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French-Canadian Building and Housing Styles in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph 

 

Fortifications 

 

As noted in Sheltering New France,1  

“The French built fortifications to demonstrate power, provide a place of refuge when necessary, 

and—most importantly—to secure trade goods and resources. Many were built hastily and at little 

cost to spread French influence by staking a claim to the area. Raw materials, landscapes, and the 

skills of the builders all impacted the final appearance of such constructions.”   

 

They note that the design of the forts was influenced by French military engineers such as 

Sébastien Le Preste de Vauban.  Vauban was known for his strategic fort designs specific to site 

conditions and a preference for gridiron town plans.  One of the elements of Vauban’s engineering 

manuals was the use of the bastion.  Palisade walls were made with rounded or split logs or stone. 

To construct a fifteen-foot wooden palisade wall, logs were placed vertically several inches apart 

in a one to four-foot deep trench that was dug to hold the logs in place.  

 

Archaeological evidence from Fort Michilimackinac suggests that the serviceable life of wood in 

sandy soils is between fifteen to twenty years. In order to help protect the wood from deteriorating, 

the French would often char the bottom three to four feet of the logs. The palisade wall at Fort 

Michilimackinac was built of twelve-foot high cedar posts with two entrances on the north and 

south sides, the doors of which were made of oak. Smaller, shorter pickets were placed between 

the wall posts to fill the space and provide cover for defenders who could stand on a raised 

platform and fire through the gap.2 

 

Definition of terms for the forts in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph3  

o A bastion is a projection in the corners of the palisade or stockade which enabled a garrison to defend the 

curtain walls. 

o The curtain walls are the walls of a fort between two bastions. 

o An embrasure is a wall or parapet which allowed the gunners to fire through it.  

o A palisade is a high fence made of stakes, poles, or pickets which were set in the ground 6” – 9” apart. 

o A stockade is also made of stakes, poles, or pickets which have been set in the ground; however, there are 

no spaces between the stakes, poles, or pickets. 

 

 
1 Erika K. Loveland and Michael Nassaney, editors, Sheltering New France (Western Michigan University – 

Kalamazoo, Michigan: Fort St. Joseph Archaeological Project Booklet Series, No. 3), 2017, hereafter, Loveland and 

Nassaney, pp. 13-16.  Accessed 22 December 2022:  

https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u2140/2020/Final%20Sheltering%20New%20France%202017.pdf;  

Wikipedia.org, Sébastien Le Preste de Vauban: 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S%C3%A9bastien_Le_Prestre_de_Vauban#Fortifications  
2 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 17. 
3 René Chartrand, The Forts of New France – the Great Lakes, the Plains, and the Gulf Coast – 1600 – 1763 

(Oxford: UK, Osprey Publishing, 2010), pp. 59-62; also see Loveland and Nassaney, 13-17. 

https://wmich.edu/sites/default/files/attachments/u2140/2020/Final%20Sheltering%20New%20France%202017.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/S%C3%A9bastien_Le_Prestre_de_Vauban#Fortifications
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Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2009 photo of the palisade 

and a bastion at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of the 

interior of the palisade and one of the bastions at 

Colonial Michilimackinac 

  

Fort Pontchartrain / Détroit’s Palisade: 

Construction of the palisade surrounding Détroit was completed within about a month of their arrival.  The palisade 

surrounded an area of about one acre.  Cadillac’s men built the square fort with oak stakes measuring fifteen feet 

that were set in the ground about three feet.  Bastions were constructed at each corner and each curtain wall 

measured thirty fathoms.  The south side of the palisade was forty feet from the river and the gentle slope from the 

river to the fort formed a natural glacis or slope making it easier to fire on forces attacking from the river side.  

Cadillac’s men built a magasin (warehouse) which sheltered all of the merchandise prior to constructing any of the 

other buildings in the fort.4  

 

The palisade was enlarged after Cadillac’s 1706 convoy which brought families and other settlers with him.  In 

1708, François Clairambault d’Aigremont made the following comments about the palisades in his 14 November 

1708 memorandum to Pontchartrain:5 

The stakes of the fort are almost all rotten, and in such a manner that I saw one of them fall in 

front of me.  It is the soldiers who cut, and carry on their shoulders, the stakes which it is 

necessary to replace at this fort, and he does not give them anything for that. 

 

As they have been obliged to enlarge this fort in some places on account of the houses that have 

been built within it. M. de La Mothe has compelled the owners of these houses to do the work, or 

have it done, each within the limits of the land he occupies, so that this fort does not cost him a 

sol. 

 

There are two bastions which are so small and of such an extraordinary outline that you would not 

know what they were.  That is because, when the curtains were pushed forward, these bastions 

were not advanced, but only shortened, as you will see, My Lord, from the plan I have the honor 

to annex hereto. 

 

In 1710, Cadillac noted: “It is absolutely necessary to rebuild the fort entirely, from one end to another.”6 

 

 
4 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, Le Détroit du Lac Érié – 1701-1710 (Royal Oak, Michigan: French-

Canadian Heritage Society of Michigan), 2016, p. 7 (Historical Chapter); Timothy J. Kent, 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), hereafter Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, pp. 

19-29; LAC, Mikan #3050230 (Callière and Champigny’s 5 October 1701 memorandum to Pontchartrain); 

Delanglez, “The Genesis and Building of Detroit,” p. 96; Michigan Pioneer Historical Series Collections, hereafter, 

MPHSC, Vol. 33, p. 110 (excerpts from Callière and Champigny’s 5 October 1701 memorandum to Pontchartrain). 
5 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, p. 447; Kent, p. 29; MPHSC, Vol. 33, p. 428. 
6 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, Census Chapter, p. 454; LAC, Mikan #3064446; MPHSC, Vol. 33, 

pp. 494-495. 
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On 24 August 1711, Fr. Cherubin Deniau informed Cadillac that Jacques Charles Renaud Dubuisson had cut the fort 

in half, leaving the following buildings outside the palisades: the Church, Fr. Deniau’s house, Cadillac’s house, and 

the homes of the following habitants: François Fafard dit Delorme, Joseph Parent, Pierre Mallet, Pierre Roy, Pierre 

Robert, Michel Campeau, and Henri Bélisle.7 

 

During the winter or spring 1717, after he learned that Alphonse de Tonty was replacing him as commandant, 

Jacques Charles de Sabrevois called together all of the voyageurs and habitants who lived in the fort and asked them 

to gather the stakes necessary to repair one of the curtain walls in the fort.  Many of the residents were cooperative, 

asking how many stakes each person should supply.  However, Neveu [probably Jacques Neveu], Babie [probably 

Raymond Babie], and Dandonneau dit Dusable [possibly Louis Adrien Dandonneau dit Dusable], the officer, replied 

that they would not bring any because Tonty would provide them.  They even tried to dissuade the others from 

supplying the stakes.  Sabrevois reported that he was very dissatisfied with Dandonneau dit Dusable because of the 

way he behaved; nevertheless, he believed that Neveu was a bad influence on the men.8  

 

In 1718, Tonty claimed that he paid more than 2,000 livres to have the fort at Détroit rebuilt.9 However in 1721,  

[Jacques] Langlois, [Joseph] Parent, Joseph Trudeau, Baptiste Trudeau, Joseph Langlois, [probably Jean Antoine] 

Magnan [dit Lespérance],[Julian Trottier, sieur] DesRivières, [Paul Trottier, sieur] DesRuisseaux, Michel Campeau, 

[Pierre] Mallet, [Antoine Thunay dit] Dufresne, Jacques Hubert dit Lacroix, [Jean Alexis Lemoine, sieur] Monière, 

raised a number of complaints in their names and also in the names of all the other habitants, who had received 

concessions from Cadillac against Tonty.10 Amongst other complaints, they complained that Tonty made them pay 

five livres per square arpent for the concessions they had received from Cadillac, and had extracted from the 

merchants a payment for residing in the said fort making Mr. [Jacques] Neveu11 give one bundle of otter skins, Paul 

[Trottier, sieur] DesRuisseaux, three bundles, Franquelin,12 two bundles, and several others in the same manner.   

They argued that Tonty should not have charged these fees because the habitants built the fort . . . at their own cost 

and expense, and the enlisted soldiers were obliged to build the fort. Tonty forced Jacques Campeau, [Jean François 

Pelletier dit] Antaya, Michel Campeau, Godefroy [probably Jacques Godefroy, sieur de Mauboeuf], [probably 

Raymond] Babie and numbers of others a fine of 50 livres.   

 

Fort Michilimackinac: 

Circa 1715 to 1716, Constant LeMarchand de Lignery ordered the traders who planned to take part in the expedition 

against the Fox/Mesquakie and the soldiers to construct new villages for the French and the Odawa/Ottawa, a fort 

for the garrison, two guard houses, and a 40-foot house to accommodate the officers, soldiers, traders, and secured 

storage space for the provisions and merchandise at present-day Mackinac City on the south side of the Straits of 

Mackinac.13  They also installed the four small cannon and mortars at the new fort that LeMarchand de Lignery 

intended to use during the expedition against the Fox/Mesquakie.14 

 

 
7MPHSC, Vol. 33, p. 517 – excerpts from Fr. Deniau’s letter to Cadillac. 
8 LAC, Mikan #3065096 – excerpts from Sabrevois’ 8 April 1717 memoir to Vaudreuil; MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 582-

583.  
9 LAC, Mikan #3066570 – excerpts from Vaudreuil’s 15 October 1715 memoir to the Council of Marine; MPHSC, 

Vol. 33, pp. 609-610.  
10 LAC, Mikan #2487442; MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 707-709.  Names have been standardized per Jetté. 
11 Jacques Neveu and Michelle Chauvin, his wife, lived in Détroit with their family.  He was a merchant and an 

engageur.  Jetté, p. 847.  See the Contracts Chapter, Families Chapter, Land Chapter, and Register Chapter.  
12 Franquelin – this may have been a reference to Marie Joseph Franquelin, son of Jean Baptiste Louis Franquelin, 

the cartographer, and Élisabeth Aubert.  Jetté, p. 441. 
13 LAC, Mikan #3065520 – LeMarchand de Lignery’s memoir seeking reimbursement for construction of the fort 

and other buildings, as well as expenses associated with the expedition against the Fox/Mesquakie; WiHC, Vol. 16, 

pp. 386-387; Kent, Michilimackinac, p. 198 – points out that a large number of men would have been needed to 

construct the new fort and other buildings.  The traders and soldiers did not arrive until 1715 and 1716.  
14 Kent, Michilimackinac, pp. 198, 205, 216 
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In 1749, Michel Chartier de Lotbinière made the following comments regarding the palisade and bastions at 

Colonial Michilimackinac:15 See Chartier de Lotbinière’s map on p. 226. 

This fort is very badly built; it is square or just about, with four bastions, that is to say, what they 

call bastions.  The sides measure from forty-seven toises [282 French feet] up to fifty-three [318 

Fr. Ft.] outside dimensions.  The bastions have faces of eighteen and twenty feet and flanks of 

eight.  The lines of defense in some places are /fichantes/, one or two / take their covering fire/ 

from the shoulder of the neighboring bastion. This fort is built of Cedar posts 12 feet high above 

ground.  It has two doors; one facing landward / is a double door/, the other facing the water is a 

/smaller/ single door; / both are made of Oak wood; there is a third one giving entrance to the 

missionary’s yard / of triangular shape/ [last insertion deleted]; the key got this door is at his 

disposal] in daytime; it is handed over to the Commandant in the evening. 

 

Within and around the enclosure [of the fort], at a distance of six or seven feet, stands a palisade 

that used to be the fort before the war [1744].  The space between the new fort and this palisade /is 

called/ chemin de ronde [sentry beat]; it is interrupted by the street which runs across from one 

door to the other and by the powder magazine situated near the East bastion.  On the flanked angle 

of this bastion, as well as on the West bastion near the water /diagonally opposite to it/, is a square 

sentry box 5 feet long /by 3-1/2 feet wide. 

 

The powder magazine is buried and covered with turf.  In this fort there are 4 small 1/2-pounder 

brass cannons and a grenade mortar of the same material 4 pouces 9 lignes in diameter [or 4-3/4 

18th c. French inch (12 lines to the inch then)] its powder chamber is cylindrical.   

 

Fort St. Joseph: 

 

 
Dunning Idle, The Fort of the St. Joseph River During the French Régime 1679-1761 (South Bend, Indiana: Support 

the Fort, Inc., 2003) – Cover Illustration. 

 

Public or Communal Buildings, Structures, or Features that May be Found in, or directly outside, a Fort 

 

This section discusses the public or communal building, structures, or features that existed in Fort Pontchartrain / 

Detroit and Michilimackinac.  Following are maps of Fort/Pontchartrain / Detroit and Michilimackinac.  In addition 

to discussing the building, structure, or feature, if their location was known, the comments below will indicate where 

the building, structure, and or feature was located on one of the maps:   

 
15 Marie Gérin-Lajoie, translator and editor, Fort Michilimackinac in 1749 – Lotbinière’s Plan and Description 

(Mackinac Island State Park Commission, Mackinac History, Volume II, Leaflet No. 5, 1976), p. 5, hereafter Fort 

Michilimackinac in 1749 – Lotbinière’s Plan and Description, pp. 4, 6. 
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Fort Pontchartrain / Detroit Maps or Plans 

 

 
1749 copy of Cadillac’s 1702 plan of Fort Pontchartrain – courtesy of the New France Archives: https://nouvelle-

france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40557& 

 

Based on the proximity of houses to their neighbors on the 1732, 1749, and 1760 maps, some of the habitants may 

have lived in rowhouses similar to those found at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

 
1732 Plan du Fort Pontchartrain – courtesy of Gallica.fr: 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b78456209?rk=21459;2 

https://nouvelle-france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40557&
https://nouvelle-france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40557&
https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b78456209?rk=21459;2
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Gaspard Joseph Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 Map of the Fort – Available from the New France Archives: 

http://nouvelle-france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40554& 

 

 
British Lieutenant Diedrich Brehm's Map or Plan of Detroit in 1760, courtesy of the Burton Collection at the Detroit 

Public Library16 

https://digitalcollections.detroitpubliclibrary.org/islandora/object/islandora%3A145872 

 
16 In 2021, the William Clements Library at the University of Michigan purchased William Brasier’s “Plan of the 

Fort at De Troit” (1761).  The Brasier Plan is based upon Brehm’s Plan.  

See: https://clements.umich.edu/clements-acquires-rare-map-of-detroit-1761/  

http://nouvelle-france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40554&
http://nouvelle-france.org/eng/Pages/item.aspx?IdNumber=40554&
https://digitalcollections.detroitpubliclibrary.org/islandora/object/islandora%3A145872
https://clements.umich.edu/clements-acquires-rare-map-of-detroit-1761/
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Fort Pontchartrain/Detroit:  

Bread Oven:   

o A bread oven or bake oven was listed in the inventory of Cadillac’s possessions as a separate item, which 

implies that it was a separate structure.    

o A bread oven first appears on Lt. Brehm’s 1760 Plan of Detroit.  It is marked by the symbol E, and was located 

in the southeast part of the fort. 

 

Barns:  

o On 5 October 1703, a fire was set in the commandant’s barn. The ensuing fire spread from the barn to the 

Church, the Priest’s house, and the homes of Tonty and Cadillac.17 

o The 1710 Census of Fort Pontchartrain states: “Outside the fort, at a distance of half a gun-shot, there is a 

miserable barn and a house that serves as a stable.”18   

o A barn is included in the 1711 Inventory of Cadillac’s possessions.19 

o Barns and stables first appear in Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 Plan of the Fort.  They were located north of the 

Fort and are marked by the symbol G. 

 

Barracks/Soldier’s Homes: 

o The soldier’s barracks or house first appears on the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac.  It is marked with the 

symbol G. 

o Kent states20 that the house described as follows in the Inventory of Cadillac’s possessions21: “33 feet long by 

21 feet wide, [with walls] 9 feet high; its roof and ceiling are covered with split logs; it is walled with upright 

timbers set into the ground; it has neither locks nor doors nor shutters, with only the four frames (chassis) for 

[windows] and two frames for doors” was a large living quarters of rather low quality. 

o He believes that this house served in part as the residence of a number of unmarried soldiers. 

o The house could have also served as a place where individuals could live until they built their own 

houses. 

o Kent also believes that this house could have served as a guardhouse during Cadillac’s tenure as 

commandant. 

o In addition to the 33 feet long by 21 feet wide building discussed above, Kent notes that in the summary of the 

lots that Cadillac granted between 1706 – 1710,22 seven different buildings were listed which were adjacent to a 

“house for soldiers belonging to us [Cadillac].23 

o Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 plan of the fort depicts two buildings at the west end of the fort with the symbol 

BB which for Corps de Guard.  See the previous page for this map. 

o Kent believes that the larger building was a barracks, and the smaller building was a guardhouse.24   

 

Blacksmith Shop(s): 

o A blacksmith’s shop does not appear on any of the maps which follow.  Jacques Campeau, Joseph Parent, and 

Jean Baptiste Trudeau were blacksmiths or edge-tool makers who lived in Detroit between 1711-1720.  Their 

shops were probably in a building that was separate from their homes. 

  

Butcher’s Shop:  

o A butcher’s shop or boucherie first appears in Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 Plan of the Fort.  It was located 

southeast of the Fort, to the left of the King’s Gardens. 

 

 

 

 

 
17 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 285. 
18 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, p. 454 
19 See p. 202. 
20 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, pp. 262-263. 
21 See p. 202. 
22 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, pp. 373-380.  Also see pp. 184-193 of this book. 
23 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, 263. 
24 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, 263. 
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Cannons:  

o The first mention of cannons in Fort Pontchartrain / Detroit occurred during May 1712 when the 

Fox/Mesquakie and their Allies attacked the Fort.  On 13 May 1712, Jacques Charles Renaud, sieur Dubuisson, 

acting commandant, ordered the blacksmith25 to make iron wedges that would be shot from the cannon.26   

o Artillery does not appear on any maps until Lt. Brehm’s 1760 Plan of Detroit.  It is marked as a Cavalier with 

small guns and a mortar on the north side of the Fort and marked with the symbol A. 

 

Cemetery: 

o The cemetery does not appear on any map until Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 map of the Fort.  It was located on 

the east side of the Fort and marked with the symbol D. 

  

Church: 

o The first Church at Fort Pontchartrain / Detroit appears in the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac.  It is marked 

with the symbol A. 

o On 5 October 1703, a fire was set in the commandant’s barn. The ensuing fire spread from the barn to the 

Church, the Priest’s house, and the homes of Tonty and Cadillac.27 

o During the summer of 1711, Jacques Charles Renaud, sieur Dubuisson, the acting commandant, cut the Fort in 

half, leaving the Church, the priest’s house and several homes owned by habitants outside the palisade.28   

o In May 1712, Jacques Charles Renaud Dubuisson, acting commandant, ordered the French Canadians to pull 

down the Church, warehouse, and the homes that were immediately outside the fort to prevent the enemy from 

setting fire to the buildings that might spread to the fort.29 

o Although the Church was rebuilt, it is not known what type of construction technique was used to rebuild it. 

 

Gardens: 

o On 10 March 1707, Cadillac granted garden lots outside the Fort to 15 individuals, officers, and traders.30 

o Gardens first appear in Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 Plan of the Fort.  Both gardens were located on the east 

side of the Fort and are marked by the symbols C and L. 

 

Guardhouse: 

o The guardhouse first appears on the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac.  It is marked with the symbol H. 

o Tonty’s 1721 list of buildings in the fort31 refer to two building that were used as a guardhouse. 

 

Latrine / Outhouse: 

o The only reference to a latrine or outhouse within Fort Pontchartrain / Detroit appears on Tonty’s 1721 list of 

the buildings in the fort.  In his report, Tonty noted the following about site 11 on rue St. Louis: “Site on which 

the Church, and the house of the Récollet priest, and the outhouse are located, abutting on the road of the 

Curtain wall of the Potawatomi, containing 30 feet frontage by 100 feet deep.”32 

 

Mill:  

o In 1706, Cadillac hired Joseph Chabot to build a windmill in Détroit. After the mill had been completed, 

Cadillac required Détroit’s habitants to grind their grains at the mill. He charged the eighth minot (about three 

French bushels) for grinding their grain at the mill; although throughout the rest of the Colony mill owners 

charged the 14th minot.33 

 
25 Two blacksmiths were documented in the Fort Pontchartain Register between March 1711 and 1712: Jacques 

Parent and Joseph Sénécal.  Jacques Langlois was also a blacksmith, but he had been captured by the Kickapoo 

during the winter and had not yet returned to Détroit.  See the Register Chapter. 
26 See the Timeline, p. 11. 
27 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 285. 
28 See p. 8.  
29 LAC, Mikan #3066443 – excerpts from Renaud Dubuisson’s 15 June 1712 memoir to Vaudreuil; MPHSC, Vol. 

33, p. 538.  
30 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, pp. 381, 385. 
31 MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 687-689. 
32 MPHSC, Vol. 33, p. 688. 
33 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, p. 449. 
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o See the Inventory of Cadillac’s Possessions for an illustration of a mill.34  

o A mill first appears in Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 plan of the Fort.  A mill was located north of the Fort.  It is 

marked by the symbol E.  

 

Powder Magazine:  

o The Powder Magazine was stored in a separate room of the trading storehouse during Cadillac’s tenure as 

commandant. The Magazine is marked by the symbol F on the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac.35 

 

Priest’s House: 

o The priest’s house is marked by the symbol E on the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac. 

o On 5 October 1703, a fire was set in the commandant’s barn. The ensuing fire spread from the barn to the 

Church, the Priest’s house, and the homes of Tonty and Cadillac.36 

o During the summer of 1711, Jacques Charles Renaud, sieur Dubuisson, the acting commandant, cut the Fort in 

half, leaving the Church, the priest’s house and several homes owned by habitants outside the palisade.37 

o In May 1712, Jacques Charles Renaud Dubuisson, acting commandant, ordered the French Canadians to pull 

down the Church, warehouse, and the homes that were immediately outside the fort to prevent the enemy from 

setting fire to the buildings that might spread to the fort.38 

o Although the Priest’s house was rebuilt, it is not known what type of construction technique was used to rebuild 

it. 

 

Stable: 

o The 1710 Census of Fort Pontchartrain states: “Outside the fort, at a distance of half a gun-shot, there is a 

miserable barn and a house that serves as a stable.”39    

o Barns and stables first appear in Chaussegros de Léry’s 1749 Plan of the Fort.  They were located north of the 

Fort and are marked by the symbol G. 

 

Warehouse/Storehouse: 

o The warehouse/storehouse is marked by the symbol F on the 1702 map attributed to Cadillac. 

o In May 1712, Jacques Charles Renaud Dubuisson, acting commandant, ordered the French Canadians to pull 

down the Church, warehouse, and the homes that were immediately outside the fort to prevent the enemy from 

setting fire to the buildings that might spread to the fort.40 

 

Wells: 

o Wells do not appear on any of the 18th century maps of Detroit. 

 

  

 
34 See p. 199 
35 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 286. 
36 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 285. 
37 See p. 8.  
38 LAC, Mikan #3066443 – excerpts from Renaud Dubuisson’s 15 June 1712 memoir to Vaudreuil; MPHSC, Vol. 

33, p. 538.  
39 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, p. 454. 
40 See p. 10. 
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Michilimackinac Maps: 

 

 
Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map41 

Courtesy of Colonial Michilimackinac: https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-

2320 

 
41 Fort Michilimackinac in 1749 – Lotbinière’s Plan and Description, p. 5 

https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-2320
https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-2320
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Magra Map  

Courtesy of Colonial Michilimackinac: https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-

2320 

 

In addition to commenting on the Public or Communal Buildings, Structures, or Features that May be Found in, or 

directly outside Michilimackinac, thanks to the re-created buildings at Colonial Michilimackinac, this section will 

include photos of the building, structure, or feature. 

 

Bake or Bread Ovens:  

o Three bake ovens or fours appear on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map.  Two bake ovens appear at the 

top of the map, as well as one bake oven in an enclosure on the right side of the map. 

 
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photo of the Bake or Bread Oven at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Barns or Stables:  

o A stable appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map at the top of the map marked as ecurie a Mr 

Langlade – Langlade’s stable 

https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-2320
https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-four-maps-of-michilimackinac/#more-2320
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Barracks:  

o A barracks does not appear on either map, although Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map shows that the 

junior officers lived in a house on the bottom row of the map. 

 

 

 
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photo of the exterior of 

the Soldiers’ Barracks at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of the 

beds in the Soldiers’ Barracks at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

 

Blacksmith Shop:  

o The blacksmith’s shop appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map next to the Jesuit’s house. 

 

 

 

 

 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2009 photo of the 

Blacksmith’s Shop at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of the 

Blacksmith working at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Cannons:  

o Although not marked with a symbol, the presence of cannons are implied in the bastions on Michel Chartier de 

Lotbinière’s 1749 Map. 

o Cannons are marked with the symbol O on the Magra map. 

 

Cemetery: a cemetery does not appear on either map. See the information below under the Church. 

 

Church:  

o The Eglise or Church appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map on the right side of the map. 

o A Church or Chapel was probably constructed at Michilimackinac shortly after its founding in 1715. 
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o In 1743, Joseph Hains/Ainse/Ainsse, a master carpenter built a Church at Michilimackinac.  In 1960, when 

archaeologists excavated the site, they found the remains of the horizontal log building, as well as burials below 

the Church and in a cemetery on the east end of the Fort.  A new Church was built between 1747 – 1749 based 

upon a Church at Tadoussac.42 

  
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of the 

exterior of Ste. Anne’s Church at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2018 photo of the Baptismal 

Font at Ste. Anne’s Church at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Gardens:  

o A garden appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map adjoining the court of the Jesuits. 

o Gardens are spread throughout Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Guardhouse:  

o A Guardhouse appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map.  It was located along the bottom row of 

houses.   

o A guardhouse was built in 1750 across the walkway from the Soldiers’ Barracks. 

  

 

 

 

Exterior of the Guardhouse at Colonial Michilimackinac British Soldier on Duty outside the Guardhouse at 

Colonial Michilimackinac 

 
42 The Reconstructed Church exhibit at Colonial Michilimackinac. 
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British Guard on Duty in the Guardhouse at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

Communal Bunk in the Guardhouse at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photos of the Guardhouse at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Icehouse:  

o An icehouse or glacière appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map.  It was in the enclosed area on 

the right side of the fort. 

 

Latrine / Privies: 

o A latrine does not appear on either map of Michilimackinac. 

o Archaeologists have discovered remains of privies near the Commandant’s house and other privies around the 

fort, including near the powder magazine and behind the Southwest Rowhouse, but only the military latrine in 

the northwest corner of the fort had been reconstructed prior to the addition of the new privy. While not every 

house had an associated privy in the 18th century, they would have been a common sight at Michilimackinac.43 

 

Mill: 

o A mill does not appear on either map of Michilimackinac. 

 

Powder Magazine:  

o A poudriere or powder magazine appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map in the left corner of the 

back street. 

o The Powder Magazine was located next to the south southeast rowhouse. 

  
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photos of the charred remains of the Powder Magazine at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Priest’s House:  

o The priest’s house appears on Michel Chartier de Lotbinière’s 1749 Map on the right side of the map. 

 

 
43 See https://www.mackinacparks.com/?s=privy  

https://www.mackinacparks.com/?s=privy


French-Canadian Building and Housing Styles in Detroit, Michilimackinac and Fort St. Joseph 
© - 2023 - Gail Moreau-DesHarnais and Diane Wolford Sheppard, All Rights Reserved. 

 

15 

 

 

 

 
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2009 photo of the Priest’s 

House at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of part 

of the interior of the Priest’s House at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

 

Warehouse/Storehouse: 

o A warehouse or storehouse does not appear on either map. 

o The re-created King’s Storehouse is located immediately inside the north gate at Colonial Michilimackinac. 

 

Well:  

o A well appears in the center of Fort on the Magra Map.  It is marked by the symbol I. 

  
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s October 2022 photo of the French Well and Bucket in the Treasures from the Sand 

Exhibit at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Construction Methods 

Pièce sur Pièce or piece on piece44 

 

 
44 Peter Moogk, Building a House in New France (Markam, Ontario: Fitzhenry and Whiteside, 2002 – the first 

edition was published in 1977), p. 19. 
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In 1710, Cadillac noted that there were only two buildings that were built of logs, one upon another [pièces sur 

pièces]: the chapel, where the missionary lives, and the Company’s warehouse.45   

 

Kent notes:46 

. . . the most common type of home in New France at the beginning of the 18th century was 

relatively small, one-story building with walls of wood; its tall and rather steep roof often made up 

nearly two-thirds of the height of the structure.  The average wooden house ranged from about 18 

to 26 feet in length, with a ratio of length to width of about 5 to 4.  The exterior height of the 

walls, averaging 10 feet, ranged from 12 down to 6 feet. 

 

The most common wall construction was based upon a frame of vertical hewn posts which stood 

at the corners and at intervals of about five feet long along each wall . . . . The projecting tenon at 

each end of these vertical elements was set into mortise holes cut through the two horizontal hewn 

beams which ran along the full length of the bottom and top of each wall: these two beams were 

called the sill and the plate respectively.  Wooden pegs driven through the mortise and tenon joints 

in the frame held securely together. 

 

. . . the spaces between the vertical frame posts were most often filled in with horizontal logs.  

These pieces were shaped at each end into a narrow tongue called a tenon; the tenons were slid 

down a vertical slot or groove which was cut into the side of each framing post.  Since the usual 

span between the upright posts was only five feet, short and irregular sections of logs could be 

used for the infill, and a single worker could handle them alone. 

 

In some cases, the ends of the horizontal timbers at the corners of these buildings were not fitted 

into slots in a vertical post.  Instead, each layer was secured to the logs of the adjacent wall by 

means of dovetailing. . . . In these cases, the layers were often secured to each other with long 

vertical wooden pegs that were driven down through the corners. 

 

  
1789 Navarre Anderson Trading Post – Monroe, 

Michigan 

Cutaway on the left side of the Navarre Anderson 

Trading Post which shows the Pièce sur Pièce 

construction 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s June 2019 photos taken at the Navarre Anderson Trading Post 

 

 
45 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, p. 454 (Census Chapter). 
46 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 251. 
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Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2009 photo of the exterior of Ste. Anne’s Church at Colonial Michilimackinac which 

shows the tongue and groove construction at the side of the Church 

 

Additional Building or Construction Styles used in Fort Pontchartrain, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph 

Poteaux sur sole (posts on a sill); and  

 

Poteaux en terre (posts in the ground or earth). 

 

Kent described these methods as follows:47 

. . . the Poteaux sur sole or posts on a sill method of construction utilized vertical posts to fill the 

spaces between the frame elements. . . . the infill logs (called piquets) were sometimes left in the 

natural round form.  In other cases, they were either fully squared or were hewn on the two sides 

that butted against adjacent logs. 

 

In the St. Lawrence region, a foundation of stone was typically laid to raise the wooden sill beams 

above the dampness of the ground.  In a few instances, the sills were simply laid on flat stones, 

wooden blocks, or even directly on the ground.  However, most homes were constructed upon a 

semi-subterranean foundation of stone and mortar from 2 – 3 ½ feet high, which usually extended 

down below the frost level.  

 
Illustration of the Poteaux sur sole (posts on a sill) method of construction48 

 
47 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, pp. 251-254.  The “Buildings, Hardware, and Furnishings” Chapter is a treasure-trove 

of information regarding these topics on buildings throughout New France. 
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Illustration of a house in New France49 

 

 
Artists’ Reconstruction of a House at Fort St. Joseph50 

 

Poteaux en terre or Posts in the earth: 

Tim Kent’s comments:51 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. 

 

 
48 Peter Moogk, p. 19.  The fill between the posts is referred to as colombage bousille which was a “cheap fill of 

stone with mud or clay.” 
49 BAnQ, Place-Royale berceau d’une ville (Québec, 1986), p. 6 
50 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 19. 
51 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 254.   
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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 construction52 

 

Michel Chartier de Lotbinière made the following comments regarding the houses at Michilimackinac:53 

The fort contains 40 houses all very badly built; I do not include in this number either the Church 

or the missionary’s house.  Most of the houses are built of upright posts caulked inside and outside 

with clay /with cob/.  /The others as well as the Church are built of squared timbers and are 

covered with boards/. 

 

 
Map of the homes and buildings excavated at Fort St. Joseph54 

 
52 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 20. 
53 Fort Michilimackinac in 1749 – Lotbinière’s Plan and Description, p. 6 
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Descriptions of the Houses in Detroit 

 

Kent notes the following about how the houses were constructed:55 

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:56 

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:57  

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. 

 

Descriptions of some of the homes sold in Detroit during 170858 

 

o On 15 April 1708, Antoine Dupuis and Marie Anne Marandeau sold an unfinished house and site measuring 30 

feet deep and twenty-two feet wide on rue Ste. Anne, to Louis Gatineau for Jean Baptiste Gatineau dit 

Duplessis, his brother. 

 

o The house was unfinished.  Antoine Dupuis agreed to finish the chimney, the thatch roof, and gable on 

the side of the chimney, the chimney with bousillage [a mixture of clay and straw], to make an earthen 

hearth, the remainder of the floor, and to hang up a window shutter.  Gatineau would allow four days 

to finish the house.  Dupuis and his wife bound themselves to leave the wooden posts that were on the 

place and to be responsible for the house [in case of fire or whatever the case might be] until Gatineau 

took possession at the end of May.  Gatineau agreed to pay Dupuis and his wife the sum of 200 livres 

worth in good and marketable peltries:  140 livres by the end of May and the remainder during the 

course of the summer – the sum of 60 livres cash in a half minot [bushel] of salt, and in hemp cloth at 

the cost price in Montréal. 

 

o On 7 July 1708, Charles Charron dit Larose, a soldier in Cabanac Company, sold a house and site on rue Ste. 

Anne, measuring 25 feet in front and 22 feet deep, to Pierre Gareau dit Saint-Onge.   

 

o Charron agreed to enlarge the house by six or seven feet, repair the chimney, cover it with erbe/herbe 

[thatch], make flooring upstairs, and change the window posts.  Pierre Gareau agreed to bring to 

Charron in the fall of 1708 merchandise, at the current price in Montréal, in the sum of 75 livres cash.   

 

o On 9 July 1708, Jacques Desmoulins dit Philis and Charlotte Savaria, his wife, sold a house and site measuring 

30 feet wide by 16 feet deep, on rue St. Louis to Jean LeSueur.   

 

o Jacques Desmoulins agreed to cover the house with thatch, to make the chimney out of good and solid 

earth [terre: clay?], to make the gable end of the chimney out of earth and the other end out of straw, to 

make a partition of split logs, to make three doors and three windows, to hang them with wooden 

hinges, and the lock of the door to also be of wood.  LeSueur agreed to pay Jacques Desmoulins in the 

fall of 1708 40 livres-worth in merchandise at the price of Montréal.   

 
54 Michael S. Nassaney, editor, Fort St. Joseph Revealed – The Historical Archaeology of a Fur Trading Post 

(Gainesville, Florida: University Press of Florida), p. 87. 
55 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 259. 
56 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 259. 
57 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, Land Chapter, excerpts from official reports, p. 446 
58 Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, Land Chapter, pp. 385-391. 
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Component Parts of a French-Canadian Home in Detroit, Michilimackinac, or Fort St. Joseph 

Roofs 

o Loveland and Nassaney note that a steep hipped roof, made of either long wooden boards, wooden shingles, or 

pieces of bark, was common in order to shed rain and snow and divert water from the building’s foundations.59 

o The French-Canadian Construction Techniques Exhibit in the France at Mackinac Exhibit at Colonial 

Michilimackinac notes the following: 

o Roof Pitch: the steeply-sloped roof was a carryover from France where thatched roofs needed to be 

steep to allow rain and snow to quickly run off. 

o Cedar Bark Roof: the first houses at Michilimackinac likely had cedar-bark roofs. . . cedar was readily 

available, waterproof, and used by the local Native Americans for their homes. 

o Plank Roof: a 1749 Map of Michilimackinac notes that most buildings had a plank roof versus a cedar 

bark roof. 

o eaves and a protective overhang near the house walls. 

o Coyaux:  Coyaux are small wedges that were placed under the outer edges of the rafters to create flared 

eaves and a protective coating near the house walls. 

o Tim Kent notes:60 Roof coverings of thatch or tree bark were generally considered as temporary versions on 

houses. 

o Based on documents from the early history of Detroit, we know the following about how the houses were 

roofed: 

o In 1706, when the Ottawa attacked the fort, Étienne Veniard, sieur de Bourgmond, the temporary 

commandant, feared that they would set fire to the houses in the fort.  Therefore, he ordered the 

residents to remove the thatch from the chapel, the Récollet’s house, and the Compagnie de la Colonie 

warehouse and to roof the structures with animal skins.  The skins were damaged during the siege by 

the rains, but the damage was not that severe.  After Cadillac arrived in Détroit, he ordered the soldiers 

to gather bark from the trees in the woods and re-roof the buildings with bark.  None of the soldiers 

were paid for this work [Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford Sheppard, Land Chapter, p. 447; MPHSC, 

Vol. 33, p. 446 (excerpts from François Clairambault d’Aigremont’s 14 November 1708 memorandum 

to Pontchartrain)]. 

o In 1708, Clairambault d’Aigremont reported that there were only 63 inhabitants in Détroit; Cadillac 

had granted all of them sites within the fort.  Each of the habitants built a small house of stakes 

plastered with mud, and thatched with wild grass or straw.  [Moreau-DesHarnais and Wolford 

Sheppard, Land Chapter, p. 447; MPHSC, Vol. 33, p. 426 (excerpts from François Clairambault 

d’Aigremont’s 14 November 1708 memorandum to Pontchartrain)]. 

o The 1710 census stated that the houses had been built of stakes set upright, and earth, all covered 

[roofed] with thatch; the commandant’s was like the others, because the King and the Compagnie had 

not spent any money on it.  There were only two buildings built of logs, one upon another: the chapel, 

where the missionary lived, and the Compagnies’ warehouse.  Outside the fort, at a distance of half a 

gun-shot, there was a miserable barn and a house, which served as a stable [Moreau-DesHarnais and 

Wolford Sheppard, Census Chapter, p. 454; LAC Mikan #3064446; MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 492-494].  

o On 23 or 24 May, 1712, during the Fox/Mesquakie attack on the fort, the Fox/Mesquakie began 

shooting fire arrows into Fort Pontchartrain.  Renaud Dubuisson ordered the French and their Allies to 

remove the thatch from the houses within the fort and to cover the houses with bear and deerskins.  

They also brought two large wooden boats into the fort and filled them with 20 barrels of water.  They 

used mops saturated with water to extinguish the fires, and hooks to remove the arrows.  The 

Fox/Mesquakie wounded five or six French Canadians during this encounter [LAC, Mikan #3066443 – 

excerpts from Renaud Dubuisson’s 15 June 1712 memoir to Vaudreuil; MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 545-

549].  Note: the fact that the French brought two large boats into the fort and filled them with water 

may indicate that a well or wells did not exist within the fort in 1712. 

o In contrast to the habitants and voyageurs in Detroit, each of the homes owned by Cadillac were 

roofed with either sawn planks or split half logs.  Over the decades, the habitants gradually replaced 

the thatched roofs with ones of boards. 

 

 

 
59 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
60 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 255. 
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Exterior Construction Features 

 

Roofs on four of the homes at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

 

 
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photo of the 

Commandant’s House 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2018 photo of the S. SE. 

Rowhouse / Chevalier House 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the  

N.W. Rowhouse 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2009 photo of the S.E. 

Rowhouse / Solomon-Levy House 

 

Exterior Walls – As noted above, buildings in Fort Pontchartrain / Detroit, Colonial Michilimackinac, and Fort St. 

Joseph using on the following construction methods 

o Pièce sur Pièce or piece on piece 

o Poteaux en terre or posts in the earth 

o Poteaux sur sole or posts on a sill 

 

Windows 

o Kent notes61   

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; some of 

these sheets may have been used as window panes. 

 
61 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 271.  
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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.62 

o The Jesuit Mission Account Book63 for 1749 states the Mission owed Monsieur Navarre 55 panes of glass 

measuring 6 x 7 [inches], half unbroken and half broken.  He 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.64 

 

Chimneys at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

 

 

 

 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the chimney 

on the S. S.E. Rowhouse at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2016 photo of the chimney on 

the N.W. Rowhouse at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

 

 

Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photo of the chimney on 

the west end of the S.W. Rowhouse at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the chimney 

on the east end of the S.W. Rowhouse at Colonial 

Michilimackinac 

 
62 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, Appendix 24, p. 1067.  Kent does not name Cuillerier’s wife.   
63 Jesuit Relations, Vol. 70, pp. 41 [1749] and 57 [1750]. 
64 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
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Interior Features  

 

Attics 

o Loveland and Nassaney note that attics or lofts within French-style homes were used as sleeping areas and to 

store dry foods, trade goods, and personal belongings.65 

o At least three buildings in Fort Pontchartrain during the first 11 years of its existence had attics: 

o The Trading Storehouse66 

o François Bienvenu dit Delisle’s home67 

o Charles Charron dit Larose’s house which he sold to Pierre Gareau dit Saint-Onge.68  

o The French-Canadian Construction Techniques Exhibit in the France at Mackinac Exhibit at Colonial 

Michilimackinac notes the following: 

o Attics were typically used for storage, but children or servants occasionally lived upstairs. 

o To maximize living space, many houses featured steep ladders which accessed the attic through a 

trapdoor in the ceiling. 

o Although none of the reconstructed homes at Colonial Michilimackinac contain ladders or staircases to an attic, 

a number of the homes feature dormer windows which imply that they may have had an attic. The following 

homes at Colonial Michilimackinac have dormer windows: the South Southeast Rowhouse; the Southeast 

Rowhouse, the Northwest Rowhouse, the Southwest Rowhouse, and the South Southwest Rowhouse. 

 
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the dormers on the South Southwest Rowhouse 

at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Cellars 

o Loveland and Nassaney note that cellars were a common addition to structures throughout New France and 

were often used to store a variety of items depending on the function of the building. . . . Archaeological 

excavations have found cellars in domestic dwellings, trading storehouses, the commandant’s quarters, and 

bastions.69 

o The French-Canadian Construction Techniques Exhibit in the France at Mackinac Exhibit at Colonial 

Michilimackinac notes the following: Many houses had small cellars beneath the floor lined with bark or clay.  

The cellar was used to store food, furs, and trade goods. 

 
65 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
66 See p. 200. 
67 See the Families Chapter and the Inventory of his possessions taken after the death of Geneviève Charron dite 

Laferrière, his first wife. 
68 See the Descriptions of some of the homes sold in Detroit during 1708 above. 
69 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 25. 
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o Kent notes that two root cellars are documented in the 25 August 1711 inventory of Cadillac’s Possessions [see 

pp. 198-202].  He believes that these root cellars were constructed in the same manner as the root cellars at 

Colonial Michilimackinac:70  

o Vertical posts set into the earth, sometimes with a covering of bark added, either on the exterior side or 

interwoven between the post; 

o A combination of posts and split logs set vertically into the ground, with or without a covering of bark; 

o Thick planks attached to a timber frame. 

 

The Cellar in the Priest’s House at Colonial Michilimackinac 

  
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2018 photo of the ladder to the 

Priest’s Cellar at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Diane Sheppard’s 2022 photo of some of the items 

stored in the Priest’s Cellar at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Cellar in the Ezekiel Solomon House at Colonial Michilimackinac 

Ezekiel Solomon used a cool, underground cellar to store food and trade items.  Archaeologists discovered the 

cellar’s well, preserved wooden floor, and log walls more than 200 years after Solomon demolished the house 

during the move to Mackinac Island in 178171 

 

 

 

 
Gail Moreau-DesHarnais’ 2019 photo of the preserved 

floorboard in the Solomon – Levy House 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the cellar at 

the Solomon – Levy House 

 

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.72 

 

Interior Walls 

o Tim Kent notes that some of the houses at Michilimackinac were erected as row houses, with each one 

joined by a common wall to the neighboring house on each side.73 

 
70 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 262. 
71 Sign in the Solomon Levy House at Colonial Michilimackinac. 
72 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
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o Chaussegros de Lery’s 1749 plan and Lt. Brehm’s 1760 plan74 of Detroit’s fort imply that some of the 

houses in Detroit were constructed as row houses. 

 

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.75 

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.76 

 

Interior Photos of the Reconstructed Houses at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

Interior of the Southeast Rowhouse 

 

Lt. George Clowe’s House 

  
Lt. George Clowe’s desk and bed Lt. George Clowe’s bed, armoire, table, and fireplace 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photos 

 

Solomon – Levy House  

  
Ezekiel Solomon’s fireplace, bed, and furs Ezekiel Solomon’s desk, furs, and fabric trade goods 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photos 

 

 
73 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 260. 
74 See p. 223 for these plans. 
75 Loveland and Nassaney, p. 21. 
76 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain, p. 261 
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Interior of the Northwest Rowhouse – British Trader’s House 

  
Bed and Storage in the British Trader’s House Fireplace and Eating Area in the British Trader’s House 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photos 

 

Interior of the Southwest Rowhouse 

 

Married Soldier’s House 

  
Laundry, Fireplace, and Dining Storage Married Soldier’s Bed 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photos 

 

Merchant’s House 

  
Merchant’s Wife repairing her shoes Bed, Furniture, and Storage Area for Trade Goods 

Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 Photos 

 

 


