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Huron/Wendat: The Huron/Wendat lived in homes known as longhouses that were inhabited by 

an extended matrilineal family.  The average size of a Huron/Wendat longhouse was 25 feet 

wide, 100 feet long, and 25 feet high.  The hearths were in the middle of the longhouse in a 

passageway 10 to 12 feet in width; the individual hearths were spaced five to eight feet apart and 

measured seven to ten feet in length and three to four feet in width.  The hearths provided 

heating in winter; while smaller fire pits may have been used for cooking.  Sleeping platforms 

ran the length of both sides of the longhouse; the sleeping platform was used in the summer, but 

the family slept on the floor in the winter in front of the hearth.  Clothing and food were 

suspended from poles or in storage pits that had been hung in the floor of the longhouse.  Two 

nuclear families shared a hearth.  Storage for corn and firewood was located at one or both ends 

of the longhouse; additional firewood was also kept under the sleeping platforms.  

Huron/Wendat men ideally constructed longhouses and palisades in the spring when the sap was 

rising and bark and wood were pliable.  The outer walls were constructed of a double row of 

staggered two to four inch posts drawn together in an arch to form the roof.  Openings were left 

in the roof for smoke to escape; doors were placed at the ends or on the side near the end.  The 

openings in the roof could be covered with bark or skins [Kinietz, pp. 16, 39-45; HNAI, 376-

377, 3823].  

 

The Huron/Wendat occupied their villages throughout the year; they chose sites for their villages 

that had access to water, arable soil, firewood, a young secondary forest, and a defensible 

position.  Cedar and elm bark was used as the major roofing materials for the longhouse.  Birch 

bark was used for canoes and utensils.  Pine was used as a source for resin, firewood, and 

palisade posts.  In times of famine, oak acorns were eaten.  Prior to the destruction of Huronia by 

the Iroquois, only the largest villages were located on a site with steep slopes on three sides.  

During this same period, the following estimates have been made regarding the amount of timber 

required for a large single palisaded village of 1,000 people in 36 longhouses: 20,000 poles and 

162,000 square feet of bark roofing.  The actual amount of timber used was probably higher 

because most palisaded large villages in Huronia were enclosed in triple palisades [HNAI, 375-

376].  In Huronia, only the largest villages or those on the perimeter were palisaded; if the area 

was under attack, people from the smaller villages fled to the larger villages or hid in the forest.  

                                                 
1 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, 2nd printing); William C. Sturtevant and Bruce Trigger, 

Handbook of North American Indians (Washington, D.C., The Smithsonian Institution, 1978), Vol. 15, hereafter 

HNAI.   
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Archeologists at sites in Huronia have excavated some palisades of four or five rows of posts.  

The posts were interlaced with branches; bark and logs were rolled between the rows.  If the 

palisades were wide enough, galleries were built on top and some palisades even had 

watchtowers at specific locations.  Stones were kept on the galleries for throwing at the enemy; 

water was also stored for extinguishing fires.  The gates were disguised and constructed in such a 

way that they could not be seen from a distance.  The gates were blocked during an attack.  

Huron/Wendat villages were relocated every eight to twelve years [Kinietz, pp. 15, 43-45; 

HNAI, pp. 375-376, 377, 380].   

 

Petun/Tobacco: None of the early writers left a description of the homes that the Petun/Tobacco 

used, although it is presumed that like the Huron/Wendat, they lived in longhouses.  When 

Champlain visited the Petun/Tobacco in 1616, he stated that the Nation had eight occupied 

villages and two additional villages were under construction.  By 1639, the Jesuits reported that 

the Petun/Tobacco had nine villages as well as additional little villages or hamlets [HNAI, p. 

394].   

 

Huron/Petun: The Huron/Petun lived in longhouses after they settled in present-day Michigan.  

Sabrevois stated that the Huron/Petun constructed their homes more neatly than the Ottawa 

[Kinietz, pp. 242-243; [HNAI, pp. 399,400].  

 

Miami:  Very little was written about the shape or size of Miami homes during the 17th or early 

18th centuries.  Marquette noted that their oval homes were covered with rush mats; he didn’t feel 

that they would offer much protection against the wind or heavy rains, but noted that they were 

easily packed and moved.  It’s possible that the Miami were less skilled than other Tribes in 

making rush mats, because the commentators who described the Illinois, stated that rush mats 

were adequate protection against wind, rain, and snow.  The Miami enclosed their villages in 

forts prior to contact with the French.  The Miami were semi-sedentary.  They lived in permanent 

villages from April until October near their fields.  From October until April, they were involved 

in communal hunts involving the whole Tribe except for a few old people who remained in the 

village [Kinietz, pp. 170-171; HNAI, p. 682]. 

 

Ojibwa/Chippewa: The Ojibwa/Chippewa lived in homes that were similar in size to those 

described for the Potawatomi and to the portable dwellings used by the Ottawa.  The 

Ojibwa/Chippewa, however, covered the framework of their cabins with small pieces of birch 

bark that had been stitched together to form a strip that measured 20 feet or more by three feet.  

The strips were easy to roll up and carry.  The bands that lived in the eastern portion of present-

day Michigan’s Upper Peninsula and on Lake Huron moved from their villages twice a year.  

They planted their corn and then dispersed along the shores of Lake Huron to gather sheets of 

bark that would be used to make canoes and to build their cabins.  Children gathered blueberries, 

while the men fished for sturgeon with spears.  They returned to their fields when the crops were 

nearly ripe and remained there during the autumn.  The Ojibwa/Chippewa bands left their 

villages at the beginning of winter and moved to the shores of Lake Huron to hunt for beaver and 

moose; they returned to their villages in time to plant their crops [Kinietz, p. 321, 324-325]. 

 

Ottawa: The Ottawa chose sites for their villages along lake shores because of the abundance of 

fish.  Cadillac was the first person to describe the Ottawa’s homes which were similar to the 
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Huron/Petun and Iroquois longhouses.  The Ottawa drove long poles into the ground and curved 

them like an arbor.  The poles were held together with basswood bark.  The vertical poles were 

intertwined with crosspieces and covered with fir or cedar bark.  A two-foot opening was left at 

the top of the ridge.  The longhouses were 100 to 130 feet in length, 24 feet wide and about 20 

feet high.  Cadillac did not mention any differences between the Huron/Petun and Ottawa homes; 

although Sabrevois stated that the Huron /Petun constructed their homes more neatly than the 

Ottawa [Kinietz, pp. 242-243; HNAI, pp. 774, 775]. 

 

The Ottawa built smaller, circular homes when they travelled or hunted.  The poles of these 

homes were covered with mats from the bottom to the top where they left a small hole that 

functioned as a chimney.  Mats and animal skins were used for bedding.  Canoes were turned on 

their side to shelter firewood and other belongings from the rain.  Kinietz believed that prior to 

contact with the Huron/Petun, the Ottawa used these smaller homes like the Ojibwa/Chippewa 

and Potawatomi at all times instead of longhouses and that sheets of bark were used to cover 

their homes in certain seasons or locations [Kinietz, pp. 243-244; HNAI, p. 775]. 

 

Perrot reported that the Ottawa built a fort in 1653 when they expected a raid from the Iroquois, 

but it is not known whether they always enclosed their homes in a fort or whether they adopted 

this practice from the Huron/Petun.  Cadillac did not distinguish between the types of forts used 

by the two Tribes [Kinietz, p, 242]. 

 

Potawatomi: Like the Miami, nothing much was reported about their homes.  Sabrevois reported 

in 1718 that they made their cabins of reed mats known as apaquois.  Kinietz believed that they 

placed these mats over sapling frames that had been driven into the ground, bent inward, and 

lashed together at the top.  HNAI states that they lived in oval-shaped wigwams, covered with 

mats or sheets of bark.  The Potawatomi brought their mats with them when they went on 

hunting expeditions and set up their cabins every night.  The Potawatomi preferred a forest 

location near a lake or river for their permanent summer villages.  Allouez reported that the 

Potawatomi lived in a fort in 1673, but nothing was recorded about how the forts were 

constructed [Kinietz, p. 314; HNAI, pp. 726, 727, 729]. 

 


