts her design by choosing from her bunch of 
bristles a small quantity having the desired shade, and 
transferring them to her mouth. From the mouth they are again 
tiansferred, 4 to 6 together, to the buckskin and stitched down 
with thread at intervals of about one-sixteenth of an inch. Usually 
4 bristles at a time are stitched down for the naiTow line patterns, 
and 6 to 10 for the broader and more solid flower figures. When 
near the end of this strand the operator inserts another, trims off 
the ends of the old which have been left loose under the last 
stitch, and continues. The joinings are accordingly invisible wliile 
the design is stitched on, forming for some distance a continuous 
line etc."®

Horsehair

Horse hair was also used for the decoration of moccasins, especially by the

Indians of the subarctic who would have acquired it mainly through trade. (The

horse owning Plains Indians do not seem to have used it on their moccasins

despite the fact that they were fond of using human hair as decorative

additions.) Although in a sense it could be considered as an indigenous product,

horse hair did appear on Hudson Bay Company inventories as a trade item and

was used by European members of the population also:

In most cases it outlined a decorative field. The method of piping 
moccasins consisted of laying a strand of horse hair along the line 
to be covered and holding it while sewing it in place with fine, 
close stitches producing a cord-like effect. Each coil was usually 
one coloui, but commonly several differently coloured coils were 
sewn side by side. This technique is remarkably similar to an 
earlier practice of using split bird quills as piping for 
moccasins."'

The use of horse hair is identified with the Plains Cree who became 

particularly adept at acquiring new and different types of trading materials fr om 

their neighbours as well as taking advantage of their role as of middlemen and 

suppliers of game etc. to the Hudson’s Bay Company. Because of their



r

Top: C LO SEU P O F H O R SEH A IR  PIPIN G  AS B O R D E R  A N D  M ID D L E TO

BL A C K  TR A D E CLO TH  VAMP ( 2 0 t h  C.)

P h o to :  SUBARCTIC SERIES VI MOCCASIN (with ankle naps, vamp bordered with horsehair)

Bottom: NASKAPI MOCCASINS (19th c. Hudson Bay)
PLATE 159



293

association with the northern fur trading posts they were frequently called the 

Home Guard Cree. It must not be forgotten that “the women residing at the post 

had ready access throughout the year* to beads and floss, too, and likely, 

because of her husband’s involvement with the Hudson’s Bay Company, more 

credit with which to purchase them”.'=

Horsehair also appeared as a border for vamps on the Athapaskan moccasin 

which was of a different type than the one piece Hatt Series One characteristic 

of the Eastern Woodlands. This is known as Hatt Series Six."  ̂This moccasin 

has more than one piece, the main featur e being the front vamp with a T-shaped 

heel seam. The size of the vamp, constructed separately, could be a few inches 

to almost the entire area of space covering the top of the shoe, and determined 

the length of the front seam which was straight and usually quite short at any 

rate. In keeping with the more arctic conditions which formed the Athapaskan 

environment, the ankle flaps of these moccasins were higher and worn upright 

against the legs (wrap around) instead of being turned down and could be 

secured tightly by the use of laces wrapped around the legs. (Thompson has 

pointed out that before the use of separate moccasins by these people there had 

been combined one piece shoes and leggings in use. One pieced garments are 

known to be windproof in coldest conditions: i.e. the parka.) For winter wear 

the ankle-wiap moccasins which were made laiger were additionally stuffed 

with pieces of trade duffle “socks” or dried moss for extra warmth and had 

been since at least 1634 (see footnote 21),
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Into the present century the Western Abenaki used two types of moccasins, 

left undecorated with ankle flaps which were called the beaver tail and rabbit 

nose because of their resemblance to those natural features."'* The rabbit nosed 

style was called “bull-nosed” by the Iroquois,"^ (See earlier reference to the 

partridge tail Ojibwa moccasin, names and patterns again relating to natural 

surroundings.)

A variety of materials were used for ornamenting moccasins: hair, feathers, 

shells, fur, dewclaws, quills, teeth, seedpods, all acquired from the plants and 

animals in the environment or in inter-tribal trading transactions. The 

introduction and inclusion of ready-made glass beads acquired from tr aders 

represented its own magical revolution. From the Indian point of view they 

were not merely a commodity but initially, at any rate, endowed with special 

qualities easily overlooked by traders. One is reminded of the close affinity 

with natural plants which was indicated by the use of the same word by the 

Ojibwa/Chippewa for berry as that used for the glass bead, and in turn its 

relation to spirit or manito. There were early glass bead varieties called 

barleycorn and goosebeny and the very widely used term seed bead has its own 

implications.

Trade Beads

The lustre, consistency, hardiness and wide range of glass bead colours 

must have made them appear- particularly attractive. Conveniently, they could 

be used without any preparation except for sorting. This made the embroidery 

process simpler and quicker than had been fonnerly possible with those
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Top: PARTRIDGE TAIL MOCCASIN, FRONT AND BACK
Bottom left: BEAVERTAIL STYLE
Right: RABBIT NOSE (both Western Abenaki)
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procedures described for using porcupine quills and moosehair although some 

of the same techniques for fastening them persisted. It was possible to use 

beads in a variety of colours and designs with steel needles and cotton on cloth.

For the Iroquois:

Records show that imported beads were supplied to the Mohawks 
as early as 1616, and beads are found in the excavations of the 
villages of that period. By the eighteenth century commercial 
beads were in common use."^

It is difficult to trace earliest glass bead use which would have occuned in

eastern coastal districts because recorded sites there are few, those peoples

having been dispersed for subsequent urban development. Initially:

. .. the old quilled patterns were used in bead embroidery and the 
beads were attached to the skins with sinew [earliest beads were 
larger than later versions] being couched down by the use of spot 
stitch as the quills had been . . . The use of thread and needle in 
the later beadwork on cloth made possible the working out of 
complicated curved designs so that the elaborate Iroquois bead 
patterns of later years bear no relation to the simpler ones done 
on skins with sinew and awl in the earlier days. Substitution of a 
new type of decoration apparently took place gradually, for on a 
few old pieces of handwork the three types of ornamentation are 
to be found: quillwork, beadwork, and shell decoration."’

Inventories of fur trading companies reveal huge quantities of beads being

used in transactions (often as gifts) and archaeologically these sometimes tiny

items survive remarkably well (particularly with water screening). One such

example of a combined fur trading post/archaeological site was that of Fort

Vancouver, Wasliington, where;

Archaeological excavations conducted at Hudson’s Bay Company 
Fort Vancouver recovered 100,000+ trade beads of 152 vaiieties 
.. . An additional 6000+ beads recovered from excavations at the 
HBC Kanaka village and riverside complex sites may include 39 
additional varieties . . . Analysis of the assemblage demonstrates
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difficulties inherent in the existing archaeological bead 
classification system."*

It is possible to see numerous varieties, also, of trade bead samples at for 

instance, the Pitt Rivers Musemn, Oxford, The Chicago Natural History 

Museum or the Frost Trade Bead Collection at the Illinois State Museum, 

Springfield, though such tiade samples are not often designated as being 

specifically for the North American market.

Beads were mainly imported fi*om Venice (New York became an early

wholesale distribution point for beads and the Frost collection above was that

donated by Dan Frost based on the stock of a New York dealer called

Stephen A. Frost and Son, 1848-1937). They could be transported in substantial

quantities (Ross, puts tliis at “tons” "®) in amongst the bulkier bales of cloth or

blankets. Those imported to Fort Vancouver:

. . . were sold by the bunche, pound and yard. Beads sold by the 
bunche were strung according to predetermined lengths and were 
generally relatively large and expensive. Normally, beads sold by 
the pound were small, sorted in discrete sizes, and re-sold by 
lesser weights. Beads sold by the yard were strung and sold in 
strands.*'*®

Not surprisingly, glass trade beads are found on moccasin examples, at first 

in the east and aroimd the Great Lakes where they were often used in 

conjunction with quillwork. Initially when supplies were limited the larger 

pony beads which were fi-equently wliite (in keeping with the earlier shell 

wampum tradition) were used as borders around quillwork on the fionts of 

moccasins or to edge the cuffs rather than as comprising the entire design
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(A selection from Ft. Vancouver Trading Post, discovered by archaeologists)
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surface. The area of the design surface may have expanded eventually in 

response to the greater availability of tr ade beads.

The Pitt Rivers woman’s boot-like example*'** has sparse areas of black and

white pony beads resembling native wampum applied over the surface in

isolated clusters as if experimentally in attempts at double curve, checkerboard,

and zigzags. The beads were used in conjunction with a band of plaited

quillwork at the back and on the front in orange, natural and black. More

abundant bead use was to come later, particularly in the Iroquois heavily

embossed beadwork on velvet or in plains examples made when there was a

huge supply of beads available through trade and a more sedentary lifestyle

which encouraged such handiwork. In writing of the Western Sioux, who

represent the plains, Lyford suimned up:

Probably because of the limited surface available for decoration, 
special designs have always been developed for moccasins. The 
Plains moccasin has generally been made up with a separate stiff 
sole. The soft top has offered a surface of peculiar shape which 
has usually been partially beaded, or not beaded at all if intended 
for daily use, or beaded fully if used on ceremonial occasions.
The embroidery work on the upper, which is done before the sole 
is attached, has been characterized by the use of small geometiic 
designs arranged symmetrically on a solidly beaded background 
of uniform color. An ornamental border about one-half inch or 
more in width in which conventionalized designs are worked out 
in colors is usually used around the edge that is attached to the 
sole. A plain or beaded flap sometimes fell over the front or 
instep of the moccasin . . .

Designs on moccasins were originally painted. A moccasin that 
was stained or painted green might indicate that the man had gone 
on the war path in summer. If a man had been wounded, his left 
moccasin might be painted or beaded in black, the right one in 
red.*""



H IG H  SID ED  W O M A N ’S M O CC A SINS  

(w ith  porcupine quilt and sparse pony bead patterns in black and white, w am pum -like, pony beads)

Hatt Series 1 - Northeast Woodland 
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(There were a few instances of moccasins viewed by the writer as having 

two different designs on left and r i^ t  but sufficiently similar in colour, size etc. 

to constitute a “pair”.)

Other Types of Traded Materials Used on Moccasins.

To some extent the use of beads on shoes was also dependent on the

availability of cloth and fine steel beading needles since beads could be sewn 

more easily onto cloth which was then attached to the skin. Red stroud was 

particularly popular as a background for beads used on moccasin vamps (tliis 

may have been recycled from larger pieces) and later black velvet was found to 

be particularly attractive by northeastern Indians who had once favoured a 

background of darkly dyed buckskin for moosehair or quillwork. Scraps of 

calico were eventually used to line some moccasins. Their flowered prints may 

incidentally have provided some inspiration for floral patterned designs since 

the introduction of calico and quantities of beads coincided. Imported silk and 

satin ribbons were particulaiiy popular for edging cuffs and as ornamental 

non-functional ties. They were used, as well as the firmer worsted braid, on 

moosehair embroidered moccasins, colours always chosen to complement those 

used in the embroidery. Later on a serrated border appeared on Athapaskan 

sti'oud cuffs with the implication of scissors which would allow such a 

precisely cut edge. The caribou leather tops were sometimes cut in a similar 

pattern.

A Micmac example from the Pitt Rivers Museum shows a Hatts Series One 

Type Moccasin of natural sldn and illustrates the gradual, rather than total use
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Top: M ICMAC MOCCASIN
(decorated w ith ribbon textile, quills and beads - w hite seed and pony) (Hatt ScricS 1 19th C .)  

Bottom: IROQUOIS MOCCASIN
(quillw ork covering front seam , non functional, purple satin cuffs bordered w ith pink ribbon, cuffs 

em broidered w ith and edged by w hite beads) (Hatt ScricS I, 19th C .)
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of intioduced tiade materials.*"̂  The front seam has been covered with a narrow 

band of plaited red quillwork, with a small amount of green at the top following 

the usual tradition for covering the front seam. However, this band has an 

interrupted (bead scarcity?) border of imported glass white seed beads formed 

in triangular clusters of three beads with two outward cui-ved lines of beads 

towards the top of the quilled stiip. The cuffs were covered in a 

European-derived dark green satin with some pink ribbon appliqué in the 

middle. (This pink may have once been red and faded having perhaps been 

more of a match to the quill work, canying through the red/green coloui 

scheme.) A fine double curve motif design in seed beads outlines the satin 

ribbon of both colours and the pink appliqué is also outlined with tiny beads. A 

steel needle would have been essential for this application. Larger white pony 

beads have been sewn around the edge of the cuffs. Their lavish use may 

indicate that they were more abundant than the seed beads at that time.

Here we see the traditional moccasin structure with traditional quill plaiting 

which remained unchanged, harmoniously joined with the innovative use of 

satin materials obtained through trade as well as the use of seed and pony trade 

beads. At the same time these new beads have been used in one of the oldest 

traditional motifs as described above, that of the double curve which has been 

thought to represent possibly deer antlers or possibly the curling tendrils of a 

fern opening - or possibly just a pleasant design.

Another pair of Micmac moccasins also from the Pitt Rivers Museum*""* and 

of a later date, have flamboyant ornamentation which is totally comprised of
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introduced trade materials: red stioud covering vamps and cuffs, with a naiTow 

purple satin (?) border on both and a non-functional tied red ribbon bow at the 

fr ont Cuffs and vamps are bordered with two rows of opaque white pony beads 

sewn at different intervals forming a saw-toothed pattern. Quite a variety of 

colours have been used on the vamp and cuffs in the elaborate double-curved 

motif and other designs which might be described as floral and/or geometric. 

The main “branching” design could represent a plant or tree. Once again the 

basic structure of the moccasin remained static but the ornamentation was 

enhanced in various directions made possible by the use of trade materials. 

These materials in turn embody traditional designs.

Tinkling Cones

An enigmatic feature which straddles both native and European production 

and is often found in woodlands moccasin decoration is the metal tinMing cone, 

jangler or dangler. To some extent it resembled earlier indigenous noise 

producing materials such as dew claws or seed pods especially valued as 

additions for dancing shoes (see footnote 88 above). Not exclusively, for they 

were seen, for example, around the edges of both hood and epaulettes of the 

Pitt Rivers Capote - Coats Chapter (Plate 115), or on knife cases as seen earlier 

in this chapter (Plate 139). Their exact derivation is unknown. A forerunner to 

this type of decoration was seen in the in situ copper cone-shaped hair 

ornaments from the preliistoric Peninsular Woodland Burial of the Great Lakes 

Indians. And yet they often appear in historic archaeological sites made of 

brass and tin and sometimes still containing the hair or leather thongs with



MICMAC MOCCASINS
(lined w ith silk, trim m ed w ith  purple silk ribbons, vam ps and cufTs red cloth em broidered w ith  coloured 

seed beads, som e transparent in stylized patterns, a saw edged border o f  opaque w h ite  pony beads)

(Hatt Series X late 19th c.)
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Top : EXAMPLES OF TINKLING CONES
(discovered by archaeologists Ft M ichllim ackinac, M ichigan)

Bottom: HURON DEERSKIN MOCCASINS (c.1840)
(decorated w ith trade cloth, woven and sewn beads in w hite, navy, yellow  and turquoise and lavishly 
ornam ented w ith tinkling cones, quill wrapped fringes)
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which they were attached to clotliing though the clothing had perished. Since

they do not occur on trading inventories it seems probable that they were

produced locally by Europeans for tr ade or by Indians from scraps of worn out

metal kettles. Trade scissors or a cold chisel might have been used for cutting

them. Stone has described them:

Tinkling cones were manufactured from trapezoidal-shaped sheet 
brass blanks which resembled elongated triangles truncated at the 
narrow end. The desired blank shape was marked by a shallow 
incision on the brass sheet prior to cutting. The longitudinal edges 
of the blank were then bent together to form a tnmcated cone.
The desired shape appears to have been a perfect cone with no 
overlap either on the ends or longitudinal edges; however, tliis 
ideal was only approximated in the majority of cases.*"®

In 1794 Loskiel described such decorated moccasins:

. . .  the quarters ar e ornamented about the ankle with small pieces 
of brass or tin, fastened with leather strings, which make an odd 
jingling, when they walk or dance.'147

Tinkling cones were often used in conjimction with moosehair or deerhair.

They were found in use by the Plains hidians who later employed thimbles with

a hole drilled in the end or spent cartridge cases for the same purpose (but not

on moccasins) and characteristically by the Huron.

With the Huron there are two varieties. One consists of small 
clusters of moosehair, horse, or caribou bristles, white or red, 
with a cone of tin around the base, the series usually being 
arranged in a compact fiinge. The other is similar to the first in all 
respects except that a few beads are attached to make it longer, 
and the individual danglers aie set further apart.'148

An example of the use of tinkling cones is seen on the Huron example fiom 

The Peabody Museum, Harvard,'"® (Hatts Series One, one piece with front 

seam.) The decoration in tliis case began at the top of the shoe with a border of
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white opaque pony beads, some of which are now missing. There was a border 

of what appears to be faded red stroud. Further opaque pony beads in white, 

yellow and dark blue were applied vertically in horizontal bands similar in 

execution to that of the woven wampum belts. Just beneath the now faded 

stroud is a border of leather fringes, each topped by a pony bead and 

quillwrapped in co-ordinating colour s for about half of their lengths. There are 

tinkling cones at the ends. Along the front seam in place of quillwork and yet 

resembling individual quills laid side by side more tinkling cones have been 

placed horizontally with a further three separate cones hanging at the very front 

of the moccasin. Once again there was skilful combining of decorative 

materials of wrapped quillwork onto a traditional moccasin type used in 

conjunction with traded beads and introduced metal tinkling cones and 

material.

Tinkling cones were often used in examples such as that from 

The Homiman Museum, London."® In this case there was extensive woven and 

plaited quillwork on both the front and cuffs of the Huron moccasins, the quills 

having been dyed with natural colours. The hair used in the cones is a very 

deep red verging on maroon; the same dye has been used for some of the quills. 

Tinkling cones form a neat border on the edge of the cuffs and have been filled 

with deer (?) hair.

An eighteenth-century example which originated from a fur trading centre 

can be found in the moccasins from Fort Michilirnackinac. These were sent 

back to England by Arent Schuyler De Peyster, Commandant of Fort
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Top: HURON MOCCASINS (c. 1800)
(woven quillwork on cufTs and vam ps, hair filled tinkling cones, green (dam aged) ribbon edging)

Bottom: CHIPPEWA (OJIBWA, 18th c.)
(appliqué and woven quill work, tinking cones w ith deer hair collected by Capt. A rent Schuyler de 
Peyster and sent to England)
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Michilimackinac between 1774-1779 and are now in Liverpool. Here the 

quill embroidery has been formed into a double curve. As in the Huion 

example above the inside cuffs match each other as do the outside cuffs. 

Paradoxically, despite the fact of emanating with certainty from a fur trading 

post there are no traded materials used on this pair of eighteenth-century 

moccasins except for tinkling cones.

Use of Cloth and Ribbon

It was quite understandable that small quantities of cloth materials found

their way into decorating moccasins since cloth provided an easier background 

than skin onto which to sew beads. Red Stroud was used on the cuffs of the 

Type One Pitt Rivers moccasin̂ ^̂  wiiile the front has the earlier type of 

porcupine quill plaited work covering the seam and as a naiTOW border on 

either side in yellow, red, orange and green. Green seed beads in a delicate 

trailing vine leaf-like pattern have been embroidered on the red stioud cuffs, 

their tips accentuated with white beads. There is a narrow beige cloth edging 

which has a looped bead border of multi-coloured seed beads. Although a 

variety of materials both traditional and new have been used the overall effect 

is a co-ordinated and pleasing whole because of the choice of colours.

The same style of ribbon appliqué was used on the cuffs of the Great Lakes 

Indian moccasins (Miami, Winnebago, Menominee etc.) as that which was used 

for blankets (see Coats Chapter). The geometric patterns are reminiscent of 

earlier quillwork although now executed in multi-coloured ribbon. These same 

patterns were also made using beads attesting to the versatility of the women
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T op: MOCCASIN (w ith  quillw ork covering front seam, cuffs o f  red trade cloth em broidered with  
green and w hite beads In lea f pattern, cuffs bordered w ith nilltl-coioured seed heeds)

(Northeast, Hatt Series I)
Bottom Left and Right: e l a b o r a t e l y  b e a d e d  (19 th c.) i r o q u o i s  m o c c a s i n s

(floral m otifs sim ilar to those on Glengarry bonnets, possibly for tourists)
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who made them. In some cases the patterns are not symmetiical but have been 

deployed in such a way so that the flaps on the inside of one moccasin are 

identical to those on the outside of the other moccasin. (This asymmetrical 

treatment of the cuffs also appears on the Great Lakes moccasins flom 

Fort Michilimackinac and the Homiman Museum moccasins mentioned above.)

Quite late in the nineteenth century black velvet vamps appeared on 

Iroquois moccasins (and in the Glengarry boimets mentioned in Hats Chapter). 

They acted as a support for the raised or embossed large floral patterns 

resembling their Mctorian counterparts and these became a popular tourist 

item. Comparisons with current ^ctorian practise seems valid here. There is 

less individual expression in these late examples than previously. Black stroud 

or velvet also featured far to the west in the subarctic where it appeared with a 

border of coloured horsehair piping. Both of these uses though geographically 

separated by vast areas reflect the influx of traded cloth materials to the farthest 

comers of the fur tr ade “empire”. Such moccasins could have travelled west on 

the feet of the Iroquois who acted as guides and voyageurs and acted as 

“patterns”.

Embroidery silk as such can be seen in the moccasins of tarmed moose 

collected by Bernard Ross (1862) for the Royal Scottish Museum, Edinburgh. 

Made of tarmed moose skin, the vamps, ankle flaps and ties are of tarmed 

caribou skin. The single flower on the vamp was sewn in blue, yellow, pink and 

green embroidery silk tliread acquired by trade. Post fur trade examples



SUBARCTIC ANKLE WRAPPED MOCCASINS (embroidered with floral patterns)
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Top: STAGES IN THE MAKING OF MOCCASINS
(tanned m oose skin w ith caribou-skln ankle flaps and ties, sinew sewn)

(collected by B.R. Ross for Edinburgh 1859)
B o tto m : COMPLETED MOCCASINS

(w ith floral em broidery In pink and green silk thread -  C o lle c te d  by B .R . RoSS, 1862)
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showing fine workmanship combined embroidery thread, porcupine quills, and 

horsehair piping. No beads were used.

The popularity and profusion of floral patterns have been interpreted by, 

for instance, Ruth B. Phillips as attempts by the Indians to assimilate into 

encroaching European ways as a “strategy for survival̂ \̂ ^̂  Floral beaded 

moccasins were certainly produced in the Northeast as turistica. Beads could 

more easily be fashioned into floral patterns than quills. Their bright readily 

available colours might have inspired flower-like creations, but the Plains 

Indians with abundant bead supplies preferred to retain their predominately 

geometric style of patterns. Because their main beadwork was quite late and 

prolific it came to represent most moccasins to non-Indian eyes.

In spite of its popularity for adornment of hats and as jewellery such as 

earrings, brooches on blankets and blouses, silver seems not to have been used 

as ornamentation on moccasins. Reasons for this are unknown but it may be. 

that it was felt that its reflective qualities would not best be exhibited on the 

ground and that maximum display of it would be centred on the areas from the 

waist upwards. (European shoes at that time bore a variety of metal buckles, 

many of which have appeared archaeologically, yet there seems to have been no 

inclination to copy them.)

Conclusion

The immense popularity of the moccasin with both native and European 

populations does not render its historic development simple. Its suitability for 

the climactic and geograpliical conditions encountered in northern North
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America gained early acceptance by the incomers. At the same time their 

perishable organic nature has meant that very early existing specimens are 

sparse and other sources of information must be investigated in an effort to 

trace their history. Many of the spiritual and symbolic features of them will 

never be revealed, not having been fully recognised and recorded.

Outsized examples could be stuffed and padded out for winter warmth and 

with high cuffs could be laced and wrapped snugly around the legs. They were 

absolutely necessary for snow shoe wear at the time of year when the best furs 

were available and it was necessary to travel to get to them. They did not 

damage the canoes of Voyageurs and were a quiet asset to fur hunters.

(As in the case of coats, there are few mentions of moccasins being adopted 

as footwear by European settler women though they were later bought by them 

as tourists and as souvenirs to be used as slippers. It could well be that the 

adoption of floral patterns by Indian women was an attempt to cater specifically 

to their tastes.)

As Speck observed:

. . .  in this epoch of acculturation the symbolism of native art 
began to lose its hold upon the imagination of the people , in the 
affected zone. Thereafter the surge into favor of the floral 
patterns, in more or less realistic guise, may be reasonably 
attributed to the attempt of Indian artists to confoim to European 
ideals of beauty and attractiveness in beaded embroideiy as a 
measure to promote the sale of their work.

The basic stincture of the moccasin has stayed conseivatively consistent 

evolving from the simplest one-piece version into “styles” with vamps and 

elongated or turned down cuffs. The Plains Indians learned to attach a stiff
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rawliide, often cut from a used parfleche to the soft soles of their moccasins as 

a protection against the thorns and rocks of their environment. Beads found 

special favour" with them as a replacement for the quills which they had had to 

trade for formerly from their neighbours.

The movement of indigenous people west meant that there was an 

increased exchange of types and designs amongst them and to some extent a 

rise in Pan-Indianism as individual tribal identity grew ever more precarious. 

This makes accurate tribal identification of specimens virtually impossible.

The marriage or liaisons of fur traders with native wives had produced a 

new category of North American, the Metis. The men were often employed by 

the fur trading companies as a linguistic and cultural bridge between the two 

worlds, and the female progeny of these relationships undoubtedly played a 

strong role in liaising between the two cultures especially in the realm of 

clothing production. Derivations of designs and patterns become blurred when 

trying to trace the European influence on the handiwork of these native wives 

and daughters with their easier access to needles, scissors, ribbons, cotton and 

silk embroidery and the many different types of cloth material available from 

the trading posts. They also had access to the actual “styles”.

Interestingly, the structure of the moccasin has endured as an example of 

Indian refusal to adopt imported alternatives. Although the various additional 

materials which were available througli the fur trade appeared from time to time 

as ornamentation on them, ingeniously used, even today the traditional skills of 

quill working and moose hair are still being practised.



A SELECTION OF MOCCASINS SHOWING THEIR GREAT VARIETY
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CONCLUSION

Wlien two peoples meet, they invariably become pait of one 
another, and their histories are henceforth intertwined/

Histories Intertwined

The intention of this thesis has been to illustrate, by providing a general

explanatory background in part one and then by studying particular clothing 

subjects in part two. Chapters Four tlnougli Six, the variety of ways in which 

Native American and Euro-American material culture became intertwined 

during the fur trading period between 1560 and 1860. Native American 

adaptability and diversity in devising ingenious creations using trade goods has 

been revealed through the multi-disciplinary appraisal of clothing. In what was 

of necessity quite a general overview, such valuable and unique contributions to 

another dimension in the history of the fui* trade is confirmed. As discerning 

consumers of trade goods the critical choices made emphasize the belief that 

much more prominent consideration should be paid to the kinds of issues 

implied by the Indian’s role in the fur trade than has previously been accorded 

to them.

The neglect of this role may be in part due to the fact that historians in 

general have not investigated the subject of material cultur e and have preferred 

to depend for their conclusions on the evidence of the written word. Such 

reliance precludes North American Indian views being represented because 

they lacked a written language during the time under consideration. 

Significantly, for instance, of the nearly six hundred entries in the Dictionary of
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Canadian Biography for the period before 1700 only sixty five aie of Indians 

although at that period they greatly outnumbered the colonists.

Artefacts have not been viewed by historians as reliable sources and yet 

they are tangible evidence indicative of and reflecting social, religious, political 

and economic aspects and changes of a culture as well as their aesthetic values.

Archaeologists, who dealt with the interpretation of the material culture of 

the Native American past, in the opinion of Bruce Trigger have far ed no better 

than historians in the presentation of the Indian. This has been because 

archaeologists have failed to see Indian cultures in their own right as 

imdergoing a continual process of adjustment and change. Instead they 

preferred to present native cultures as static and uncreative since this viewpoint 

confirmed the widespread belief in native peoples inferiority.

In an article written in 1979 he opined that;

Viewing the Indian’s past as a convenient laboratory for testing 
general hypotheses about sociocultural development and human 
behaviour may be simply a more intellectuahzed manifestation of 
the lack of sympathetic concern for native peoples that in the past 
has permitted archaeologists to disparage their cultural achieve
ments, excavate their cemeteries, and display Indian skeletons in 
museums without taking thou^t for the feelings of living native 
peoples. If prehistoric archaeology is to become socially more 
significant, it must learn to regard the past of North America’s 
native peoples as a subject worthy of study in its own right, rather 
than as a means to an end.̂

The key words here seem to me to be worthy o f study in its own right (my 

italics). Until fairly recently, too often historians have presented the Indian’s 

role in the fin* tiade precisely as a means to an end, namely, as that of a passive 

background subsidiaiy and at times subseivient male walk-on figure who
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supplied essential furs and was easily placated with a few baubles, booze and 

beads for his efforts. His value was measured primarily in terms of the extent to 

which he peacefully produced desirable furs of quality or other essential 

services for the traders. MascuUne referral is deliberate since even less has been 

written about the female Indians role in the trade, despite the fact that it was a 

vital one and one viewed as being on equal terms to the men. She was 

instrumental in preparing the pelts once they had been procured by male 

hunters. Her intercessions ensured the successful completion of the trading 

transaction. Furthermore, her key role as clothing maker must have strongly 

influenced decisions about the amormt and type of cloth, and numbers of awls, 

scissors and needles and items such as beads and braids to decorate her efforts 

which were requested and acquired on her behalf by the men. She also 

provided moccasins for everyone: for her immediate family, traders, 

missionaries and the military as well as the later tourist trade.

Relations between incoming women and Indian women, not extensively 

documented, were, as far as we know, not close. Some of the complex social 

aspects have been explored in a limited way by Sylvia Van Kirk in relation to 

the British of the Hudson’s Bay Company.

In the earliest days of the fur trade when European women were in short 

supply the “marriage” of a fur* trader to a woman from an influential Indian hir 

trading clan was quite advantageous economically and domestically. The Metis 

male cliildren of these liaisons often went on to join the fur trading hierarchy in 

various capacities and ultimately became renowned for particularly unusual and
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colourful dress and a love of music and dancing all based in part on French 

and/or British derivation. The female progeny often married into the fur trading 

community where they had the first choice of trade good items for their finery 

Even so, the Indian or Metis women seemed to retain a preference for their own 

style of dress with superficial trade goods additions such as hats, ribbons, beads 

and brooches (see Plate 50). With the possible exception of moccasins, 

Euro-American women seem not to have taken on the wearing of native 

clothing with the same enthusiasm as the men did. The female of both cultures 

seemed intent on maintaining her own particular identity througli the means of 

dress:

Frontier women resisted any form of dress that would 
accommodate their daily life and work No change that might 
seem to bring women closer to the dr ess of men or firdian women 
was tolerated.

In their steadfast clinging to ribbons and bows [a practise no 
different from their Indian counterparts] to starched white aprons 
and petticoats, the women suggest that the frontier, in a profound 
maimer tlireatened their sense of social role and identity. The 
dress of Indian women was, after all, both chaste and practical.
The fervour* with which it was rejected suggests sometliing of the 
anxiety of the emigrant women lest the frontier upset the car eful 
balances.^

It was the male European point of view which prevailed in the New World.

As Wilbur R. Jacobs commented:

The traders and their followers, the fur trading companies, are 
usually depicted as positive benefactors in the development of 
American civilization as it moved westward from the 
Appalachians to the Pacific Coast. The rugged individualistic 
tr aits of the fur men are praised, in contr ast to Indian communal 
ways in which the hunter killed for his clan or community and not 
for himself. . . The liistorian usually expresses a business man’s
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outlook in describing the development and expansion of this 
mercantile enterprise/

Bernard de Voto in The Course o f Empire was in no doubt: “there is some 

inherent tendency to write American liistory as if it were a function of white 

culture only”/

Canadians had Harold Innis’ The Fur Trade wliich was the fur trade

“Bible” accepted as the established liistorical interpretation of events without

challenge for decades in what Eccles (1979) wrote had firmly established

“myths as conventional wisdom”, hmis certainly disregarded the role of the

Indian except as producer of furs/recipient of goods which is illustrated by such

statements, (contrasting limited with more elaborate), as the following:

The limited cultural background of the North American hunting 
peoples provided an insatiable [my italics] demand for the 
products of the more elaborate cultural development of 
Europeans.®

The use of the term “insatiable” again defined the Indian as being less than 

discerning and as such of infinite benefit to the more manipulative and astute 

trader as a direct result.

If such a never-ending market as Imiis described were actually the case it is 

surprising that there was such keen rivalry between the Europeans: French, 

Dutch, British, and later the Americans for this tr ade.

The General Trading Background Reviewed

It will be recalled that the trading pattern of the North American fur trade

fell into roughly tliree stages. It occupied a spectrum all the way from foothold 

to stranglehold on the new land as the balance of power and domination
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changed, at first slowly and then more rapidly from Indian to Euro-American 

control.

In the first stage dming the sixteenth and seventeenth centimes when they 

were numerically vastly outnumbered, Euiopean participation was passive and 

of necessity tenuous. The French, Dutch, and British newcomers were ignorant 

of the land and its peoples and chose to operate fiom single locations such as 

Montreal, Fort Orange or York Factory, encouraging the Indians to come to 

these centres with their furs. The Indians were in a strong position as hunting 

producers of pelts with which they were able to bargain as a group, their skills 

also being essential for pelt preparation, the provision of transport and acting as 

liaison middlemen. In this way the Indians who were prepared to travel to 

trading centres were also able to act on their own behalf for the “resale” - 

probably more correctly redistribution - of trade goods at greater distances 

which were obviously beyond the control of Euiopean traders. It was through 

them that the first trade goods reached many of the more distant peoples.

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the Europeans gradually 

began to take more control of transactions as their confidence in the ways of 

the new country grew and they had become conversant with transport, 

language, and customs. They were thus able to move further into the interior, 

which also became necessary as the eastern areas became depleted of beavers. 

There was some intermarriage between traders and Indian women, often, as 

mentioned earlier, as a means of securing the improved status of belonging to a 

successful trading Idnsliip group. At this time there was no particular desire for
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settling the land; some trading posts and forts were established. The Indian 

middleman was fading as greater numbers of merchants penetrated further 

inland in search of fins and more direct dealing with trading customers.

During the final stage, the stranglehold, (eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries), fur traders had become a tool of expanding nations as a precursor to 

land acquisition and settlement. It must be emphasised that in the period before 

1763 it was the Indian who set the standard of what was and was not acceptable 

not the European. After 1763 when it was no longer possible for the Indians to 

play the British off against the French in their trading transactions the rivalry of 

the French for markets was extinguished After the War of Independence the 

Indian no longer needed to be cultivated by the warring factions with gifts for 

his use as a military ally. Eventually, after the War of 1812, there was an 

expanding white now American population intent on exploiting the land in a 

variety of ways including farming, mining and general merchandising. 

Increasingly family ties with Indians were discouraged and white trappers took 

over the role once played by Indians in fur acquisition thereby gaining total 

control.

In the above three stages it is clear that the Indian began as a strong and 

independent force who admitted new trade items into his culture on his own 

existing terms into an already established inter-tribal system. This strength and 

status was eventually reduced in the eyes of the newcomers to that of a 

nuisance as liis “usefulness” diminished and in some cases his presence was 

increasingly seen as a positive tlireat to progress. These observations pertain
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more to the Indians of the Northeastern Woodlands than those of the Plains or 

the Subarctic who were further removed from the settlement smges and whose 

economy stayed more consistently that of subsistence. The influx of traded 

items was less intrusive to their total way of life.

The Three Huron Chiefs as painted by E. Chatfield, 1825, epitomise the 

carefully selected mixture of both native and introduced types of dress. The 

chief in the middle has a beaver hat with the addition of quite a large feather 

while the other two wear assortments of fur and feathers on their heads. Each 

has a chief’s laced blue stroud jacket but the cuffs and epaulettes have been 

embroidered with the moosehair so characteristic of the Huron at that time. 

Although the coats have military style buttons they may have been pmely 

decorative as the coats are held together with the popular woven Assumption 

sashes worn by voyageurs. The Chief on the left has a knife sheath hanging 

from his belt which probably contains a trade knife. All of them are wearing 

leather leggings and moccasins not trousers and European type shoes. Choices, 

rather than wholesale adoption of European dress, have been made. As 

Peter Kalm had observed, “one could not persuade them to wear tiousers, for 

they thought that these were a g-eat hindiance in walking.”’

Often when the ingenious and creative uses which traded materials were 

put to were mentioned by early obseiwers it was as the subject of derision in 

order to highliglit the undoubted superiority of white cultural values. We have 

such comments from Kleinburg as those of Jasper Grant in the mid nineteenth 

centuiy who wrote:



HURON CHIEFS WEARING A MIXTURE OF CLOTHING 
PLATE 171
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An Indian thougli he heartily despises and looks down upon a 
white man, yet he will accept from liim any old clouths and wear 
them conceiving liimself as finely equiped [ /̂c] as any City 
Beau.” To Grant’s eyes strange reversals occurred when European 
garments were adapted to native use; night clothes were worn by 
day and jewelry came to resemble armour, “I have seen many of 
the chiefs last summer here with old long Calico dressing gowns 
and Military cocked hats . . . while wealthy squaws wear stamped 
cotton bed gowns with broaches put on in circles so thick and 
close that the bedgown looks like a Coat of Mail.*

Paradoxically, although we may not instantly recognise in clotliing 

examples that wiiich is manifestly European it is fairly easy to distinguish that 

which is characteristically and indisputably Indian. These features have 

prevailed as silent and eloquent testimony to the str ength of the very tr aditions 

which Europeans felt compelled in many cases to denigrate and extinguish. 

Despite the fact that at the same time they were inadvertently supplying the 

means for these innovative transformations, Europeans failed to realise the 

great importance which the Indians attached to clothing display as a means of 

expression. Far from native clothing being obliterated by the introduction of 

new European trade materials and styles it was instead in many instances 

cleverly and beautifiilly enhanced, as for instance, in the case of the military 

style buckskin coats painted or embroidered with moosehair or porcupine 

quills. The Huron chiefs did not hesitate to add Indian embroidery and belts to 

British style military jackets.

Representations of the Indian Viewpoint

It is tempting to portray Native Americans in sombre tones as the 
victims of unremitting European self-interest. To some degree this 
view is a necessary antidote to a long-standing tendency of 
Iristorians to minimise the moral responsibility of European 
settlers for the suffering of native peoples. Yet such a view fails
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to acknowledge the tenacity with which native peoples in the face 
of increasingly unequal odds, continued to defend their lands, 
customs and personal dignity despite a spiralling death rate, 
growing economic dependence and unrelenting efforts of 
Europeans to control every aspect of their lives. This behaviour 
constitutes a record of continuing resourcefulness and 
adaptability (my italics) under conditions of str ess that had never 
been paralleled in North America in prehistoric times or at any 
other time in the history of most other peoples.^

Trigger’s view represents an aspect of more contemporary thinking on the

role of the Indian (the Huron) in the fur trade in which he is neither reviled,

ridiculed, nor patronised, but as mentioned eailiei;, considered in Ins own riglit

Since the vast majority of information concerning Indian/European

relations is Eurocentric it was inevitable that the Indian was represented in the

past in ways which best suited the views of the contemporary writer. This

representation ranged the full gambit from total ignorance, not referring to the

Indians in discussing particularly American “History” through to considering

him as either Noble Savage and the child-like innocent of this New Garden of

Eden, to beastly cannibalistic Savage Monster whose existence stood in the

path of the march westward of civilisation. Professionals were not immune to

inadequate representation* and Glyndw ir Williams in his epilogue to

Arthur Ray’s innovatory tieatment of the Indian rued:

. . .  the inadequacy of both historians and anthropologists who 
have viewed the fur trade from behind their particular ramparts 
and have not come out from behind their defences to mingle and 
leam from each others techniques and findings.^”
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Dependence

As long as the Indian could be represented as child-like, uncreative, 

inferior, non-existent and/or dependent there was no need for further 

exploration of facets of his culture. No explanation apart from inherent 

simplicity was required for Ms motives. Even more convenient was the making 

of Mm into a non-person, easy for the trader to mampulate with shoddy goods 

and trinkets wMle the profits accumulated. TMs was the economic detenmmsm 

set out by Harold hmis in The Fur Trade and left unchallenged for a 

considerable time until critics such as William Eccles questioned Ms approach 

and conclusions. As Eccles pointed out, in fact, after the seventeenth century 

the fur trade in New France was not profitable but was used as a means of 

political and religious expansion. These factors naturally had much wider 

ramifications than those simply of economics. More recently Richard Wliite 

has explored the notion of the “middle grounc^’ a conceptual space where trade 

was negotiated between Indians and Europeans at mutually acceptable terms in 

the spirit of “accommodation” to each other’s wants and needs.

The Question of Values

From the time of the earliest accounts there was a blatantly obvious yet for

the most part unacknowledged disparity between the values of the traders and 

their Indian trading partners wMch until fairly recently has been left unexplored 

because the wMte view has prevailed. E.E. Rich’s article, “Trade Habits and 

Economic Motivation” (1960) represented an early attempt to consider the 

Indian in the role as tiader in Ms own right. Rich’s work launched the
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possibility of more extensive studies by others of the total trading scene with a 

better balance, aimed at including both sides of the picture.

European economic values had stemmed from Renaissance Europe where 

the enterprise of the individual was emerging as commendable and mercantile 

activities were not only closely aligned to material success but to political 

power. Native Americans could be viewed as simpletons in the context of such 

calculated complexity. As mentioned previously, an early explorer, Vespucci 

observed:

Many other such useless trifles are considered riches by them, 
things to which we attach no value whatsoever [my italics]. “

However, to the Indian it was furs which were considered commonplace

and taken for granted and European good^while they were scarc^might have

novelty value if nothing else. As Richard White observed:

“Exotic” gave them their value . . . they had integrated these 
valued goods into a series of social relationships on wliich the 
honor, power and prestige of both individuals and groups 
depended. Those who had access to goods had access to influence 
totally out of proportion to the physical effects the goods they 
gave away could achieve.

Historians have leapt hastily to the concept of Indian dependency on the 

goods which Europeans could offer because such notions confirmed the value 

which they perceived as being inherent in such market economy profit oriented 

transactions. This was ironic because at the same time they often prided 

themselves in the fact that the goods they offered were “worthless” as seen in 

the Vespucci quote above. On the other hand, the natives whose own value 

system was in many aspects diametrically opposed to individual profit-making
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were not so easily seduced. They had their own for the most pait inherent 

unacknowledged reasons for co-operation with the traders, at least in the first 

stages.

The ethical imperative to share made it difficult for Canada’s 
native peoples to refuse the European’s demands for part of their 
fish, a share of the furs they took, assistance in exploring and 
mapping the land and waterways, and somewhat later, military 
aid.’*

As Sagard had commented in the seventeenth century:

[The Hurons] when they visit one another they make presents 
mutually... they do not willingly bargain, and are satisfied to take 
what one honestly and reasonably offers them, despising and 
blaming the proceedings of our merchants, who will bargain for 
an hour' to cheapen a beaver’s skin.’'’

If, as has been claimed, dependency on European goods had been so 

overwhelmingly successful and complete, why had it been necessary for the fur 

trading companies to offer gifts of beads, silverwork and clothing and other 

inducements such as alcohol and tobacco to the Indians to encourage them to 

hunt for beavers? How was it that blacksmiths and armourers were compelled 

to live in Indian villages in order to repair guns and maintain other types of 

previously acquired metal trade goods? They were set to work with others such 

as seamstresses and tailors to work manufacturing articles such as chiefs coats 

and capotes requested by the Indian consumers.

If there had been such wholesale dependence on the irresistible goods

dangled in front of them it is odd that as late as 1804 Charles McKenzie could

write of the Mandan/ Hidatsa:

Beavers are plentiful, but the Indians will not take the trouble to 
hunt them. They often remarked to me that they would tliinlc it a
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pleasure to supply us with beavers by a chase on horseback but 
they considered the operation of searching for them in the bowels 
of the earth, to satisfy the avarice of the whites, not only 
troublesome, but very degrading.’̂

Even the elaborate systems of granting credit which had been devised by

traders to cover expenses until pelts were produced had little influence on the

Indian’s hunting scheme nor did it seem to encourage increased consumerism.

In 1768-69 Andrew Graham in his Observations on Hudson Bay wrote:

I am certain that if the natives were to get any more for their furs, 
they would catch fewer . . . one canoe brings down yearly to the 
fort one hundred made beaver in different kinds of furs, and 
trades with me seventy of the said beaver for real necessaries.
The other thirty beaver shall so puzzle him to trade, that he often 
asks me what he shall buy, and when I make an answer tiade 
some more powder, shot, tobacco and hatchets etc. his answer is I 
have traded sufficient to serve me and my family until I see you 
again next summer, so he will drink one half and trade the other 
with me for baubles.’®

And the trader Denig,(1854) an acute observer of Plains Indian life, seemed

unable to make up his mind about their degree of dependency. It was, of course,

in his interest as trader to confirm the “good” which his occupation engendered.

“There is no doubt,” he wrote, “that the Indian trade has promoted the general

cause of civilization”, but then a little later on declared that: “A foundation has

been laid but nothing more. .. their progress is slow.” He went on:

There is no way in the nature of the business by which an Indian 
can be made to hunt, nor any means of getting his skins without 
paying a fair price. Should the merchandise be placed too high to 
be easily purchased by them they would and can dispense with 
nearly all articles o f trade.[my italics]”

One might wonder why if there had been such wholesale acceptance of the 

European way of life and dependence on their trade goods the Indians did not
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instantly abandon tlieir “inferior” ways to kill all animals within sight in order 

to become Europeanised. This type of dependency was contiary to their life 

ethos.

Far from dependency, it has been seen in the areas of clothing considered, 

that the Indians were selective in the goods which they wanted and therefore 

would make an effort to obtain. They chose items which fitted in with existing 

practise such as a fondness for the colour red which to them had always had 

inherent aesthetic and spiritual implications and which manifested itself in their 

choice of vermilion. Cornaline d’Aleppo beads, Hudson’s Bay blankets of that 

colour with a black stripe and red stroud cloth. The shiny lustrous reflective 

qualities of bristly polished metal, mirrors and beads also accorded with

previous choices not because they were being conned into investing in
%something novel. They were influenced and attracted to the styles of tuques, 

nightcaps, smoking hats, French peasant and religious hoods, Scottish 

Glengarry bonnets, French capotes and British military coats but unimpressed 

by any manufacturer’s tight fitting shoes, shirts and trousers. It was their 

footwear which was readily adopted by Europeans and their birchbark canoes 

which travelled the trading waters, their snowshoes which enabled travel in 

winter. Those did not change.

If there had been such all out acceptance of European objects and ways

how could Peter Kalm write in the eighteenth century:

There is, on the contrary, scarcely one instance of an Indian 
adopting the European customs . . . [When they are] taken 
prisoners [they] always endeavoured to return to their people.’*
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At the same time he reported that:

The French in Canada in many respects follow the customs of the 
Indians witl^ whom they have constant relations. They use the 
tobacco pipes, shoes, garters and girdles of the Indians, etc.’®

(It is interesting, also, that even though they might be considered in the 

vulnerable state of vanquished displaced persons because of government 

relocation onto reservations, by the time of the American Civil War, Indians 

were never used as slaves or subject to that position. Because of their inherent 

independence of spirit, they could not be wooed to work on the land for others 

as agriculturalists.)

Many trade items seem to have been eagerly accepted by the Indians 

because their use enabled a fuller extension of creative expression and 

elaboration of existing modes which they set about making their own. Native 

crafts people were readily able to see the potential of many of the new 

materials and approached them with imagination and vision just as at one time 

in their liistory they had conceived of the use of unlikely elements from their 

environment such as porcupine and birds quills and moosehair as means to 

exceptionally skilful decoration.

Coloured glass beads replaced porcupine quill and moosehair embroidery 

but also were used in complementary conjunction with them. Steel needles and 

metal tools such as awls and knives in general were adopted as labour saving 

adjuncts added to existing technology. But awl and knife blades were inserted 

into native bone, antler and wooden handles. Obsolete gun barrels, files and 

firesteels were recycled and formed into hide fieshers and scrapers, beaten
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scraps of worn ont kettles were made into decorative tinkling cones for 

moccasins and clothing. That these items followed a previously known tradition 

is evident, for instance, in the use of very similar types of formed metal cones 

or beads used prehistorically. Other grave goods found archaeologically have 

confirmed a continuum of use fi'om flint knives, for instance, to those of metal.

There has been little scholarly discussion concerning Indian technology 

with the possible exception of skin preparation and silversmithing, this based 

on European imitation. Since the native population were considered inferior 

and primitive their technology was not felt worthy of study. However, it is clear 

that the newly adopted features and accepted trade items were part of an 

ongoing, flourishing creative continuum rather than a sudden introduction of 

alien products to inexperienced native workers. Just as the introduction and 

flow of trade goods was uneven, so was their use.

They were combined in a variety of ways. George Quimby analysed and 

divided the types of tiade items into a bewildering list of various categories 

which included totally new types of artefacts received tlnough trade or other 

contact channels such as guns and peimutations on this. Other introduced 

articles might be decorated using partly intioduced and partly native materials 

in combination. Local materials were often called upon to supplement the new 

ones. Just as using an Italian oven and fiidg^oes not make one Italian, the 

Indian by using the new goods in innovative ways, retained Ins own culture as 

far as possible and in significant ways.
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No European manufacturer ever succeeded in inventing a hide scraper that 

was better able to do the job than that devised and used by the native peoples. 

Porcupine quills still seem to be best flattened by using the teeth. It was 

necessary for the Hudson’s Bay Company specially to commission the 

manufacture of metal tools and guns capable of withstanding sub-zero 

temperatures since early attempts had been rejected by the Indians as 

inadequate. This, in turn, led to new developments in European technology 

designed to meet the particular needs of the North American Indian consumers. 

Even such seemingly trivial matters as the sizes, coloui s, and types of beads 

and blankets were monitored.

Far from being an expression of their dependency and backwardness, it was 

because of their proficiency at their own technological skills that native peoples 

were quick to recognise qualities in the new materials which they could utilise. 

This meant that in the realm of clothing, silk and satin ribbons were taken up 

and used instead of leather for appliqué. Advantage was taken of the linear 

characteristics of woven materials which could be made into right-angled hoods 

or wearing blankets. Metal scissors made such work possible. Wool, a 

completely new material, was unravelled from blankets and dyed with native 

dyes sometimes using the iron or brass kettle in which it was boiled as a 

mordant but woven into sashes or hat bands which employed traditional designs 

and techniques (and were later copied and woven in Europe). Cloth replaced 

buckskin in many instances but never completely. Acceptance was always a 

matter of carefully considered degree.
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Such acceptance was to some extent conservative because historically the 

Indian woman had become adept at producing clothing which was suitable for 

the surrounding seasonal environmental conditions as a means to comfort and 

survival for herself and her family. Because items of indigenous clothing had 

been proven to work well such considerations were not abandoned lightly. On 

the contrary, early fin* traders did not hesitate to adopt them themselves. 

Introduced manufactured blankets had to be particularly well made and warm 

as well as aesthetically pleasing before they replaced skins and furs. Sinew 

remained the most appropriate sewing material for the construction of 

moccasins because it swelled when wet filling the holes left by awls and 

making the shoes waterproof. No Euiopean cotton or linen sewing materials 

worked as well. Bone implements which were readily available did not need 

sharpening when blunt nor were they subject to msting and corrosion. The 

Indian technologist knew the characteristics of his or her raw materials whether 

they were skins, bones, or the plants from which dyes were extracted. Again, 

they were well aware of processes employing quite complex stages of 

technology such as the use of mordents in dyeing and the lengthy processes 

involved in hide preparation consisting of several stages. As the first ecologists 

it was also the case that no more was extracted from the enviromnent than was 

going to be for immediate consumption. Hunting activities originally revolved 

around respect for the animal hunted, and recycling was ingrained in the way of 

life:

It was the Indian’s way to pass tlnougli a country without
disturbing anytliing; to pass and leave no trace, like fish tlnough
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the water or birds through the air. It was the Indian manner to 
vanish into the landscape not to stand out against i t . . . [Indians] 
seem to have none of the European desire to “master” nature, to 
arrange and recreate. They spent their ingenuity in another 
direction in accommodating themselves to the scene in which 
they formd themselves.̂ ®

Some of the new features which were selected for additions to clotliing

became identified primarily with Native American culture. This is true of

blankets. And traded glass beads became so strongly associated with Indian

embroidery that from the non-Indian view it has become difficult to attribute

them to EuropeanA^enetian origins:

The background of the decoration and sometimes the decoration 
itself was directly imported from the white or stimulated by the 
white influence. But that did not make beadwork a wliite man’s 
art. No white, given beads, and flaimel, would be likely to work 
out the art style which came naturally to the Sioux woman who 
passed white man’s materials tlirough an Indian imagination. The 
result is an art deriving from both cultures and forming an 
interesting example of the interplay which has been going on 
between them thiough the centuries.^’

Unlike Lyford, who made genuine attempts to understand Indian artistic 

expressions, art historians, such as Marius Barbeau, following the precedents of 

historians and archaeologists also held and promoted Eurocentric views when 

assessing Indian work which was seen in teims of Euiopean traditions and 

criteria. He introduced the notion so eagerly perpetuated subsequently by others 

that Huron moosehair embroidery designs had been the result of Indian women 

copying the floral patterns provided in French convent schools. By implication 

they were incapable of devising their own, when all evidence is to the contraiy.
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One has only to view the numerous imaginative embroideiy or other types 

of patterns which had been invented and used by them for centuries. No outside 

forces other than those which appeared in visions and dreams, a walk through 

the forest, glimpses of streams or lakes, or observations of the structures of 

animal anatomy when butchering a carcass at first hand were required as 

inspiration for the great wealth and variety of designs devised by Indian 

women. They lived in intimate relationship within an environment which 

abounded with patterns and colours. Some of these designs were inscribed with 

lead inlay onto tobacco pipes or scratched onto the surfaces of birchbark 

baskets, painted onto parfleche or bitten onto bark none of which seem to owe 

their origins to Europeans. Moccasins were named after the shapes of animal 

noses or birds tails, the double curve motif probably resembled the curve of 

antlers; the spider’s web and the never-ending circle motif had special 

significance to embroiderers. Berries resembled beads and beads berries. And 

each had its own spirit or manitou far removed fiom European influence.

Stylistically, trade items joined earlier forms of ornamentation, enhancing 

rather than altering such work altogether. The continuing importance of 

indigenous objects well after contact is illustrated by the fact that items of 

Indian manufacture or derivation (such as quills, dentalium and wampum shell 

beads, feathers, birchbark and bear grease) were carried by European traders 

alongside their imported products. Trading post inventories well into the 

nineteenth century list glass beads alongside dentalium hair pipes and wampum 

beads wliich were manufactured by Europeans in the east for the Indian tr ade in
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the west. Indian culture decidedly did not grind to a halt in favour of the 

superior introduced items as soon as they had sampled the traders goods as 

many writers would have one believe.

The author of an article entitled “Trade Goods” in the Handbook o f North 

American Indians., Volume Four, on Indian-White Relations wrote about this 

relationship in very mixed vein:

hr his comments on clothing:

Cloth shirts, pants and jackets were prestige items at first contact, 
obtainable only for the wealthy and powerful. They were also 
more comfortable and adaptable than the stiff hide garments of 
native manufacture [my italics].

Cloth shirts were not available for trade at first contact and pants were 

never popular. One has only to look at the comments of such observers as artist 

Catlin (Chapter Six, footnote 54)or the anthropologist Ritzenhaler (Chapter Six 

footnote 50) for verification of the fine resilient softness of dressed leather. Or 

there is silent witness (Tradescant Shirt 1656, Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, 

Plate 90.) represented in the countless buckskin coats and comfortable 

moccasins which were so popular with fur traders and appear to question this 

conclusion which has appeared in a fairly recent, (1988), and prestigious 

publication devoted to the history of Indian/ White Relations. The same wiiter, 

a few paragraphs later contradicted his earlier comments about stiff hide by the 

following:

Hide was adapted to cloth designs, particularly the great coat or 
officer’s unifoim coat with its tapered waist, flared skirt and 
exaggerated cuffs and collars.
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If the superiority of European items was so oveiwhelmingly pei'vasive as

appaiently thought, how was it that:

Traders also canied items of Indian manufactui e for sale to other 
Indians. This, of course, had its origin in the long-established 
tiade patterns of the American Indian, but it’s worthy of note that 
ti aders contributed to cultural exchange between Indian tiibes as 
well as between the Indians and the White. For instance, Sioux 
moccasins were populai' trade items...a trader’s stock contained a 
broad range of items from many Indian tribes. An Ojibwa 
bandolier bag, a Navajo blanket, a Crow-made liide shirt, or 
Blackfoot leggings would sell veiy well among other tribes.

Traders also brouglit raw materials of all kinds to their Indian 
customers, many of which had a long history of trade through 
purely aboriginal channels. Feathers, claws, tanned hides, hair,.
Robes - anything of value - found its ways into the trade. Traders 
were, in effect, joining extant aboriginal trading systems rather 
than imposing European systems. The trading of raw materials or 
items of Indian manufacture in a real sense simply underpinned 
the successful trade of non-Indian manufactured goods.̂ *

A wider perspective than that offered by advocates of any dependency 

theory indicates that American Indians made choices and adopted changes but 

this did not cause the cessation of their culture. Such changes in North 

American Indian life do not represent any degeneration of any supposedly 

“Pure” Indian culture, but are indicative of signs of vitality and responsiveness 

to an influx of new data. Goods continued to be exchanged for need and honour 

not for profit.

Pau-lndianism

Far from arriving at a state of total dependence, what was the situation seen 

on a continuum of dynamic development towards the end of the fur trading era? 

Beaver supplies had waned diastically, the silk hat in Europe was replacing the



341

beaver in popularity (c. 1830) and land hungry colonists were keen to get rolling 

across the new land in order to make sections of it their own property. Many of 

the Native Americans instead of succumbing to the assimilation which would 

have been the inevitable (and desirable from one American point of view) result 

of total dependence joined more frilly with their remaining numbers in renewed 

ethnic solidarity. By about 1860 the process of transformation of native art 

under European influence was nearly complete and particularly for the Plains 

Indians had reached an apotheosis of splendour. The great distances which had 

had to be travelled during the course of the fur trade had always acted as a 

disseminator of goods and styles.

Ironically, again, an enforced life of leisure on reservations with respite for 

the women fi*om the preparation of trade hides, allowed time for the 

development of more elaborate clothing decoration. Their clotliing particularly 

was made and displayed in order to reflect renewed pride and confirmation in 

their Indiarmess, or spiritual values as in the case of the ill-fated Ghost Shirts.

Far fi-om blending into the background by the adoption of Euro-American 

style dr ess and the short back and sides hair cuts so beloved by administrators 

of government schools, Indians of all types who had been forced together 

through various land removal schemes instead made a conscious effort to 

accentuate their own Pan-Indian identity for purposes of emphasising their 

unique and particulai' cultural differences from the intruders. Annuity payments 

replaced goods acquired through the fur trade with traders still reaping the
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profits. Indians had been influenced by tiade goods but by no means 

overwhelmed.

Their Indian identity, particularly through the means of distinctive clothing 

was to be writ large. On the Plains feathered “war” bonnets were made with a 

view to maximum visual impact, traders’ beads, in great colour and variety 

were sewn in profusion using labour saving steel needles, moccasins vamps 

were expanded to accommodate as much decoration as they could support; 

sometimes even their soles were embroidered. Layers of shiny colourfiil 

ribbons were cut into intricate patterns with shaip metal scissors. Scissors also 

facilitated the cutting of fringes on leather and the cutting of other patterns. Far 

from signifying abject dependence on trade goods these examples seem to 

convey messages of genuine delight, joy, and celebration in the creative active 

use of new materials in ways which had always prevailed. There was 

accormnodation to the new rather than passive surrender. As White concluded, 

“contact was not a battle of primal forces in which only one could survive. 

Something new could appear. There were new systems of exchange and 

meaning”.̂ '*

Equally, in the realm of “Native” objects produced for sale to Non Native 

people Phillips has discerned; two contradictory and yet inevitably intenelated 

kinds of consciousness of Native identity. It underlines a sense of economic 

identity and exploitation while at the same time fostering a sense of uniqueness 

and of pride in a rich heritage.
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Within the context of the fur trade economies, di'ess had become a means to.

express success, wealth and well being. Fur trade materials had become

incoiporated into many kinds of garment. Wealth was measured with the extent

of visible ornament, poverty by its absence. Althou^ the profusion of silver

brooches, calico ruffles, and elaborate embroidery represented superficial

changes it is notewoifhy that for the most part the actual form and structure as

well as many of the constnictive techniques remained essentially conservative.

The woollen blanket replaced the hide robe but was of the same type of

garment fulfilling many of the same functions, moccasins remained exactly the

same in structure because they had been found to be and still remain

appropriate. The earliest and most drastic changes had occurred in the east and

yet Morgan wrote in praise of the ingenuity with which they had used foreign

materials. He wrote of the Iroquois in 1851:

The valions articles of apparel which now make up the costume 
of the Iroquois ar e precisely the same that they were at the epoch 
of the discovery. No change has been made in the articles 
themselves, [my italics] although there have been changes in the 
materials of which they are made. The deer-skin, in later days, 
has been laid aside for the broadcloth, and the porcupine for the 
bead. By making a resubstitution of material, the original costume 
would be recovered in full.̂ ®

Ideological changes are more difficult to measure, especially at one remove 

and usually without the Indian point of view.

A fitting conclusion to the subject of Eur opean influence on Indian clothing 

is found in the story told by Catlin of the Assirmeboin brave and warrior
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Wi-jun-jon or Pigeon’s Egg, who he also painted, “going to and returning from

Washington”, to represent his tribe in 1832. As will be seen in the plate:

He was dressed in his native costume, which was classic and 
exceedingly beautiful; his leggings and shirt were of the 
mountain-goat skin, riclily garnished with quills of the porcupine, 
and fringed with locks of scalps, taken from his enemies heads.
Over these floated his long hair in plaits, that fell nearly to the 
ground; his head was decked with the war-eagles plumes - his 
robes was of the skin of the young buffalo bull, richly garnished 
and emblazoned with the battles of Ins life; his quiver and bow 
were slung, and his shield, of the skin of the bull’s neck.^’

After a winter visiting the capitol Pigeon’s Egg returned to his home in a

full suit of regimentals!

He had in Wasliington exchanged his beautifully garnished and 
classic costume for a full dress en militaire. It was broadcloth, of 
the finest blue, trimmed with lace of gold; on his shoulders were 
mounted two immense epaulettes; his neck was strangled with a 
shining black stock, and his feet were pinioned in a pair of 
waterproof boots with h i^  heels, which made him step Tike a 
yoked hog’ . . .  On his head was a high-crowned beaver hat, with 
a broad silver lace band smmounted by a huge red feather, some 
two feet liigli; his coat collar stiff with lace, came liigher up than 
his ears, and over it flowed, down towards his haunches - his long 
Indian locks, stuck up in rolls and plaits, with red paint . . .  On 
his hands he had drawn a pair of white kid gloves, and in them 
held, a blue umbrella in one, and a large fan in the other.̂ *

Such grand attire, apparently, did little to increase his standing in his tribe 

who were unimpressed with Ms clothes and by Ms stories. His new clothes 

lasted less than a day when Ms wife converted the excess cloth of Ms coat into 

a pair of leggings for herself and the hat band of silver lace into a pair of 

garters. “The remainder of the coat was seen buttoned upon the shoulders of Ms 

brother, over and above a pair of leggings of buckskin . . . His broadsword kept
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its place, but about noon, his boots gave way to a pair of garnished

moccasins”/®

A mixture of native and European can be identified in Pigeon Egg’s stoiy. 

He kept his hair long and painted with veimilion during his temporary 

tiansfoimation and found the addition of a long red feather irresistible for the 

crown of his beaver hat. A sash was worn around the waist of his broadcloth 

coat with a knife tucked into the back pocket. He shared his clotliing with 

members of his family and soon succumbed to the comfort of “garnished” 

moccasins. Having been strangled, pinioned, and stuck up by the encumbrances 

of his acquired clothes he met an unfortunate, untimely and early end, never 

quite having lived up to the promise of so much alien manufactuied finery.
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APPENDIX

Extracts from the catalogue of the The June Bedford Collection, 
Mohawk, Micmac Maliseet and Other Souvenir Art from 
Victorian Canada, held at Canada House Cultur al Centre Gallery, 
London, 3 July- 13 August 1985.

Group Four Beadwork 2 Hats:

pp. 15-17 Stylised floral sprays with prominent stalks in single coloiu, 
two-tone beadwork

H 1 Velvet hat band; two beaded edging; borders of interlaced zigzag
and of pairs of beads within parallel lines, decorated with floral 
sprays in bilateral symmetry.

H 2 Soft velvet hat with firm band; cotton edging; the band decorated
with branch or chevron motifs and a border of zigzag lines of 
beads; the cap topped with a floral beadwork lozenge with silk 
tassel.

H 3 Soft velvet hat with firm band; cotton edging; the band decorated
with floral spray in bilateral symmetry, and a border of short 
upright lines and clusters of beads within par allel lines; the cap 
topped with a floral beadwork lozenge.

H 4 Velvet hat of four tapering panels and firm band; cotton edging,
the band decorated with parallel zigzag lines of beads and 
spangles; panels with borders of interlacing zigzag lines of beads; 
decorated with floral sprays (some leaf motifs in mixed colours); 
spangles; some floral motifs with straight stamens.

H 5 Velvet hat of four tapering panels; cotton edging; simulated
additional panels; borders of short upri^ t lines of beads; 
decorated wtih floral sprays in bilateral symmetry; spangles, 
some floral motifs with straight stamens.

H 6 Velvet hat of four tapering panels; cotton edging; additional semi
circular panels with two-beaded edging; borders of short upright 
lines of beads; decorated with floral sprays in bilateral symmetry; 
some floral motifs with str aight stamens.

H 7 Velvet hat of four tapering panels; ribbon edging with two
hanging tabs; additional semi-circular panels with two-beaded 
edging; borders of short upright lines of beads; decorated with 
floral sprays in bilateral symmetry including thistle with halo; 
spangles; some floral motifs with straiglit stamens.
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H 7A A Velvet liât with six simulated panels and firm band; the band
decorated with parallel lines of beads enclosing zigzag lines and 
half moons with spangles; the panels decorated with floral sprays, 
including petalled flowers and tiered leaves (some leaf motifs in 
mixed colours.)

H 8 Square velvet hat (Biretta type) silk edging; borders of a single
line of beads; four panels terminating in four arched ridges; two 
beaded edging; the panels decorated with floral sprays in bilateral 
symmetry; spangles.

H 9 Velvet cap of four panels (Jockey type) with elliptical front peak,
and turned up side flaps; velvet edging; borders of interlacing 
zigzags, and ‘corn’ or branch motifs; decorated with floral sprays, 
those on the front peak in bilateral symmetry; spangles; some 
floral motifs with str aight stamens.

H 10 Velvet cap of four shaped curved panels; velvet edging; elliptical
front peak with beaded edging and border of zigzag and parallel 
lines of beads; the hat decorated with crowded floral sprays and 
border with chevron and parallel lines of beads.

H 11 Velvet child’s cap of four panels; borders of zigzags and short
upright lines of beads; decorated with continuous floral sprays.

H 12 Velvet hat (Davy Crockett type.) cotton edging; border of parallel
lines with short upright lines of beads; decorated with crowded 
floral sprays; some floral motifs with sti*ai^t stamens.

The following are all described as being of the Glengarry type and this term
will not be repeated in the following descriptions: Numbers H 13 » H 40
inclusive. See also H 47 below.

H 13 Velvet hat; cotton edging, borders of zigzag lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays with uniform small circular floral 
motifs; spangles; back V with ribbon tag.

H 14 Velvet hat; silk edging; borders of zigzag lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays in bilateral symmetry; some floral 
motifs with str aight stamens.

H 15 Velvet hat; silk edging; borders of double zigzag lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays in bilateral symmetry; back V with 
hanging ribbon; spangles.

H 16 Velvet hat cotton edging; borders of parallel and zigzag lines of
beads; decorated with floral sprays with central floral; motif; 
back V with hanging ribbon; short ribon tag at front; spangles.
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H 17 Velvet hat; silk edging; borders of single and double zigzag lines
of beads; decorated with continuous floral sprays; some floral 
motifs with straight stamens; back V with hanging ribbon; 
spangles.

H 18 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of zigzag lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays with central floral motif; loops of 
string at backs and side; spangles.

H 19 Velvet hat; velvet edging; borders of zigzag lines, chevrons, and
short upright lines of beads; decorated with continuous floral 
sprays; spangles.

H 20 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of single and double zigzag
lines of beads; decorated with continuous floral sprays with 
bifurcated cential floral or feather motif.

H21 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of zigzag lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays with two contrasting colours (both of 
two tones) in a single floral motif; spangles.

H 22 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of short, upright lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays; stroud inserts between panels.

H 23 Stroud hat; cotton edging; borders of single and double zigzag
lines of beads; decorated with continuous floral sprays; spangles.

H 24 Stroud hat; cotton edging; double borders of zigzag lines of
beads; decorated with floral sprays in two contrasting colours in a 
single floral motif; spangles.

Bird, feather (or foliate) and chevron and branch motifs. (The hird motif
merges with the feather motif, and the chevron becomes a branch motif.)

H 25 - 34 In single colour two-tone beadwork 35-39 with mixed colours.

H 25 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of zigzag and upright lines of
beads; decorated with floral sprays with prominent chevrons or 
stalks; spangles.

H 26 Velvet hat, brocade ribbon edging; zigzag borders; decorated with
floral motif, and bird with branch; span^es; brocade ribbon bow 
at back V.

H 27 Velvet hat; silk edging; borders of parallel lines or beads with
short rows of beads, and short u p lif t rows of beads; decorated 
with bird and chevron or branch motifs; commercial silk and 
sequin floral patch, possibly imitating military cap badge.



361

H 28 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of cotton braid; decorated with
bird, star and chevron or branch motifs.

H 29 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of parallel lines of beads;
decorated with bird and chevron motifs.

H 30 Velvet hat; gold braid edging; borders of short upright lines of
beads; decorated with feather and chevron or branch motifs; 
vestiges of ribbon at back V.

H31 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of sin^e and parallel lines,
decorated with feather or leaf and chevron or branch motifs.

H 32 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of short rows of beads within
parallel lines; decorated with feather or leaf, star and chevion 
motifs; back V with hanging ribbons.

H 33 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of short rows of beads within
pai allel lines; decorated with feather or leaf, and chevron motifs.

H 34 Peaked velvet cap, with side panels joined in front by cotton bow;
cotton edging; borders of parallel lines and upright slanting bugle 
beads; decorated with feather or leaf, and chevion motifs.

H 35 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of gold braid and three parallel
lines of beads; decorated with feather or leaf and chevron motifs.

H 36 Velvet hat; cotton edging; decorated with feather or leaf and
chevron motifs.

H37 Velvet hat; velvet edging; decorated with bird and chevron or
branch motifs.

H 38 Velvet hat; velvet and silk ribbon edging; decorated with bird and
chevron or branch motif; vestiges of velvet and silk ribbon at 
back V and front.

H 39 Velvet hat; cotton edging; border of short upright lines of buÿe
beads and line of twisted fibre and of beads; decorated with bird, 
chevron or branch, and floral motifs; silk ribon hanging from the 
back V.
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Bird, stylised floral, foliate, and circular motifs in raised beadwork with
white, clear and bugle beads.

H40 Velvet hat; cotton edging; borders of double lines of beads;
decorated with floral sprays with unifonn small circular motifs, 
and bird on branch.

Various velvet hats which are not described as Glengarry,

H 41 Peaked velvet cap with circular band; decorated with floral spray,
including eight-lobed floral motifs, unifomi small circular motifs 
and chevrons, in raised lobed beadwork.

H 42 Soft velvet hat (crown type) stiff cotton band and three lobed
front panel; borders of sinÿe lines of beads and short upriglit 
lines of bugle ; decorated with four-lobed and chevron motifs 
topped by a beaded circular motif.

H 43 Soft velvet hat (crown type) stiff band and thiee-lobed front
panels; borders of twisted fibre and lines of beads, and upright 
lines of beads including bugle beads; decorated with tliree-lobed 
motif and chevron motifs and topped by a beaded star-like motif.

H44 Soft Cotton hat (crown type) stiff cotton band and three-lobed
front panel of hat with cotton edging; border of twisted fibre and 
short upright lines of beads including bu^e beads; decorated with 
star enclosed in circle with lateral chevrons.

H 45 Stiff cotton band and three-lobed fiont panel of hat with cotton
braid edging; borders of double lines of plaited fibre, and double 
lines of beads; decorated with twisted circulai* motif above a 
chevron motif; the side panels with a row of upright bugle beads.

H 46 Soft velvet hat (crown type) stiff band and three-lobed front panel
with cotton edging; the band with borders of double lines of 
beads, decorated with circular motif of short slanting lines of 
beads, enclosing lines of beads, and lateral chevrons, silk ribbon 
bow on top.

H 46a Soft round velvet cap; stiff velvet band with silk ribbon edging;
decorated with continuous tliree-lobed floral and stalk motif and 
cential initials PDM; spangles; silk ribbon bow on top with 
hanging loops of beads.

H 47 Velvet hat (GlengaiTy type) cotton edging; borders of twisted
fibre and short upright lines of beads; decorated with chevion and 
lobed motifs including bugle beads; ribon tag at back V
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Double curve, celestial and stylised floral motifs.

H48 Soft velvet cap (smoking cap type) divided by twisted lobed
fidnge of beads; double curve with ‘fern’ motifs and lobed motifs 
below; beaded coil with zigzag border at apex.

H49 Velvet cap (smoking cap type) of six tapering panels, divided
alternatively by twisted lobed fringes and zigzag lines of beads; 
decorated with floral motifs, including truncated petals and 
chevron and lobed motifs; beaded coil at apex.

H 50 Velvet cap (smoking cap type) of six tapering panels; alternate
panels divided by fringes of twisted looped beads; decorated with 
floral motifs, including truncated petals and double curve with 
‘fern’ motifs; beaded coil at apex with a tassel of twisted loops of 
beads.

H 51 Velvet cap (smoking cap type) of six tapering panels, divided by
fringes of twisted looped beads; decorated with floral motifs 
including truncated petals and fleur de lys with double curves.

H 52 Velvet cap (smoking cap type) of six tapering panels, divided
with zigzag lines of beads; decorated with tree motifs with double 
curved motifs, and floral motifs with truncated petals between 
branch motifs, beaded coil at apex with tassel of beads.

H 53 Cap of six tapering velvet panel with band; borders of parallel
lines of beads with zigzag lines, and half-moons enclosing 
spangles; panels decorated with floral and branch or ‘com’ 
motifs; spangles.

H 54 Velvet cap (hunting hat type) of three panels with frontal peak,
and two extra panels at back and front; fr ontal peak with border 
of zigzag lines decorated with floral motifs including truncated 
petals, heart motifs, and stem motifs of double zigzag lines.

H 55 Velvet cap (hunting hat type) of thiee panels with frontal peak,
two extra panels at sides; frontal peak with border of zigzag lines; 
decorated with floral motifs and stem motifs of double zigzag 
lines,

H 56 Stioud cap (Porkpie military bonnet type) with flat circular top
panel and four side panels; edging of silk with two-beaded
edging; decorated with elaborate abstract double curved motifs, 
stars and zigzag lines (Micmac - Whitehead.)
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