
Timothy J. Kent, Erika K. Loveland and Michael S. Nassaney, Ph.D.’s comments regarding construction of 

homes in Detroit 

 

Poteaux en terre or Posts in the earth: 

Tim Kent’s comments:1 Poteaux en terre or posts in the earth was another method of wall construction. 

These buildings of lesser quality, were constructed without an elevating foundation or horizontal 

sill beams; the bases of the vertical frame posts and the vertical infill logs were simply planted in a 

trench in the ground, while their tops were fitted into mortise holes or a slot cut into the horizontal 

plate beam.  This type of building was made of either round posts or squared timbers. 

 

. . . in the St. Lawrence Valley it [the Poteaux en terre or posts in the earth method of construction] 

was usually only used for barns and stables, since it often had an earthen floor and the bases of the 

wall posts, in direct contact with the moist ground, decayed rather quickly. 

 

It is of interest to note that this labor-saving method of construction, which most of the inhabitants 

of the St. Lawrence region considered to be unsuitable for permanent shelter for people, was widely 

utilized for building homes and other structures in the interior regions of New France. 

 

This downgrading of housing standards in the interior may reflect the rather transitory lifestyle of 

many of the French residents there, as well as the shortage of time in many initial construction 

situations, plus a general complacency among much of the population. 

 

 
Illustration of the Poteaux en terre or posts in the earth method of construction2 

 

Descriptions of the Houses in Detroit 

 

Kent notes the following about how the houses were constructed:3 

o During the first decade of construction at Detroit, all of the houses were built of upright posts that were set 

into the earth and chinked with clay; this filling material probably had some straw, grass, leaves, or other 

plant material mixed into it. 

In 1702 and 1703, Cadillac described the houses as follows:4 

o The houses there are of good timber, of white oak, which is even and hard and as heavy as iron. 

o The home that the French Canadians built for a Huron chief in the Huron villages west of Fort Pontchartrain 

was also made of oak and measured 24 feet by 10 feet. 

In 1708, François Clairambault d’Aigremont commented about the soil 

 
1 Timothy J. Kent, Timothy, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit: A Guide to the Daily Lives of Fur Trade and Military 

Personnel, Settlers, and Missionaries at French Posts, Volumes I and II (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 

2001). p. 254, hereafter, Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit. 
2 Erika K. Loveland and Michael S. Nassaney, Ph.D., Sheltering New France, p. 20; hereafter Loveland and Nassaney. 
3 Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit p. 259. 
4 Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit p. 259. 



o The soil in Détroit consisted of nine to ten inches of sand; beneath the sand was clay that was so strong and 

impenetrable that water never passed through it.   

Author’s comments: 

o The heavy clay beneath nine to ten inches of sand would have made it difficult for the posts used to construct 

the houses to be set deeper than nine to ten inches in the soil. 

o The heavy clay soil would have made it difficult for the habitants to dig wells in Detroit. 

 

Windows 

o Kent notes5   

o in Fort Pontchartrain, the window divisions were filled with either oiled paper, as was usual in the St. 

Lawrence Valley, or rawhide scraped thin. 

o Five reams and six squires of paper were imported when Cadillac founded Detroit in 1701; Kent believes 

that some of these sheets may have been used as window panes. 

o Forty glass panes were also imported when Cadillac founded Detroit.  Kent believes that these window 

panes were used in the Church. 

o Seven sheets of paper were also noted in the 1709 inventory of the household of [Jérôme] Marillac, 

married soldier, following his death.  Kent believes that it is highly likely that this supply of paper was 

intended to be installed in windows. 

o In 1729, Antoine Cuillerier wrote to his wife, Marie Angélique Girard, asking her to visit him or to send 

specific trade goods.  Included in the trade goods requested were glass window panes.6 

 

o The Huron Mission Account Book7 for 1749 states the Mission owed Monsieur Navarre 55 panes of glass 

measuring 6 x 7 [inches], half unbroken and half broken.  The missionary had returned eleven panes to him.  The 

following year, the Mission recorded that he had “returned to Monsieur Navarre 13 panes of glass, out of 50 that 

we owed him.” 

o Loveland and Nassaney note that windows made of glass or paper were placed on adjacent sides for cross 

ventilation.8 

 

Floors  

o Loveland and Nassaney note that structures had either earthen or wooden floors; the latter were typically raised 

off the ground to keep the wood from rotting. Joists or stones held up the floor boards, which were secured in 

place by nails or a tongue and groove method.9 

 

Fireplaces 

o Loveland and Nassaney note that stone fireplaces and hearths with stick and clay (wattle and daub) chimneys 

were often placed at the ends or corners of habitation rooms. Fireplaces were used for cooking and to warm the 

home. They also were a source of light in dwellings, allowing for domestic activities such as sewing when natural 

light was insufficient.10 

o Kent notes that the fireplaces at Michilimackinac were made of stones or of clay-plastered poles and saplings.  

Both types of construction have sometimes been incorporated into a single unit such as a fire chamber made of 

stones topped by a chimney of saplings and clay.11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit p. 271.  
6 Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit Appendix 24, p. 1067.  Kent does not name Cuillerier’s wife.   
7 Jesuit Relations, Vol. 70, pp. 41 [1749] and 57 [1750]. 
8 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
9 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
10 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
11 Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit p. 261 


