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Typical Clothing Worn by Habitants, Voyageurs, Tradesmen, and Military Personnel in the St. Lawrence 

Settlements during the 17th Century 

 

With quotes from primary records, journals, memoirs, trade invoices, and an introduction about living 

conditions and hygiene in New France 

 

While it is relatively easy to find inventories of the possessions of those who lived in New France during the French 

Regime, most of the inventories do not describe the item listed in the inventory beyond a comment that the item might 

be old or worn.  In other words, we may know what they owned, but we cannot rely on the inventories for a description 

of how the clothing item was styled or what it looked like. 

 

Unfortunately, many of our ideas regarding what our ancestors wore are all too often influenced by unrealistic or 

overly romanticized paintings of New France’s Administrators, Explorers, or Groups of People such as the Filles du 

Roi.  

 

Rather than rely on unrealistic paintings, the illustrations that follow are based on reenactors from the Maison Saint-

Gabriel: https://maisonsaintgabriel.ca/ or on illustrations drawn by the noted historical illustrator Francis Back.  

Francis Back’s illustrations are important because he was known for the historical research that he did prior to 

completing an illustration.  Back’s illustrations are also important because of the detail found in the illustrations of   

skilled tradesmen, voyageurs, and the habitants of New France.  

 

 

Living Conditions / Daily Life, Hygiene, Occupations, and Social Status Influenced the Clothing Worn by our 

Ancestors 

 

 

Living Conditions/Daily Life in the Major Cities and Forts in New France: 

In the major centers—Québec, Montréal, Trois-Rivières, Louisbourg and New Orleans—streets were not paved.  

Domestic animals wandered freely and animals raised for meat were slaughtered in front of shops.  There were no 

sewers, and citizens threw all kinds of garbage in public places.  In the 18th century, the “Conseil supérieur” or 

Superior Council and administrators created laws to impose basic health measures in urban environments.  In 1706, 

the Superior Council ruled that the houses of Quebec had to have latrines and private toilets to avoid infection and 

foul smells.  Rather than throw garbage out the window, people now had to bring it to the river.  Waterways running 

through the cities quickly became dirty and unfit for drinking.  It is therefore not surprising that diseases ran rampant 

[Virtual Museum of New France: Health and Medicine: https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-

france/daily-life/health-and-medicine/]. 

 

Considering the filth in the streets, it would be extremely rare for women (other than the noble classes) to wear a gown 

or dress that was floor length and if they wore them, the noble classes would have to travel by carriage or their gowns 

would be ruined. 

 

Hygiene: 

The French regime was generally a period of extreme modesty.  This sense of modesty was so extreme that, even 

when washing, people avoided getting completely unclothed, making complete washing almost impossible.   

 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, filth was considered beneficial and it was primarily for this reason that people of the 

time avoided washing.  According to the medical theories of the time, germs - which were called miasmas then – 

floated about in the air and entered the body through the skin, contaminating it.  Water – and particularly hot water – 

was harmful since it opened the pores of the skin, making the individual more vulnerable to disease. 

 

Moreover, therapeutic virtues were attributed to dirtiness.  For example, when a child was born, he was washed only 

very briefly.  The placental remains and the blood on his skin were considered protection against the external elements.  

In a similar manner, the settlers were satisfied with simply drying urine-filled diapers before using them again, without 

first washing them.  Moreover, urine was occasionally used as a beauty product to treat acne, among other things.  

Finally, people avoided washing their hair since scalp oil was considered excellent for shiny, healthy hair.  As result, 

most people at the time had head lice.  

https://maisonsaintgabriel.ca/
https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-france/daily-life/health-and-medicine/
https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-france/daily-life/health-and-medicine/
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As a result of this situation, until the end of the 18th century, most people bathed “dry” or, in other words, using as 

little water as possible as a cleansing agent.  In the case of nobles, cleanliness was ensured through the use of 

cosmetics: perfume and cologne to chase away bad odors, powder to dry greasy hair, etc.  All sorts of artificial means, 

such as wigs, were used to provide the appearance of cleanliness. 

 

The peasants, on the other hand, settled for changing the shirt they used as their underclothing a few times a month, 

and washing the parts of the bodies that were not covered by clothing (neck, face, hands, and arms) quickly with cold 

water [Maison Saint-Gabriel: http://www.maisonsaint-gabriel.qc.ca/en/musee/chr-32.php]. 

 

 
Francis Back1 – Jeanne Mance overseeing skilled tradesmen building the first Hotel-Dieu in Montréal – 1645 

 

This illustration is important because it illustrates how skilled tradesmen would have dressed as well as illustrating 

Montréal shortly after its founding.  Note that the man with the red touque / tuque is wearing wooden clogs.  Clogs 

were worn outside.  The thick heels and soles raised the feet somewhat from the mud and puddles of New France.  

Wooden-soled clogs with a plain or embossed leather were also widely used by men and women.2 

 

 

 

 
1 A number of the Francis Back illustrations which follow are from the Congregation de Notre-Dame Archives: 

https://archivesvirtuelles-cnd.org/en/archives-gallery. 
2 Lewis Forbes, editor, Greg Hudson and Joe Lee, illustrators, Historic Colonial French Dress – A Guide to Re-

creating North American French Clothing (Grand Rapids, Ohio: Smoke and Fire News, 1997 – revised edition), pp. 

14, 26; Suzanne Gousse, André Gousse, Costume in New France from 1740 – 1760 – A Visual Dictionary (Chambly, 

Québec: La Fleur de Lyse, 1997), p. 32) 

http://www.maisonsaint-gabriel.qc.ca/en/musee/chr-32.php
https://archivesvirtuelles-cnd.org/en/archives-gallery
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Francis Back – Paul Chomedey de Maisonneuve and Jeanne Mance greeting Marguerite de Bourgeoys – 1653  

 

The Filles du Roi 

 

After New France became a royal colony, more than 750 marriageable women travelled to New France with the 

specific intention of marrying a colonist.  The filles du Roi arrived between 1663 and 1673.  Approximately 63% 

of the filles du Roi, came from cities or towns.  Approximately 64.4% had lost one or both parents prior to 

making the decision to immigrate to New France. 

 

In addition to having all of her costs associated with her travel to New France, each girl was also provided with a case 

containing the following practical items:3 

o A coiffe, 

o A bonnet, 

o A taffeta handkerchief, 

o A pair of stockings, 

o A pair of gloves, 

o Ribbon, 

o Four shoelaces, 

o White thread, 

o 100 needles, 

o 1,000 pins, 

 
3 Peter J. Gagné, King’s Daughters and Founding Mothers: The Filles du Roi, 1663-1673 (Pawtucket, Rhode Island: 

Quintin Publications, 2001, pp. 20-27). 
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o A comb, 

o A pair of scissors, 

o Two knives, 

o Two livres in cash 

 

 

Unlike the overly romanticized paintings which appear when you do an online search for the Filles du Roi, see 

following more realistic depiction of the clothing worn by the Filles du Roi: 

 

 
Annie Hamel Mural on a wall of the Saint-Gabriel school in Pointe-St-Charles, Montréal 

 

See the Filles du Roi Page on the FCHSM of website for additional information and links: 

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=20  

 

 

The Carignan-Salières Regiment 
  

Responding to the urgent pleas of the Governor and Intendant of New France for military protection from the 

Iroquois, Louis XIV sent 20 Companies from the Carignan-Salières Regiment to New France.  The officers and 

soldiers arrived in New France during the summer of 1665.  In addition, four Companies arrived with Lieutenant 

General Alexandre de Prouville, sieur de Tracy, from the Caribbean.  Tracy commanded all of the troops in 

North America.  Tracy’s mission was to exterminate the Iroquois.  The combined forces remained on official 

duty in New France for three years.  More than 285 officers or soldiers elected to remain in New France.   
 

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=20
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Francis Back – Two soldiers and an officer of the Carignan Salières Regiment.  

 

The soldiers on the right and left carry muskets; the powder flasks known as the “Twelve Apostles” hang from 

their shoulder belts.  The officer in the center carries a half-pike and wears a white sash signifying that he is an 

officer.  Courtesy of Canadian Military History Gateway: http://www.cmhg.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/page-51-eng.aspx 

 

 
 

Soldier of the régiment de Carignan-Salières 

http://www.cmhg.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/page-51-eng.aspx
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This French soldier wears the uniform of the régiment de Carignan-Salières, stationed in New France between 1665 

and 1668. The uniform was brown with a gray lining that was visible in the upturned sleeves, forming a decorative 

facing. Buff-coloured and black ribbons decorated the hat and right shoulder, in accordance with the style of the time. 

The soldiers of the régiment de Carignan-Salières all wore swords and most were armed with muskets, although two 

hundred had lighter weapons known as fusils. Reconstruction by Francis Back. Courtesy of Canadian Military 

History Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-70-eng.aspx?page=49  

 

 

 

Drummer of the régiment de Carignan-Salières, 1665-1668 

 

This reconstruction depicts a drummer of the régiment de Carignan-Salières during the regiment's service in New 

France. He is wearing the livery of the princes of Carignan. The Carignan coat of arms is painted on the drum cylinder; 

the central shield is a white cross on a red field. The drummer's role was to communicate the orders of the commander 

through drum rolls. Reconstruction by Michel Pétard.  Courtesy of the Canadian Military History Gateway: 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-63-eng.aspx?page=46 

 

See the Carignan-Salières Regiment Page on the FCHSM Website for additional information and links 

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=12  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-70-eng.aspx?page=49
https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-63-eng.aspx?page=46
https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=12
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Photos from Maison Saint-Gabriel: 

 

Skilled Trades and Artisans4 

 

 

 

 

Ropemaker Shoemaker 

 

 

 

Broom Maker Snowshoe Maker 

 
4 https://maisonsaintgabriel.ca/en/activity/demonstrations-of-old-fashioned-crafts/ 

 

https://maisonsaintgabriel.ca/en/activity/demonstrations-of-old-fashioned-crafts/
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Potter Weaver 

 

 

 
Baker Blacksmith or Edge-tool Maker 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spinner Sawyers 
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Women 
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A Canadian volunteer militiaman in winter 

 

From the mid-17th century, and for the next two centuries, the winter dress and equipment of Canadian volunteers 

hardly changed and was much the same as fur traders and voyageurs. Print after A. Dupuy.  Courtesy of the Canadian 

Military History Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-85-eng.aspx?page=79  

 

 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-85-eng.aspx?page=79
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Francis Back – Boy with Scythe – Girl with Sickle – circa 1670 

 

In this illustration, we see how habitants would have dressed while working on a ribbon farm.  Note that both of them 

are wearing moccasins, and that the young girl’s petticoats only reach to her mid-calf.  The moccasins and the length 

of the petticoat are examples of cultural métissage in which French Canadians adopted clothing styles from Native 

Americans.  You can read more about cultural métissage on the Culture, Heritage, and Traditions Page on the FCHSM 

website: https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=14  

 

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=14
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Francis Back – Skilled Tradesmen building the Notre-Dame de Bonsecours Chapel - 1675 
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Francis Back – Young Coureur de Bois – 1680 

 

The young coureur de Bois or voyageur also provides us with examples of cultural métissage.  Other than his shirt or 

chemise, all of his clothing has been adopted from the Native Americans.  He uses a tumpline to help him carry the 

trade goods on a portage.  When travelling to Michilimackinac via the Ottawa River, a voyageur made at least 30 

portages.  Under his chemise you can see that he is wearing a brayet or breechclout, mitasses or leggings, and 

moccasins.  See the Fur Trade Page on the FCHSM website for more information about the fur trade: 

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=22  

https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=22
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Francis Back – Young Pregnant Mother and Child – 1680  
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Sergeant, drummer and soldier of the Compagnies franches de la Marine in New France, 1685-1700 

 

On the left, a sergeant wears a grey-white uniform with a red lining and red stockings (particular to sergeants of the 

Compagnies franches de la Marine at this time). He carries a halbard, the distinctive weapon of sergeants in European 

armies. The drummer in the centre wears a uniform in the colours of the royal livery. At right, a common solder wears 

a grey-white uniform lined and faced with blue, the distinctive colour of the Troupes de la Marine. His hat is trimmed 

with imitation gold braid: a blend of brass wire and yellow cord. He is armed with a musket, bayonet and sword. 

Reconstructions by Michel Pétard.  Courtesy of the Canadian Military History Gateway: 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-118-eng.aspx?page=121  

 

 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-118-eng.aspx?page=121
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Francis Back – Trapper and Hunter with a Woman and Child – 17th Century 
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Officer of the Compagnies franches de la Marine of Canada 

Although officers of the Compagnies franches de la Marine of Canada were not required to wear any specific 

uniform, during the 1690s many wore the same colours as their soldiers at the time, namely grey-white and blue. 

The sword and spontoon, or half-pike, were regulation armaments. Reconstruction by Michel Pétard.  Courtesy of 

the Canadian Military History Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-72-eng.aspx?page=66  

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-72-eng.aspx?page=66
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Soldier dressed for a winter campaign, between 1690 and 1700 

 

This is how a soldier of the Compagnies franches de la Marine would have looked when on the march during a winter 

expedition between 1690 and 1700. Note his mittens, snowshoes and hooded capot. Reconstruction by Francis Back. 

Courtesy of the Canadian Military History Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-170-

eng.aspx?page=215  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-170-eng.aspx?page=215
https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-170-eng.aspx?page=215
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Francis Back – Canadian Militia Men on the Troyes Expedition – 1696 

 

 

 


