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Agricultural and Gathering Practices of the Huron/Wendat, Petun/Tobacco, Huron/Petun,?
Miami, Ojibwa/Chippewa, Ottawa/Odawa, and Potawatomi during the
17t Century and early part of the 18 Century?
Diane Wolford Sheppard, FCHSM Member

Agriculture

Huron/Wendat: Within Huronia, all unused land was considered common property. Land was
cleared for agricultural use by the males in an extended family. The Huron/Wendat practiced
what is known as slash-and-burn farming. Most land clearing took place during May when
firewood was gathered. In a new clearing, trees and brushwood were chopped down, piled
against stumps, and burned. Large trees were girdled and removed at a later time. Old fields
were burned over, which increased the fertility of the soil. Each nuclear family took as much
land as they could cultivate; thereafter, it became theirs. After the family plot had been cleared,
the women planted enough corn seed to provide them with two or three years’ provisions; the
extra provisions could be used in case a future crop failed or for trading purposes. The women
also planted beans, squashes or pumpkins, and sunflowers. During the summer, the women and
children spent the greater part of the time weeding and chasing away various predators. \Women
began the harvest in late August and continued into September. The corn cobs were shelled,
dried, and stored in communal bins in the longhouse or hung in bunches from the ceiling after
the husks had been pulled back. For the Huron/Wendat, corn was the most important staple food
throughout the year. Kinietz noted that the Huron/Wendat continued to use wooden mortars and
pestles long after manufactured alternatives were introduced; in fact, the French used
Huron/Wendat implements to grind their corn until grist mills were built. In the mission villages
on Tle Orléans and Lorette, the men helped with the agricultural duties and Pierre Boucher added
that the men cultivated tobacco fields [Kinietz, pp. 16-19, 30-35, 37; HNAI, pp. 379, 380-3813].

Petun/Tobacco: As their name implies, the Petun/Tobacco Tribe or Nation raised tobacco.
None of the early writers mentioned that they grew any other crops, although it is presumed that
they raised crops similar to the Huron/Wendat since so many of their cultural practices were
similar [HNAI, p. 395].

Huron/Petun: In 1688, when the Huron/Petun lived with the Ottawa at Michilimackinac, they
grew corn, peas, beans, squash, and some type of melon. Cadillac stated that they also grew

! Although authors frequently refer to the Native-American Tribe who lived in Michigan as the Huron, Wendat, or
even the Wyandot, the Tribe that lived in Michigan was primarily made up of the Petun/Tobacco Tribe and the few
remnants of the Huron/Wendat Confederacy who took refuge with the Petun/Tobacco Tribe following the
destruction of Huronia by the Iroquois. The Huron /Wendat Confederacy should be considered distinct from the
merged Huron/Wendat and Petun/Tobacco Tribe or Nation who moved to Michigan. Although the histories of the
two tribes prior to the destruction of Huronia were different, their culture was very similar and the Petun/Tobacco
spoke the same language as the Bear or Attignawantan Tribe of the Huron/Wendat Confederacy.

2 This article was part of a longer article that appeared in Michigan’s Habitant Heritage in October 2013.

3 W. Vernon Kinietz, The Indians of the Western Great Lakes 1615-1760 (Ann Arbor, Michigan: Ann Arbor
Paperback and The University of Michigan Press, 1972, 2" printing); William C. Sturtevant and Bruce Trigger,
Handbook of North American Indians (Washington, D.C., The Smithsonian Institution, 1978), Vol. 15, hereafter
HNAL.
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pumpkins. Excess food was traded to the French living in Michilimackinac and Détroit. The
women were responsible for all the agricultural activities [Kinietz, p. 236].

Miami: About May 1, the Miami also burned off the dead stalks of the previous year’s crops
prior to the women planting seed. The women planted corn, beans, squashes, melons, pumpkins,
and gourds. Unlike many other Native Americans, the kernel of the Miami corn was white.
Corn left in the husk was hung on large poles over the doors to their cabins. Additional corn
cobs were stored in large bark baskets that had been ventilated with holes to prevent heating.
When the Miami expected to be absent from their villages for extended periods of time, corn and
fruits were preserved in holes dug in the ground that were lined with large pieces of bark
[Kinietz, pp. 171-173, 174],

Ojibwa/Chippewa: Agriculture was less important to the Ojibwa/Chippewa than the other
Tribes living in Michigan. The Ojibwa/Chippewa lived in a much larger geographic area than
the other Tribes discussed in this guide. The bands living north of Lake Superior probably did
not engage in agriculture. Some bands lived on the south shore of Lake Superior only during the
summer. Once they had harvested their crops, they moved to their hunting grounds. The bands
of the Ojibwa/Chippewa living south of Lake Superior were able to plant crops. Those living on
the southwest end of Lake Superior grew corn and squash, while those who lived at Sault Ste.
Marie, as well as the Amikwa and Mississauga who lived on the north shore of Lake Huron
raised corn but they ordinarily harvested the corn when it was green because the fogs frequently
prevented the corn from ripening. The Amikwa also gathered blueberries. Sabrevois reported
that Ojibwa/Chippewa who lived in the islands on Lake St. Clair had cleared some land and
planted corn [Kinietz, pp. 321-322; HNAI, p. 762 — HNAI noted that by the time the
Ojibwa/Chippewa moved to present-day Michigan or southwestern Ontario, they had adapted
many of the cultural practices employed by neighboring Tribes].

Ottawa: When Claude Dablon, S.J., encountered the Ottawa at Chequamegon in 1669, they
grew corn. In 1688, when the Ottawa and Huron/Petun lived together at Michilimackinac, they
grew corn, peas, beans, squash, and some type of melon. Cadillac stated that they also grew
pumpkins. The foods grown diversified and stabilized their diet. Excess food was traded to the
French living in Michilimackinac and Détroit. Like the Huron/Wendat, the Ottawa did not use
fertilizer; therefore, they moved their villages when the soil was exhausted. The women were
responsible for all the agricultural activities [Kinietz, p. 236; HNAI, p. 774].

Potawatomi: Potawatomi women planted corn, beans, peas, squashes, tobacco, and melons. In
1710, Raudot reported that the Potawatomi who lived in the islands off present-day Green Bay,
Wisconsin, were able to supply surplus corn to Michilimackinac if needed [Kinietz, p. 313;
HNAI, p. 729].

Gathering Practices

Huron/Wendat: Presumably, Huron/Wendat women were responsible for most, if not all, of
gathering activities. = The Huron/Wendat gathered raspberries, strawberries, cranberries,
blueberries, wild cherries, plums, currants, pears, grapes, and apples. Huron/Wendat women
gathered firewood in the spring and stored it in the longhouse. The Huron/Wendat also gathered
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clams, crabs, and turtles. In times of famine, the Huron/Wendat gathered wild roots such as
garlic, and chives, acorns, walnuts, tree bark, mosses, and an edible lichen known by the French
as tripe de roche. Kinietz noted that although the Montagnais used the sap of maple trees as
food during a famine, the Huron/Wendat did not reduce maple sap to syrup or sugar during the
17" or early part of the 18" century. Wild hemp was gathered in late summer and made into
twine that was used for fish nets and other products. Bark fibers from basswood was also used to
make twine [Kinietz, pp. 15-16, 18, 35-36, 37-38; HNAI, pp. 381-383].

Petun/Tobacco: None of the early writers mentioned Petun/Tobacco gathering practices.
Huron/Petun: None of the early writers described Huron/Petun gathering practices.

Miami: The women gathered wild foods and supplied their families with wood and water
[Kinietz, p. 171; HNAI, pp. 382-383].

Ojibwa/Chippewa: The Ojibwa/Chippewa children gathered blueberries from the bushes that
flourished on the islands in Lake Huron [Kinietz, p. 321].

Ottawa: The Ottawa collected blueberries, raspberries, strawberries, and a kind of lichen that
was used for emergency food. Fruit was gathered and small fruit such as berries were dried and
preserved to add variety to their winter diet. René Ménard, S.J., reported that the Ottawa
gathered wild rice near Keweenaw Bay; although this was the only instance where the Ottawa
were reported to have gathered wild rice. Although the Ottawa collected maple sap, none of the
early writers reported that they made maple sugar [Kinietz, pp. 240-242; HNAI, p. 774].

Potawatomi: The Potawatomi collected a wide variety of plant foods. During times of famine,
the Potawatomi gathered and roasted beech tree nuts and pounded them into flour [Kinietz, p
313; HNAI, p. 729].



