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Dress and Ornamentation - A Cultural Summary for Michigan’s Native Tribes —
The Huron/Wendat, Petun/Tobacco, Huron/Petun, Miami, Ojibwa/Chippewa,
Ottawa/Odawa, and Potawatomi
Diane Wolford Sheppard

Huron/Wendat: * In 1615, Champlain described their winter dress as breeches and leggings
made of deerskin; their moccasins were made of deer, bear, or beaver. They also wore a robe
with sleeves of beaver fur which was girded in the back. In 1639, Duperron added that the men
hung a tobacco pouch behind, and carried a pipe. The women wore the same clothing as the men
during the winter, although they always girded up their robes which hung down to their knees.
At other times, the women generally did not wear anything on their upper torso, or their legs
from mid-thigh to their moccasins. Sagard reported that the Huron used scarlet colored
porcupine quills to make belts and other ornaments [Kinietz, pp. 10-117].

The men dyed their hair. The male Huron/Wendat did not favor a particular hair style, but some
hung wampum from their hair locks. Bressani explained the Huron name came from the French
word hure for the bristles of the wild boar; members of the Confederacy referred to themselves
as Ouendat or 8endat (Wendat). The women also dyed and oiled their hair and usually wore it in
a single braid which was tied with an eel-skin. For dances, they attached wampum to their hair.
The women generally did not paint or tattoo themselves, although Sagard reported having seen a
few tattooed women. In contrast, the men often painted or tattooed their entire bodies. Bressani
did not regard tattooing as a barbarous practice; in fact he admired the practical uses for painting
or tattooing. In the winter, the painting provided a mask against the cold and ice. During war,
the face painting disguised inner fear, as well as their age which could incite the enemy to more
vicious attacks on the old or young. Prisoners destined for torture were also painted, as were the
dead. Bressani noted that the Huron used needles, sharp awls, or piercing thorns for tattooing.
The men wore wampum necklaces, bracelets, and earrings. The women wore wampum
necklaces and chains which hung over their robes, and attached to their belts; they also wore
wampum bracelets and earrings [Kinietz, pp. 10-15].

Petun/Tobacco: The Petun/Tobacco women wore their hair in the same fashion as the
Huron/Wendat women. According to Sagard, the Petun/Tobacco men tattooed their bodies more
than the Huron/Wendat men, a fashion they may have learned from their close relations with the
Neutral Tribe or Nation [HNAI, p. 395].

! Readers are reminded that 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 William C. Sturtevant and Bruce Trigger, Handbook of North American Indians (Washington, D.C., The
Smithsonian Institution, 1978), Vol. 15, hereafter HNAI; 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).
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Huron/Petun: In the later part of the 17" century, Cadillac reported that the Huron/Petun men
wore their hair very short except for a tuft on the top so that the enemy could not catch and hold
them by the hair [Kinietz, p. 10].

Miami: During the summer, the men wore a breechcloth and moccasins. In the winter, they
wore a leather shirt or coat that reached to the waist, moccasins made with smoke treated
deerskin, and leggings that were probably thigh high. Leggings and moccasins were often
decorated with colored figures or porcupine quills. Winter robes were made from various skins,
although buffalo robes were the most common. The robes that were worn for protection against
the cold were not decorated, but ceremonial robes were often painted with several colors and
embroidered with red and white porcupine quills. The men wore a variety of hairstyles; they
often cut their hair short except for one or more tresses about a foot long near one or both ears.
The women wore their hair long and gathered at the neck. Tattoos covered almost all of the
men’s bodies. The women usually only tattooed their cheeks, chest, and arms [Kinietz, pp. 167-
170].

Ojibwa/Chippewa: None of the early writers left a description of how the Ojibwa/Chippewa
dressed, although Louis Niolas, S.J., drew a portrait of an Amikwa or AmikouK, one of the
Ojibwa/Chippewa Tribes, and an Ottawa.

Ottawa: Champlain stated that the Ottawa did not wear a breech clout or other clothing except
for a fur robe worn like a cloak; the cloak was usually laid aside, especially during the summer.
The women wore a small piece of leather that was girded about the loins and reached to the
middle of their thighs. Although the Ottawa did not wear much clothing, Champlain, Sagard,
and Sabrevois commented that they tattooed and painted their faces. Champlain called them the
cheveux relevés (those with upswept hair) and stated that their hair was arranged very high and
better combed than courtiers in France. Sagard described their hairstyle as worn high on the
forehead, very straight and upright, more so than French women, but gradually diminishing in
height from the forehead to the back of the head. The Ottawa told Cadillac that they kept their
hair very short so that their enemies had less to hold. They also wore little collars of white
plumes around their necks and similar plumes in their hair [Kinietz, pp. 233-234; HNAI, p. 775].

Champlain, Radisson, and Cadillac noted that the Ottawa pierced their noses. Radisson noted
that they inserted a straw about a foot long in the hole, while Cadillac reported that they attached
a pierced stone that hung to their upper lip from this hole. The old men told Cadillac that they
believed these ornaments protected them against evil spirits that might be cast upon them by
their enemies. Champlain also reported that the Ottawa hung beads from their ears; while
Radisson reported that they placed copper in their pierced ears and in winter they attached
swan’s down to the copper pieces [Kinietz, pp. 234-235; HNAI, p. 775].

Potawatomi: Sabrevois was the first contemporaneous author to describe the dress of the
Potawatomi. He remarked that they were well clothed and that their clothing resembled the
clothing used by the Native Americans in Montréal. The men wore red or blue cloth. They also
wore leggings of skin or cloth. The Potawatomi preferred European cloth shirts to Native leather
shirts, although they often wore the cloth shirts over leather ones which reached to their waist.
They added highly ornamental buffalo robes in the winter. While playing lacrosse, they wore
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only a breechclout and deerskin moccasins. The women wore a dress which reached almost to
their knees. Under the dress, the women wore a petticoat which reached the middle of their legs.
Some women wore bonnets; others covered their heads while travelling with a cowl that was
attached to their dresses or robes. Both sexes greased their hair and painted themselves. The
women limited the painting to their faces; while the men painted their bodies when they played
lacrosse. The men also tattooed themselves [Kinietz, pp. 312-313].

Cloth and blankets were among the most important trade goods because, unlike leather and fur,
they dried more quickly and had other qualities that traditional Native dress did not have.



