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18th Century to 1763 – Clothing Worn in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph 

 

Introduction: Like the 17th Century, there are numerous overly romanticized or unrealistic paintings of 18 th century 

individuals or groups of individuals and that can be found on the Detroit Historical Museum or Detroit Public Library 

websites.  Likewise, you should ignore the images of those who attend festivals such as La Fêtes de la Novelle France 

where many of those attending the event dress as if they were going to visit the King, rather than the typical clothing 

worn by New France’s habitants!  Eliminate those images from your mind!  Further complicating the issue, formal 

portraits have been painted of some of New France’s administrators, military officers, or of their spouses.  However, 

none of these individuals lived in Detroit, Michilimackinac, or Fort St. Joseph; therefore, the clothing worn by these 

individuals should not be relied upon as an indication of how commandants, military officers, or the wealthiest 

individuals in Detroit, Michilimackinac, or Fort St. Joseph, 

 

Fort Pontchartrain’s habitants may have lived in homes that may not have had a wood floor or that used oiled paper 

or scraped rawhide for windows, these conditions would have had the following effects on a habitant’s clothing: 

o The habitants would have needed to wear heavier clothing during colder months; 

o Dirt floors would have made it much harder to keep the house and clothing clean; 

o Dirt floors would have meant that women’s petticoats would have only reached to their mid-calf. 

 

Conditions in 18th Century Forts 

 

The streets in French-Canadian Forts were not paved.  Residents threw all kinds of garbage in public places.   

 

It is not known whether any habitants built sanitary facilities to handle human waste.  In the St. Lawrence settlements, 

some habitants with cellars in their homes, built latrines in the cellar: a hole was dug in the cellar, and lined with 

stone.  Some of these latrines also had drainage devices.  Others built outhouses with drainage ditches in the back 

yards of their homes.1  Privies have been located at Colonial Michilimackinac.2  While some home owners in the 

Detroit River Region may have built sanitary facilities, these facilities must have been inadequate because by the 

1830s the cholera epidemic killed hundreds on both sides of the Detroit River.  At the time of the cholera epidemic, it 

was not known that cholera is an infection of the small intestine caused by unsafe water and food that has been infected 

with human feces containing the bacteria.3  For a detailed discussion and timeline regarding the 1832 and 1834 cholera 

epidemics in the Detroit River Region see the Medical Page on the FCHSM Website and download my timeline on 

the epidemic.4 

 

All of Detroit’s residents lived in the fort until 1734 when the first concessions were granted to the ribbon farms.  Even 

after families built houses on their ribbon farms, they would have traveled to the Fort to attend Mass as well as to visit 

trader’s stores, blacksmith’s or gunsmiths shops.   

 

 
1 Virtual Museum of New France: https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-france/daily-

life/vernacular-architecture-in-new-france/.   
2 See: https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-commanding-officers-privy-a-new-addition-at-michilimackinac/  
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cholera  
4https://habitantheritage.org/upload/files/Create_Subfolders/Medical_DNA_mtDNA/1832_and_1834_Cholera_Epid

emics_in_the_Detroit_River_Area.pdf  

https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-france/daily-life/vernacular-architecture-in-new-france/
https://www.historymuseum.ca/virtual-museum-of-new-france/daily-life/vernacular-architecture-in-new-france/
https://www.mackinacparks.com/the-commanding-officers-privy-a-new-addition-at-michilimackinac/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cholera
https://habitantheritage.org/upload/files/Create_Subfolders/Medical_DNA_mtDNA/1832_and_1834_Cholera_Epidemics_in_the_Detroit_River_Area.pdf
https://habitantheritage.org/upload/files/Create_Subfolders/Medical_DNA_mtDNA/1832_and_1834_Cholera_Epidemics_in_the_Detroit_River_Area.pdf
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Francis Back – Soldier dressed for a winter campaign, between 1690 and 1700 

The soldier is wearing a capote, leggings, moccasins, and snowshoes 

 

Three soldiers and their wives lived in Fort Pontchartrain during its first ten years and left descendants in the area: 

François Bienvenu, Jean Casse dit Saint-Aubin, and Jacob de Marsac. 

 

Clothing Worn by Voyageurs 

See the Culture and Heritage Page on the FCHSM Website for additional comments regarding cultural 

métissage: https://fchsmi.ens-10.com/cpage.php?pt=14  

 

In 1637, Jean de Brébeuf, S.J., provided the following advice to the missionaries who were assigned to the mission 

at Huronia:5 

 

You must be prompt in embarking and disembarking: and tuck up your gowns so that they will not get wet, 

and so that you will not carry either water or sand into the canoe.  To be properly dressed, you must have 

your feet and legs bare: while crossing the rapids, you can wear your shoes, and, in the long portages, 

even your leggings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 JR, Vol. 12, p. 119. 

https://fchsmi.ens-10.com/cpage.php?pt=14
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The History and Practicality of French Canadians using Native-American Clothing 

 

Timothy J. Kent notes that the use of Native-American clothing by French-Canadian men started when Champlain 

sent a series of young men to live with the Native Americans and to learn their culture and languages.  In addition to 

showing respect and acceptance of Native ways and cultures,6  

 

it was also a very practical matter, since these garments had been adapted over many centuries to meet the 

needs of outdoor life there. 

 

Moccasins, separate leggings with knee garters, and a breechclout . . . were much more practical than 

shoes, stockings, and a pair of breeches when travelling on foot through the forests or in canoes on the 

waterways.  This set of native garments offered much greater freedom and sureness of movement, while on 

foot and when entering, traveling in, and exiting canoes.  In addition, these separate and light-weight 

garments could be very easily removed, and stored away as needed.  This was particularly important when 

travelling by canoe.  While paddling in shallows or against strong winds, or when ascending very strong 

currents and rapids, paddles and poles sometimes did not provide sufficient power and control.  Then, the 

travelers had to pull the canoe forward, either by hand while in the water or with a towing line from the 

shoreline or in the water.  If the travelers were wearing moccasins and leggings, these could very easily 

doffed and kept dry in the craft, while leaving on the breechclout. 

 

In the section on shoes, Kent discussed the use of moccasins by voyageurs and residents of the Great Lakes:7 

 

There, in a region dominated by canoe travel in the unfrozen seasons and snowshoe travel in winter, 

moccasins were the most common type of footwear.  The usefulness of these articles for travelling by canoe 

was discussed earlier, in relation to wearing leggings and a breechclout.  In winter, they allowed the foot to 

flex more than in shoes, creating better circulation and thus greater warmth; in addition, this flexing of the 

feet provided greater control of snowshoes while travelling.  In all seasons, moccasins provided surer footing 

and a quieter gait than shoes, and they were easily dried at a fire.  Since moccasins could be readily and 

cheaply fashioned and repaired by nearly anyone, they were very practical articles which did not require the 

services of a cobbler, for either repairs or production.  However, it must be noted that shoes were also worn 

in a great many instances in the interior, particularly by soldiers and priests. 

 

Kent noted that in 1660 and 1661, wool breechclouts were listed in the inventories of men who died in Montréal.8 

 

In 1680, when a voyageur departed from his assigned post without permission, he left behind two sets of 

leggings [mitasses], a woolen pair, and a leather pair.9 

 

In 1682, Tonty noted that voyageurs “easily adopt native fashions.  They run the woods with leggings and 

moccasins and instead of breeches they only wear a breechclout.10 

 

Cadillac - Voyageurs and Native Clothing 

 

Between 1694-1696, when Antoine de Lamothe, sieur de Cadillac, was commandant of the French at 

Michilimackinac, he commented on the use of a breechclout by voyageurs:11 

 

There are many rapids on the way. . . The Canadians . . . are generally bare-footed and bare-legged, wearing 

only their shirts [and breechclouts]; when their canoes cannot make headway against the rapids, they boldly 

jump into the water and by sheer strength, all helping one another, they manage to get them along, but not 

without frequently skinning their feet and legs, for the rocks are so cold that their skin sticks to them and the 

 
6 Kent, Fort Pontchartrain at Detroit, p. 541. 
7 Kent, pp. 602, 606. 
8 Kent, p. 544. 
9 Kent, p. 543. 
10 Kent, p. 543. 
11 Kent, p. 541, quoting Cadillac.  
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men do not get free without leaving a piece behind them.  If this happened only once a day it would be a 

small matter; but, on the contrary, it happens constantly throughout their entire voyage. 

 

As noted in Suzanne Boivin Sommerville’s translation of the May 1701 engagement contract to Détroit: “It 

will be permitted for them to take the skins of the animals they kill to make Indian shoes only for their 

own use.” 12  

 
Francis Back’s Illustration of Two Voyageurs – both are wearing breechclouts and moccasins; the legs of 

the one on the left is tattooed,13 while the one on the right is wearing mitasses or leggings 

 
12 http://www.habitantheritage.org/french-canadian_resources/the_fur_trade  
13 For more information on the French Canadian voyageurs who were tattooed, see the Culture and Heritage Page on 

the FCHSM website (https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=14) and download the Cultural Métissage PDF which 

discusses the practice of Tattooing:  

https://habitantheritage.org/upload/files/Create_Subfolders/Culture/Tattooing.pdf/.   

http://www.habitantheritage.org/french-canadian_resources/the_fur_trade
https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=14
https://habitantheritage.org/upload/files/Create_Subfolders/Culture/Tattooing.pdf/
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Francis Back’s illustration of a voyageur wearing winter clothing14 

 

The voyageur is wearing the following clothing: 

o A tuque and a fur cap; 

o A camisole or chemisette was worn over a shirt; 

o Breeches; 

o Winter socks that were made of worn-out blankets; 

o Winter moccasins; 

o Mittens; 

o Capote;  

o Sash. 

 

 
14 Francis Back, The Dress of the first Voyageurs, 1650-1715 (Chadron. Nebraska: The Museum of the Fur Trade 

Quarterly, Vol. 36, No. 2, Summer 2000). 
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Francis Back – Voyageurs in summer dress 

 

The voyageur on the left is wearing a tuque, linen shirt, a printed neckerchief, a stiped cloth sash, a 

breechclout, leggings, and moccasins.  His companion wears a shirt and breechclout.  His legs are tattooed.  

 

 
 

Diane Sheppard’s 2023 photo of a voyageur at Colonial Michilimackinac 
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In the Colonial Michilimackinac Interpretive Guidelines 2022, on pp. 3-7, and 36-37, the guidelines note the following 

regarding voyageurs: 

The breechcloth hangs evenly in front and back, and reaches only to mid-thigh. 

Shirts must be white linen, and should reach almost to the knees – the breechcloth should not be 

visible. 

Heads should be covered with knit caps, round hats, silk handkerchiefs. 

Neckerchiefs should be block printed or woven linen, and worn loosely tied. 

Sashes are optional. If worn, they should be solid color, either woven or simple strips of wool. 

 

The booklet provides the following guidelines for inclement weather: 

Wear a cap under the capot hood. 

Close the capot with the button or ties– wearing a sash is optional. 

Add leggings and garters. 

 

Researchers who wish to wish to research whether their ancestors were voyageurs can consult the following 

sources: 

Summaries of engagements or hiring contracts archived in the Montréal Archives were published in: E. 

Z. Massicotte, “Répertoire des engagements pour l’ouest conservés dans les Archives Judiciares de 

Montréal, Rapport de L’archiviste de la Province de Québec 
BAnQ: 
Year Published: 1930.  Years Covered: 1670-1745.  Pp.: 191-466.  Index, p. 473 
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276299 
Year Published: 1931.  Years Covered: 1746-1753.  Pp: 353-453.  Index, p. 463 
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276301 
Year Published: 1932.  Years Covered: 1753-1758.  Pp. 242-365.  Index, p. 395 
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276302 
Year Published: 1933.  Years Covered: 1758-1778.  Pp. 245-309.  Index, p. 399 
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276304 
 

Congés or licenses and permissions published in Rapport de L’archiviste de la Province de Québec.  Note 

that congés / licenses or permissions were not issued during all years in the French Regime.  You can access 

these volumes from the HathiTrust: https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000505460 
1921-1922: Covers the years 1681-1730 – pp. 189-225, Index, p. 409 
1922-1923: Covers the years 1739-1752 – pp. 192-265, Index, p. 425 
  
Researchers who wish to access the actual notary records should consult the Notaries and Court Records Page on the 

FCHSM website and download the link for the Montréal Notaries.  See: https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=45  

 

When researching your ancestors, you should keep the following facts from Tim Kent regarding canoe sizes in mind.  

Unfortunately, many of the canoes found at local events are much larger than those used during the French Regime. 

 

Canoe and Crew Sizes During the French and British Regimes 

Canoe Size information from Timothy Kent, Birchbark Canoes of the Fur Trade and Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit: A 

Guide to the Daily Lives of Fur Trade and Military Personnel, Settlers, and Missionaries at French Posts 

 

2 to 4 Paddlers – 1680s – 1720  

o Indian Canoes – 13-16’ – 2 paddlers 

o Fishing Canoes – 15-18’ – 2 paddlers 

o Half-Size – 18-24’ – 3-4 paddlers 

4 to 8 Paddlers – 1720s  

o North Canoe – 24-28’ – 4-6 paddlers 

o Bastard Canoe – 29-33’ – 6-8 paddlers 

8 – 10 Paddlers – 1730s - 14 – 16 Paddlers after 1760 

o Montréal Canoe (standard) – 33-36’ – 8-10 Paddlers – 1730s 

http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276299
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276301
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276302
http://collections.banq.qc.ca/ark:/52327/2276304
https://catalog.hathitrust.org/Record/000505460
https://habitantheritage.org/cpage.php?pt=45
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o Montréal Canoe (10-Place) – 37-40’ – 14-16 Paddlers – British Regime 

  

Clothing worn by French-Canadian Women during the earlier part of the 18th century 

 

Although the style of women’s clothing changed over the years, they wore the same basic pieces of clothing: a 

chemise, jacket or vest, petticoats, apron, a cap or head covering, stockings held up by garters, and leather shoes.  Note 

the length of the women’s petticoats.  See the 1740-1760 period for a discussion of women’s clothing during that 

period with additional pictures and comments. 

 

  
Sally Eustice, History from the Hearth, p. 20 David A. Armour, Colonial Michilimackinac, p. 70 

 

Men and Women’s Clothing When They Made the Five to Six Week Journey Via a Birchbark Canoe: 

 

Although birchbark canoes could travel great distances and carry large amounts of cargo, they were also very fragile 

which would have affected the clothing that women wore when they were on their journey to Détroit.  Following are 

contemporaneous comments regarding the fragility of birchbark canoes: 

 

In 1670, René Bréhant de Galinée described the fragility of birchbark canoes:15 

 

This style of canoes affords the most convenient and commonest mode of navigation in this county, 

although it is a true saying that when a person is on one of these vessels he is always not a finger’s 

breadth, but the thickness of five or six sheets of paper, from death. 

 

. . . they are so frail that to bear a little upon a stone or to touch it a little clumsily is sufficient to 

cause a hole, which can however, be mended with resin.  

 

Peter Kalm’s 1749 description of the fragility of birchbark canoes:16  

Birch-bark Canoes.  Birch-bark canoes are dangerous to navigate, because if the sail is forced down 

in stormy weather, it may splinter the bottom of the boat.  If one knocks against a sharp or rough 

stone, a large piece of the bottom of the canoe may be ripped out.  It is therefore evident that these 

boats continually subjected to adventures and must often be repaired.  On that account no one 

should set out in them without bringing resin and even birch-bark along, though the latter can 

generally be procured wherever one goes.  Likewise it is possible to procure the spruce roots nearly 

everywhere, and, lacking those, pine roots are said to be equally serviceable. 

 
15 René Bréhant de Galinée, “The Journey of Dollier and Galinée” in Louise Phelps Kellogg, Ph.D., editor, Early 

Narratives of the Northwest (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1917, reprinted 1959 by the State Historical Society 

of Wisconsin), pp. 172-173. 
16 Peter Kalm, The America of 1750 Travels in North America by Peter Kalm (New York, Dover Publications, Inc., 

1964).  Two Volumes, pp. 551, 564, 568. 
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The canoes were not allowed to remain in the water or near the river banks during the night; instead 

everything was taken out of them, they were carried up on the shore, turned upside down and left 

there until they were needed.  The reason for this was that if a storm should come up during the 

night, they might be dashed to pieces against the rocks in the river; also this precaution prevented 

water from entering them and thus bring about rotting. 

 

Pierre Pouchot was a French Officer who lived in New France between 1755 and 1761 during the French 

and Indian War.  Pierre Pouchot’s description of the fragility of birchbark canoes:17 

These little vessels can survive squalls that would cause real difficulties for many ships.  One only 

has to make sure that they do not run aground.  If they are holed, square pieces of bark are carried 

to effect the repairs.   

 

Alexander Henry was a trader who travelled to the Great Lakes starting in 1761.  Following is his 

description of the fragility of birchbark canoes:18 

Bark, some spare wattap, and gum are always carried in each canoe for the repairs which frequently 

become necessary. 

 

Henry Schoolcraft was a geologist who was assigned to Lewis Cass’s expedition which explored Lake 

Huron, Lake Superior, the source of the Mississippi River, and Lake Michigan in 1820.  In 1822, 

Schoolcraft became the Indian Agent at Sault Ste. Marie and married Jane Johnston, the métis daughter of 

John Johnston, a Scottish trader, and Susan, his wife who was the daughter of an Ojibwa chief.  Following 

is his description of the fragility of birchbark canoes:19   

Every night the canoe is unloaded, and, with the baggage, carried ashore; and, if, during the day, a 

storm should arise, such is the activity of the Canadian voyageurs, that ten minutes time is sufficient 

to effect a landing, and secure both vessel and cargo.   

 

Portages - Offshore Loading and Unloading of Cargo.  Although Tim Kent noted the following 

regarding portages, birchbark canoes would have been loaded and unloaded in the same fashion whenever 

the canoe started or stopped during the day.  Likewise, male, female, and child passengers would have 

gotten into a canoe when it was offshore. 

 

o “In making a portage, the unloading and later reloading of the cargo was done offshore, in sufficient 

water depth to avoid damaging the canoe on submerged objects or on the bottom.”20 

o Peter Grant wrote an account in 1804: “When [we] arrived at a portage, the bow man instantly 

jumps in the water, to prevent the canoe from touching the bottom, while the others tie their slings 

to the packages in the canoe and swing them on their backs to carry over the portage.”21 

 

 
17 Pierre Pouchot, and Brian Leigh Dunnigan, editor, and Michael Cardy, translator, Memoirs on the Late War in North 

America between France and England (Youngstown, New York: Old Fort Niagara Association, Inc., 1994). pp. 459-

460. 
18 Alexander Henry and Milo Milton Quaife, editor, Alexander Henry's Travels and adventures in the years 1760-

1776 (Chicago, R. R. Donnelley & sons company, 1921), pp. 15-16.  You can read his biography in the Dictionary of 

Canadian Biography Online: http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/henry_alexander_1739_1824_6E.html.  
19 Henry Schoolcraft and Mentor L. Williams, editor, Schoolcraft’s Narrative Journals of Travels through the 

Northwestern Regions of the United States extending from Detroit through the Great Chain of American Lakes to the 

Sources of the Mississippi River in the Year 1820 (East Lansing, Michigan: Michigan State University Press, 1992), 

pp. 56-57; see Wikipedia.org for Schoolcraft’s biography. 
20 Timothy J. Kent, Birchbark Canoes of the Fur Trade (Ossenke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 1997), p. 262. 
21 Kent, p. 262. 

http://www.biographi.ca/en/bio/henry_alexander_1739_1824_6E.html
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Considering the previous comments, it is likely that male and female passengers made the following adjustments to 

their typical clothing. 

o Men likely chose lightweight and dark colored trousers considering that they would be sleeping on a beach 

for six weeks; 

o Men likely went bare legged and left their leather shoes as part of their baggage considering that they would 

be walking into the water several feet prior to getting in and out of the canoe. 

o Women likely chose lightweight and dark colored petticoats considering that they would be sleeping on a 

beach for six weeks; 

o Women likely went bare legged and left their leather shoes as part of their baggage considering that they 

would be walking into the water several feet prior to getting in and out of the canoe. 

 

Men’s Working Clothes 

 

Regardless of a French-Canadian’s occupation such as voyageur, soldier, blacksmith, edge-tool maker, and the 

clothing they would have worn when practicing their profession, or the clothing they wore when they attended Sunday 

Mass, they also had their working clothes that were worn when they  

 

o Provided logs for the pickets of the palisade; 

o Cut down the trees that would be cut for firewood that would be used in the fireplaces for cooking and 

heating; 

o Cut down the trees that would be used to construct the family’s home; 

o Planted crops or kitchen gardens that would feed the family; 

o Hunted or fished to supplement the family’s food supply 

 

 
Francis Back - A French-Canadian Couple during the early part of the 18th Century 

Note: the man is wearing moccasins and the length of the woman’s petticoats 
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A Woman tending a garden at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

1707 – 1709 Inventories:  the inventories below are shown in their entirety to show how simply these two families 

lived at Fort Pontchartrain. 

 

11 September 1707 Inventory of the household of [François Bienvenu dit] Delisle, a married soldier at the 

fort, after the death of his wife [Geneviève Charron dite Laferrière] 

Translated by FCHSM member Timothy J. Kent and reprinted with his permission22 

Additions by the authors of this volume appear in [ ].  In addition, the authors have italicized French words that were 

not italicized when published by Timothy J. Kent.   

 

Inventory of Sieur [François Bienvenu dit] Delisle, 1707 

 

This day, the eleventh of September in the presence of Mr [François Fafard dit] Delorme and of Monsieur [Pierre] 

Chesne, we made an inventory of all the household goods belonging to Delisle. 

 

One bed (lit), one straw mattress (paillasse), one blanket (couverture) of poor quality, one buffalo robe (robe de 

boeuf), one beaver robe (robe de castor), one bull elk hide (peau de cerf) 

 

Another bed (lit) with two bear pelts (ours) of poor quality, one beaver robe (robe de castor), one buffalo robe (robe 

de boeuf) 

 

One new military dress coat (justacorps), two other hooded coats (capot), one old and one half-new, one pair of new 

military breeches (culotte), one new military hat (chapeau), two new pairs of military shoes (soulier) 

 

Five new shirts (chemise) for men, two old shirts (chemise) for women,23 one woman’s bodice (corps), eleven old 

shirts (chemise) for children, two dirty new shirts (chemise) for men, one nightcap (bonnet de nuit) for men 

 

Five feather pillows (oreiller de plume), three bed covers (couverte) of hides (peau) and two of linen (toile) 

 

One fire shovel (pelle à feu), one frying pan (poêle), one large kettle (chaudière) in bad condition as well as another 

old kettle (chaudière), one good medium-sized kettle (chaudière) and two small new ones, five wooden platters (plat 

de bois), two laundry irons with open interior for hot coals (fer à flasquer) 

 
22 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), 

Appendix 17, pp. 1043-1044.  Copy of the Inventory obtained from BAnQ circa 1998 by Gail Moreau-DesHarnais.  

See also, Historical Collections of the Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society, Volume XXXIV (Lansing, Michigan, 

1905), pp. 294-296.  
23 Men's shirts descended to the knee and women's were longer. 
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One travelling trunk (cassette), [in which are] two new cloaks (manteau) for women of bunting fabric (etamine), two 

skirts (jupe) of the same fabric, one good petticoat (jupon) of English or English-style woolen fabric (étoffe a 

l’anglaise), one military cravat (cravate), two yards of new kersey fabric (carisé), one pair of gloves (gants) for 

women, one belt (ceinture) with a buckle (boucle), about 3/4 [yards] of blue woolen fabric (étoffe), one small bundle 

of old bunting fabric (etamine), one half-new shirt (chemise) for men, one old shirt (chemise) for women 

 

Another travelling trunk (cassette) in which are five bricks of soap (briques de savon), one promissory note (billet) 

for one hundred forty-eight livres as well as another promissory note (billet) for ninety-nine livres [pounds] of beavers, 

six disc ornaments (rond) of shell (porcelain) and one small fish (poison) [fish-spearing lure or effigy pendant] of the 

same [shell] material, one plain band ring (jonc) of silver (argent), three yards of narrow black ribbon (ruban), one 

and three-quarters yards of white ribbon (ruban), one fine razor (raisor), one small mirror (miroir) of tin plate (fer 

blanc), one-half yard of old ferradine fabric (ferradine), five liners (coiffe) for night caps (bonnet de nuit), three new 

military cravats (cravate), twelve coifs or caps for children (béguin), six half-worn coifs (coiffe) for women, two half-

worn kerchiefs (mouchoir) for women, one nursling’s shirt (brassiere) of poor quality, one cap (bonnet) of poor quality 

for children, two half-worn long bonnets (têtière) for nurslings, one half-worn coif with roll (?coiffe à roulé), two half-

worn quilted caps (bonnet piqué) for women, three half-worn kerchiefs (mouchoir) of poor quality, one bundle of rags 

(guenilles), another small bundle of new linen (toile) with a piece of old lace (dentelle) wrapping it, one new small 

mirror (miroir), one diaper for babies (couche), one packet of starch (amidon), one long linen wrapper or binder for 

babies (bande) 

 

A small wooden box (boîte de bois) in which are four half-worn small nursling’s chemises (chemise de brassiere), 

two nursling’s shirts (brassiere) of poor quality made of fustian fabric (futaine), one half-worn cravat (cravate), of 

muslin fabric (mousseline), one good muslin coif with roll (?coiffe à roulé), one black stone calumet pipe with hatchet-

shaped prow (calumet à hache de pierre noir), ten good coifs (coiffe) for women, of the current style (a la mode), five 

old coifs (coiffe) for women, of the current style, three caps (bonnet) of poor quality, two coifs with roll (?coiffe à 

roulé) of poor quality made of batiste or fine linen (linon), five with a neck wrapper (à col lange), two silk ones (soie) 

trimmed with lace (dentelle), two long bonnets for nurslings (têtière) trimmed with a narrow piece of white linen 

(toile), two good caps (bonnet) of muslin fabric (mousseline), five good ones with lace (dentelle), two good coifs or 

caps for children (béguin) with lace (dentelle), two others of poor quality, six coifs or caps for children (béguin), 

trimmed with linen (toile) 

 

One iron cooking pot (marmite de fer) with its cover (couvercle), two axes (hache), one large and one small, four pot 

hooks (crémaillon) large and small, one cover (couvercle) for a pie-baking dish (tourtière), two small flasks (flacon) 

of tin plate, two old pickaxes (pioche) 

 

One very full bag (poche) in which is about one bushel of unwinnowed and unsieved wheat in chaff (blé en balle), 

one large kettle (chaudière) of unwinnowed and unsieved wheat in chaff (blé en balle) and wheat bran (son), one lamp 

(lampe), three sacks of peas for seed (pois en graine), three steel forks (forchette), one keg (baril) in which there is 

about a bushel of ____ wheat (blé ___), three native-style wooden spoons with a short handle and a broad bowl 

(micouanne), one low-walled saucepan (poêlon), two cradles (berceau) 

 

In the attic (grenier), the following have been found: 

Five bound packs of [beaver] robes and other animal peltries or skins (paquets de robes et autres pelleteries) upon 

which will be placed the seals (cachet), as well as three beaver robes (robe de castor) and seventeen small dry beaver 

pelts (castor sec), thirteen sacks of corn (blé d’Inde), three and a half loaves of grease (graisse), one keg (baril) of salt 

(sel), one tanned hide of an elk calf (peau de pichon passé), one small flask (flacon) of tin plate, one buffalo stomach 

(?) (guise or quise de boeuf) in which is five quarts (trois pots) of oil (huile), one and a half pounds of buffalo wool 

(laine de boeuf), three small shirts (chemise) for children 

 

All of the clothing, household goods, furs, and grains enumerated above have been left in the protection and possession 

of Lapierre, soldier of the Company of de Lignery [Constant LeMarchand, sieur de Lignery]. 

 

Five pigs (cochon), three bulls (taureau), and one large sow (cochon) ready to give birth are all on Ste. Magdeleine 

Island. [Most probably, this was Isle aux Cochons, later Belle Isle]. 

 



Typical Clothing Worn by Habitants, Voyageurs, Tradesmen, and Military Personnel in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph 

in the 18 Century to the end of the French Regime - © Diane Wolford Sheppard 2024 

 

13 

 

Done at Fort Pontchartrain this 11th of September, 1707 in the presence of Monsieur du Figuier [René Louis Fournier, 

sieur Dufiguier], major of the said place, and of François Fafar dit Delorme and of Jacques Lucas dit St. Arnould, 

sergeant of the troops, and of Pierre Chaine [Chesne]. 

 

       (signed) Dufiguier 

        Jacques Lucas 

        Chesne 

 

 
 

 

 

 

10 June 1709 Inventory of the household of [Jérôme] Marillac, married soldier, following his death  

Translated by FCHSM member Timothy J. Kent and reprinted with his permission24 

Additions by the authors of this volume appear in [ ].  The authors have also italicized French words that were not 

italicized when published by Timothy J. Kent.  In the following inventory, some numbers are spelled out and others 

are in numerical form.  Our transcription follows the pattern in the original document. 

 

Inventory of the effects which were found at the home of [Jérôme Marillac dit] Sans Quartier of the St. Martin 

[Company], this 10th of June, 1709. 

 

 

Two packs (paquet) with 100 raccoons (chat) in each and 4 bear (ours) pelts [two for each pack] 

One pack containing 32 small bear cubs (ourson) and two large ones 

One pack containing 15 large bear (ours) pelts 

One pack containing 100 raccoons (chat) and two beavers (castor) 

One pack containing 4 elk cow (biche) hides, 7 deer (chevreuil) hides, 13 otters (loutre), 6 fishers (pécan), 14 marten 

(martre), 4 grey foxes (renard du sud) and 7 bobcats (pichou) 

One pack containing 49 deer (chevreuil) hides 

One pack containing 26 deer (chevreuil) hides and 4 elk cow (biche) hides 

One pack containing 15 large bear (ours) pelts 

One pack containing 100 raccoons (chat) and 2 beavers (castors) which serve as the wrapper (enveloppe) 

One pack containing 13 large bear (ours) pelts and 4 large bear cubs (ourson) 

One pack containing 100 raccoons (chat) and two bear (ours) pelts 

One pack containing 13 large bear (ours) pelts and 6 bear cubs (ourson) [pelts] 

One pack containing 36 deer (chevreuil) hides 

One pack with 13 raccoons (chat) 

One pack containing 27 deer (chevreuil) hides and 5 elk cow (biche) hides 

Three quarts of unground wheat (blé froment) 

Two bags of ground wheat (blé de fine) at the home of Mr. de Budemont [Pierre Derivon, sieur de Budemont] 

One pack containing 15 bear (ours) pelts 

Thirty-seven ears of corn (blé d’Inde) plus six ears 

One pack containing 12 large bear (ours) pelts and 2 bear cubs (ourson) [pelts] 

13 ¼ yards of revesche fabric from Castres (revêche de Castres) 

 
24 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), 

Appendix 187, pp. 1045-1047.  Copy of the Inventory obtained from BAnQ circa 1998 by Gail Moreau-DesHarnais.  

See also, Historical Collections of the Michigan Pioneer and Historical Society, Volume XXXIV (Lansing, Michigan, 

1905), pp. 257-258. 
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16 ¼ yards of blue creseau fabric (creseau) 

¼ yard of stroud fabric (écarlatine) 

One lock (serrure) and one key (clef) 

6 shirts (chemise) for men of linen from Morlaix (toile de Morlaix) 

1 shirt (chemise) for men of linen from Morlaix (toile de Morlaix) 

4 shirts (chemise) of medium size of linen from Morlaix (toile de Morlaix) 

1 shirt (chemise) of medium size of linen from Morlaix (toile de Morlaix) 

One sail (voile) for which Mr. Budemont [Pierre Derivon, sieur de Budemont] furnished 3 yards of fabric 

Seven sheets of paper (papier)25 

One shirt (chemise) for women26 of linen from Morlaix (toile de Morlaix) 

1-¼ [bushels] of corn (blé d’Inde) in a keg (baril) 

9 yards of binding tape or gartering (tavelle) 

¼ [pound] of line or cord (ligne) 

4 wooden combs (peigne de bois) of poor quality 

One sponge (éponge) 

One bear (ours) pelt 

5 small raccoons (chat), one bobcat (pichou), and one deer (chevreuil) hide 

One pair of military shoes (souliers) 

3 raccoons (chat) [pelts] 

3 green or raw raccoon (chat mouille) pelts 

One laundry iron with open interior for hot coals (fer à flasquer) 

One blade for a cooper’s inverted jointer’s plan (fer de colombe) 

One roofer’s small hammer-adze combination (asse, for asseau or assette) 

One cramp iron or log dog (chien) 

2 augers (tarière) 

One gouge (gouge) 

One wooden comb (peigne de bois) 

One small traveling case or chest (valise) 

4 combs (peigne) 

One chisel (ciseau) 

One iron skate runner (fer de patin) 

One kettle handle (anse de chaudière) 

One calumet pipe of stone (calumet) 

One axe (hache) of poor quality 

One small faience/earthenware cup (tasse de faïence) 

One bull elk hide in rawhide (peu de cerf en parchemin) 

One buffalo robe (robe de bœuf) 

One beaver robe (robe de castor) 

One traveling trunk (cassette) 

One green blanket (couverte) 

2 table cloths (nappe) 

2 shirts (chemise) 

One small bundle of linens (linge) 

4 sheets (drap) 

One pouch or bag (poche) 

One razor (rasoir) 

6 plates (assiette) 

2 quarter-pint measures (demiard) 

One pewter platter (plat d’étain) 

One basin (basin) 

One cup (tasse) 

3 spoons (cuillère) 

 
25 Tim Kent believes that the paper was used in place of glass in a window. 
26 Men's shirts descended to the knee and women's were longer. 
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One large wooden platter (plat de bois) 

One bottle (bouteille) 

One low-walled saucepan (poêlon) 

One bag of ground wheat (blé de fine) 

One eighth-pint measure (roquille) 

One small bundle of cravats (cravate) and liners for night caps (coiffe de bonnet de nuit) 

One military hat (chapeau) 

One sabre or sword (sabre) 

One large axe (hache) 

3 small brown hooded coats (capot brulé) 

One blanket from Bordeaux (couverture de ville) 

One complete suit (habit) for a woman 

One saltcellar (salière) 

One pickaxe (pioche) 

One skirt (jupe) of kersey fabric (carisé) 

2 leather-covered pillows (oreiller de cuir) 

One carbine (carabine) 

One pint of grease (graisse) 

1 hooded coat (capot) of poor quality 

1 black hide (peau noire) of poor quality 

4 knives (couteau) 

4 wooden platters (plat de bois) 

One kettle (chaudière) 

One mounted sieve (sas monté) 

One frying pan (poêle) 

One green or raw wolf pelt (loup mouille) 

One green or raw deer hide (peau de chevreuil mouille) 

One pack (paquet) of [common] beaver (castor) weighing 61 pounds 

One pack of [common] beaver (castor) weighing 65 pounds 

One pack of greasy beaver (castor gras) weighing 61 pounds 

3 dry beavers (castor sec) weighing 6 pounds, which are green or raw (mouille) 

1 pound of sewing thread (fil à coudre) 

3 ounces of vermilion (vermillon) 

7-½ pounds of green [uncured] tobacco (tabac vert) 

 

We the undersigned acknowledge that we were present when the present inventory of effects listed above was made. 

 

Done at Fort Pontchartrain this 9th of June, 1709 

 

      (signed) Lamothe Cadillac 
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25 August 1711 Inventory of Antoine de Lamothe, sieur de Cadillac’s,  

Possessions at Fort Pontchartrain27 

 

25 August 1711 

 

General inventory of the buildings, mill, livestock, merchandise, tools, furniture, real estate, and other goods belonging 

to Sieur de Lamothe Cadillac [Antoine de Lamothe, sieur de Cadillac], governor of Louisiane, which are presently 

at Détroit, in the hands of Sieur [Pierre] Roy, a habitant of the said place. 

 

 
Introductory Paragraph to the 25 August 1711 Inventory of Cadillac’s Possesions in Détroit 

 

Clothing or Sewing Related Merchandise 

 

3 dozen small horsehair buttons (bouton de crin) 

7 dozen medium-size silk buttons (bouton de soie) . . . 

. . . 22 pounds of assorted thread from Poitou (fil de Poitou) 

7 ¼ pounds of assorted thread (fil), a little eaten by mice (en peu mange de soursis) 

12 ¼ pounds of thread from Holland (fil d’Hollande) . .  

. . . 3 pounds 1 ounce of braid made of false silver thread (galon d’argent faux) 

1 pound 7 ounces of braid made of false gold thread (galon d’or faux) 

3 pieces of narrow ribbon (pièce de ruban), 2 yellow and one red 

2 ¾ yards of binding tape or gartering (aunes de tavelle) in all colors 

24 pounds of damaged thread/cord for nets (fil à rets) . . .  

. . . 2 dozen women’s chemises (chemise à femme) of linen (toile) from Lyon 

2 small shirts (chemise), half-worn out 

2 small shirts (chemise) of hempen linen (toile de chanvre), half worn out 

14 ¾ yards of velour fabric (moquette) 

9 yards of velour (moquette) 

36 skullcaps (calotte) trimmed with red and blue braid (galon)  

2 pairs of fine men’s stockings (paire de bas à homme) . .  

. . . 2 pairs of sleeves (paire de manches), one pair blue and the other red, edged with binding tape (tavelle) 

8 ½ yards of red fabric for leggings (étoffe rouge à mitasses) 

4 ¾ yards of red melton fabric with a gnarled surface (molleton boutonneux) 

6 yards minus 1/8 of red woolen fabric (drap) . . .  

. . . 1 soldier’s dress coat (justacorps de soldat) 

 

We, the undersigned Pierre Chesne and Antoine Magnant [Antoine Magnan], both habitants of this place of Détroit 

Pontchartrain, have declared and certified that we have assisted at the present inventory, to have seen, measured, 

weighed, and counted all the goods included in the said inventory except the flour, wheat, peas, and oats mentioned 

above, as well as the memorandum of Mr. Marigny, which goods were given into the hands of Pierre Roy, a habitant 

of the said place, to keep and take care of them as his own property, without, however, running any risk, and to 

surrender them to Monsieur de Lamothe or upon his order when it shall be required, in testimony thereof we have 

signed. 

 

Done at the said Fort Pontchartrain the 25th of August, 1711.  Pierre Roy has declared that he does not know how to 

sign.  The original was signed 

 

      Chesne [Pierre Chesne] 

A. Magnant [Antoine Magnan] 

 
27 LAC, Mikan #2487421, Timothy J. Kent, Ft. Pontchartrain at Detroit: A Guide to the Daily Lives of Fur Trade and 

Military Personnel, Settlers, and Missionaries at French Post (Ossineke, Michigan: Silver Fox Enterprises, 2001), 

Appendix 19, pp. 1048-1058 – reproduced with Timothy J. Kent’s Permission; MPHSC, Vol. 33, pp. 518-527.  We 

have added illustrations and identified the parties named in the inventory as well as the individuals Cadillac hired in 

connection with an item listed in the inventory. 
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I, the undersigned Recollet priest, missionary of Fort Pontchartrain du Détroit, certify the contents of the above to be 

true, and that I have assisted at the said inventory.  In testimony thereof I have signed at the said fort this 25 th of 

August, 1711 

      Signed 

      Frer. Cherubin Deniaus [Cherubin Deniau] 

      Missionary priest, Recollet 

 

Note that the clothing, fabric, and clothing related items would have been sold to Detroit’s habitants as well as to the 

Native Americans. 

 

 

Sergeant of the Compagnies franches de la Marine of Canada, 1701-1716 

This man 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). The silver lace on his cuffs is also a distinguishing mark of a sergeant. He 

carries a halbard, the distinctive weapon of sergeants in European armies. Reconstruction by Michel Pétard. 

Courtesy of the Canadian Military History Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-174-

eng.aspx?page=215  

Blacksmiths and Edge-Tool Makers 

 

Blacksmiths and edge-tool makers were two of the most valued skilled tradesmen in the forts during the French and 

British Regime.  A number of Detroit’s residents were blacksmiths or edge-tool makers.  They included Jacques 

Campeau, Charles Chauvin, and Jean Cécire,28 all of whom left numerous descendants.  Their shops were located in 

the fort.  Considering the dirt generated by their profession, it would have been difficult to keep their clothing clean. 

 

 
28 On 16 July 1733, Armand de La Richardie, S.J., entered into an agreement with Jean Cécire in which Cécire agreed 

to work as a blacksmith at the Huron Mission in Detroit [JR, Vol. 69, pp. 241-245].  Cuillerier witnessed the 

agreement; I believe that this was a reference to Antoine Cuillerier, Jean Cécire’s brother-in-law.  Jean Cécire married 

Marie Charlotte Girard; Antoine Cuillerier married her sister, Angélique Girard. 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-174-eng.aspx?page=215
https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-174-eng.aspx?page=215
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Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of the blacksmith at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Officer of the Compagnies franches de la Marine in New France, circa 1735 

 

After 1732, the officers in Canada officially adopted uniforms. Before that time, their dress was subject only to fashion 

and the wishes of their commanding officer. This man's gorget (a small piece of throat armour worn when on duty) 

and half-pike mark him as an officer. Reconstruction by Michel Pétard. 
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Historical Fact: From 1734 – 1753, the authorities granted concessions or ribbon farms outside the Fort.29  Note that 

even after the recipients constructed a home on their concessions, they would need to go to the fort on at least a weekly 

basis to attend Mass, to visit the trader’s shops, or the shops maintained by the blacksmiths or gunsmiths.  Therefore, 

the length of women’s petticoats would not extend to the ground because they would be ruined by the dust, dirt, and 

debris in the fort.   

 

 

 
Marc-Aurèle de Foy Suzor-Coté – Workers in the field 

 

Although the artist painted this picture in the late 19th or early 20th century, it helps us realize that those who received 

these concessions would have worn much different clothing when working on their concessions than they wore to 

Mass. 

 

Historical Fact: Between 1739 – 1742 – the French were involved in military campaigns against the Chickasaw in 

the Mississippi Valley. 

 

 
29 Readers and access these records from BAnQ.  https://advitam.banq.qc.ca/recherche-avancee Type concession and 

Détroit (be sure to use the accent).  Then click on research.  You will be taken to a list of results.  If you click on any 

of the results, you will be taken to a link where you can view and download the concession. 

https://advitam.banq.qc.ca/recherche-avancee
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Soldier of the Compagnies franches de la Marine in New France, circa 1740 

 

This man of the Compagnies franches de la Marine wears the grey-white coat of France with the blue facings of the 

Troupes de la Marine. He is armed with a musket, sword and bayonet. Note the anchor decorating his cartridge pouch. 

This was appropriate given that these troops belonged to the Ministère de la Marine, which was responsible for the 

navy as well as for France's colonies. This is how the men of the Compagnies franches would appear on parade or in 

garrison in one of the larger forts. Reconstruction by Michel Pétard. Courtesy of the Canadian Military History 

Gateway: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-175-eng.aspx?page=215  

 

 

Historical Fact: In 1745, during King George’s War, the British captured Louisbourg, cutting off all supplies from 

France to New France.  This resulted in an increase in the price of some goods and shortages of other goods imported 

from France.  This would have affected the types of fabrics available for women or tailors to make the family’s 

clothing. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/image-175-eng.aspx?page=215
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Clothing – 1740 – 1760 

 

 
Canadiens circa 1750 

City of Montréal Archives, BM007-2-D27-P00130 

 

  

 
30 http://montreal-history.com/resource/4004.html  

http://montreal-history.com/resource/4004.html
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Patterns for Re-Enactors 

Women: 

 

 
This pattern is for the 1740-1760 period and includes pattern pieces for a cap, gown, shift, petticoat, handkerchief, 

apron, and mantelet.31 

Men’s Pattern for a Men’s Chemise from Le Fleur de Lyse 

 

 

 
31 Suzanne Gousse, and André Gousse, Costume in New France from 1740 to 1760 – A Visual Dictionary (Chambly, 

Québec: La Fleur de Lyse, 1998 – Second Printing).  This book contains descriptions, patterns, construction techniques 

for sewing the clothing worn by French Canadians. I also recommend: Forbes, Lewis, editor, and Gregg Hudson and 

Joe Lee (illustrators), Johnson, Mary Moyars, Judy Forbes, and Kathy Delaney (1st edition), Historic Colonial French 

Dress – A Guide to Re-creating North American French Clothing (Grand Rapids, Ohio: Smoke and Fire News, 1997 

– revised edition). This book contains descriptions, patterns, suggested fabrics, and construction techniques for sewing 

the clothing worn by French Canadians.  
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This late colonial sewing pattern comes complete with clear illustrations and instructions to make thread buttons with 

options for ruffles on the sleeves and bosom slit.  Instructions and illustrations are also included to make French-

Canadian workman’s cap, and each of the three types of neck cloths: stock, cravat, and handkerchief. 

 

 

 

 
Francis Back – 1749 market in Montréal 

 

In 1749, Peter Kalm, the Swedish Naturalist who travelled to North America made the following comment regarding 

a woman’s skirt/petticoat when he was visiting Montréal: they wore . . . a short coarse skirt that does not reach to the 

middle of their legs.32 

 

 
32 Peter Kalm, The America of 1750 Travels in North America by Peter Kalm (New York, Dover Publications, Inc., 

1964), Vol. II, p. 525.  
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Indians (top row) and Habitants (bottom row) – Courtesy of Royal Ontario Museum 

 

 
A soldier of the Compagnies franches de la Marine dressed for an expedition, mid-18th century 

 

The Compagnies franches de la Marine wore short capots, leggings, breechcloths and moccasins when leaving on 

lengthy expeditions through the forest. Two clues identify him as a soldier. The first item is the cartridge box on his 
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belt, stamped with the arms of France. The second clue is the nightcap-like bonnet de police in the light grey and blue 

colours of the Compagnies franches. Reconstruction by Francis Back.33 

 

  

 

Francis Back – Canadian militiamen, first half of the 18th century34 

 

  

 
33 Canadian Military Heritage: https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/page-120-eng.aspx  
34 René Chartrand, Canadian Military Heritage, Vol. 1 (1000-1754) (Montréal: Art Global, Inc., 1993), p. 155. 

https://www.phmc.forces.gc.ca/cmh-pmc/page-120-eng.aspx
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Eugène Lelièpvre – Soldier of the Compagnies franches 

de la Marine in New France, between 1750 and 175535 

Eugène Lelièpvre – Officer of the Compagnies 

franches de la Marine, circa 175036 

  
 

Clothing and Equipment Supplied to the Canadians and the French Soldiers for a Winter Campaign during 

the French and Indian War  

 

In his journal for 17 – 28 February 1757, Louis Antoine de Bougainville, Montcalm’s aide-de-camp, recorded the 

equipment and clothing that was issued to Canadians and the French soldiers during the French and Indian War.37 Not 

only had the clothing been adopted from Native Americans, but merchants also supplied French-manufactured 

weapons that were adopted from Native-American weapons. 

One overcoat [capot], one blanket, one wool cap, two cotton shirts, one pair of leggings or mitasses, one 

breechclout (Bougainville noted that the French soldiers were issued breeches and drawers instead of a 

breechclout), two hanks of thread, six needles, one awl, one tinderbox, one butcher’s knife, one comb, one 

[gun] worm, one tomahawk, two pairs of stockings, two Siamese knives, one pair of mittens, one waistcoat, 

two pairs of deerskin shoes [moccasins], one dressed deer skin, two portage collars, one drag rope, one pair 

of snowshoes, one bearskin, one tarpaulin per officer, one large one to every four men. 

 

 

 
Francis Back – Canadian Militia (Frontier) 1750-1760 

 
35 René Chartrand, Canadian Military Heritage, Vol. 1 (1000-1754) (Montréal: Art Global, Inc., 1993), p. 130. 
36 René Chartrand, Canadian Military Heritage, Vol. 1 (1000-1754) (Montréal: Art Global, Inc., 1993), p. 154. 
37 Louis Antoine de Bougainville and Edward P. Hamilton, editor, Adventure in the Wilderness – The American 

Journals of Louis Antoine de Bougainville, 1756-1760 (Norman, Oklahoma, University of Oklahoma Press, 1964), p. 

87. 
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Francis Back – Canadian Militia in Winter Attire 

 

1766 Description of clothing worn by French-Canadian Men in Detroit 

 

Jonathan Carver was a resident of Massachusetts who visited Detroit on 27 June 1766.  Following are excepts from 

his Journal regarding Detroit.38  

The French have several plantations scattered along the shore of these straits for about ten miles below the 

fort and about twelve miles above as far as Lake St. Clare. 

 

The land is very good, producing all the necessaries of life in abundance, but by reason of the inactivity and 

idleness of the French inhabitants provisions are very dear, they themselves living but a little better than the 

Indians and even here seem fully to possess that spirit of gaiety so natural to that nation, for it is not 

uncommon to see a Frenchman with Indian shoes and stockings, without breaches, wearing a strip of 

woolen cloth to cover what decency requires him to conceal.  Yet at the same time he wears a fine ruffled 

shirt, a laced waistcoat with a fine handkerchief on his head.  But since the English have frequented these 

parts the French have laid by many of their savage customs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1770s 

 

 
38 Jonathan Carver and John Parker, editor, The Journals of Jonathan Carver and Related Documents (Minneapolis: 

Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1976), p. 66. 
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Male Re-enactors at Colonial Michilimackinac 
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Loraine DiCerbo’s photo of a trader at Colonial Michilimackinac 
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Diane Wolford Sheppard’s photo of a trader at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

In the Colonial Michilimackinac Interpretive Guidelines 2022, on p. 35, the guidelines note the following regarding 

Merchants: 

Merchant Shirt: White linen shirts were readily available at Michilimackinac, either as premade trade goods or as 

imported fabric waiting to be sewn into a garment. Shirts will ideally have a lengthy chest opening (should extent to 

at least mid-chest), a small, close-fitting collar, and narrow wrist bands. Shirts must be laundered regularly.  

 

Waistcoat: As with shirts, a wide variety of imported garments, including waistcoats, were available to the residents 

of Michilimackinac. Bright colors, floral patterns, and elaborate buttons were common on civilian waistcoats. 
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Waistcoats, like all clothing in the late 18th century, were worn tightly fitted to the chest. Interpreters must add ties to 

the back of their waistcoat to create a proper fit.  

 

Coat: Men’s coats came in a variety of styles and colors. Earlier French designs were frequently collarless with large 

flared sleeves, while later British fashions had a tighter fit and included falling collars similar to a modern jacket. 

Coats should be worn when going outside. 

 

Neck stock or cravat: Unlike military stocks, which served to keep a soldier’s head up, civilian stocks were a more 

fashionable garment, similar to a modern neck tie, worn by upper class men such as merchants. Civilian stocks came 

in both black and white (as well as other colors), and were manufactured in a variety of fabrics, including silk and 

velvet.  

 

Hat: These could be made and in a variety of colors, although untrimmed black hats were perhaps most common. 

Interpreters should wear a hat whenever going outside, but should never wear a military cocked hat when interpreting 

a civilian merchant.  

 

Breeches: Broadcloth (wool), leather, and occasionally linen breeches were ubiquitous amongst civilian men. 

Breeches came in a variety of natural colors, with brown, tan, black, or blue being popular. Some men wore 

coordinating sets of breeches, waistcoat, and coat, with each piece in a matched or identical color. Knee buckles were 

common on civilian breeches, which were also worn tightly fitted to the leg, especially around the thigh and knee. 

Interpreters must adjust the knee buttons to ensure a proper fit. 

 

Stockings and Leather Shoes 

 

 
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2023 photo of a voyageur at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

In the Colonial Michilimackinac Interpretive Guidelines 2022, on pp. 3-7, and 36-37, the guidelines note the following 

regarding voyageurs: 

The breechcloth hangs evenly in front and back, and reaches only to mid-thigh. 
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Shirts must be white linen, and should reach almost to the knees – the breechcloth should not be 

visible. 

Heads should be covered with knit caps, round hats, silk handkerchiefs. 

Neckerchiefs should be block printed or woven linen, and worn loosely tied. 

Sashes are optional. If worn, they should be solid color, either woven or simple strips of wool. 

 

The booklet provides the following guidelines for inclement weather: 

Wear a cap under the capot hood. 

Close the capot with the button or ties– wearing a sash is optional. 

Add leggings and garters. 

 

 

 
Female Re-enactors at Colonial Michilimackinac  

Note the length of their petticoats 
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Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2022 photo of British Trader’s wife repairing her shoes 

 
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2023 photo of Woman at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 



Typical Clothing Worn by Habitants, Voyageurs, Tradesmen, and Military Personnel in Detroit, Michilimackinac, and Fort St. Joseph 

in the 18 Century to the end of the French Regime - © Diane Wolford Sheppard 2024 

 

34 

 

 
Diane Wolford Sheppard’s 2023 photo of British Trader’s Wife at Colonial Michilimackinac 

 

In the Colonial Michilimackinac Interpretive Guidelines 2022, on pp. 38-40, the guidelines note the following 

regarding women’s clothing: 

 

Shift/Chemise: A shift or chemise was the first layer of clothing worn by ladies of this time period. The shift served 

as underwear and protected more outer layers of clothing from dirt and body grime. Most were made of linen and had 

sleeves gathered into cuffs held closed with linked cuff buttons or ties. No examples of shifts from this time have 

drawstrings at the neck. The only part of the shift that is allowed to be visible is the cuff.  

 

Stays: Stays were an early form of corset and provided support and shape in much the same way that a bra does today 

(most people find it uncomfortable and unnecessary to wear a bra under stays). Your stays should be comfortable and 

not tightly laced. Some stays at this time were laced in the front, some in the back and some were laced in the front 

and the back. Pregnant women may have worn stays with lacing at the sides to accommodate the growth of the baby. 

Most of the stays that we have do not have shoulder straps, but they were not uncommon in the 18th century. This 

garment provides the correct shape for your clothing and make it impossible for your skirts to dig uncomfortably into 

your waist. 

 

Skirts/Petticoats: You should always wear three petticoats. When the weather is warm, your petticoats will help to 

protect from heat, especially when you are working around a fire. The term petticoat at this time referred to any skirt, 

not just what was worn underneath. Most were made of linen, wool, or silk. Some skirts were quilted to provide 

warmth and shape. Skirts at the time have been only rarely found using drawstrings. Instead, they were pleated into a 

waistband and tapes were used to tie them to the wearer. The length of petticoats tended to be a little shorter in France 

and a little longer in England. They also tended to be longer for more formal clothing and shorter for working clothes. 

 

Pocket: Pockets are like bags that you tie around your waist and under your skirts. A woman might wear them in pairs 

or singly and would reach them through the sides of the skirts. Your pocket should always be worn under your skirts 

and should not be visible. Some were highly decorated but they were not really meant to be shown off to the world. 

There is no relation between pockets and marital status.  
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Stockings: Stockings were long, had no elastic and were many different colors. They were commonly held up by 

garters tied above the knee. Some stocking were woven flat, cut and sewn to fit the leg. Others were knit by machine 

or less commonly, by hand. Nicer silk stockings sometimes had decoration or “clocks” at the ankle. Wool, linen, and 

silk fiber were all used to manufacture stockings.  

 

Garters: Garters were commonly silk ribbons long enough to go around the leg twice and tie in a bow above the knee. 

More elaborate garters were made of an embroidered panel flanked on either side by a long ribbon. Some of the 

embroidery from the 1700s expressed poetry. Without garters your socks will fall down.  

 

Shoes: Working class French and British women wore leather shoes with a heel that were fasted with buckles or ties. 

Some women, especially French, wore wooden clogs. Moccasins were worn by Métis and some French. Shoes for 

formal occasions usually had silk uppers. 

 

Jacket: In the 1770s a woman never went without some sort of garment covering her stays. Jackets lace or pin at the 

center front and are a little nicer than the loose-fitting bedgowns. Jackets were worn for informal occasions and work.  

 

Bedgown: Bedgowns were a little like the sweatshirt of the 18th century. They were common upper garments for 

working class women because of the loose fit and simple construction. Upper class ladies might wear a bedgown in 

the morning before dressing. The length of bedgowns varied between low hip and knee and they were usually made 

of light to mid-weight wool or linen. Most bedgowns are held closed with an apron by overlapping the front edges. 

Others were pinned or tied closed with tapes sewn at the front edges.  

 

Gown: Gowns seem to be more common everyday wear than jackets. The basic cut of the gown did not vary for nearly 

100 years. With some alterations, such as trim and pleating, a gown could be easily updated to keep up with changing 

trends. In the 1770s most were open in the front to accommodate a stomacher that was usually made of the same 

material as the gown. Robings at the front provided decoration and a way to hide the pins that were used to fasten the 

gowns closed. Some were made of strong wool or linen while others were made of striped or brocaded silks for formal 

wear. 

 

Cap: All women covered their heads most of the time. Different regions of the world had different styles of caps but 

in general, working class women wore round-eared white caps with ruffles or pleats to frame the face. A modern “mob 

cap” is completely different than the 18th century version which had ruffles and lappets that were often tied under the 

chin with a colorful ribbon. Caps were fashionable, but also served to keep the hair from becoming very dirty. It is 

very helpful to pin your cap with straight pins to your hair to prevent it from falling off your head, especially if it is 

windy. 

 

Apron: Aprons served to protect clothing from wear and dirt. Common aprons at this time were made of blue and 

white check linen that was woven in widths specifically for aprons. Aprons were also made of sturdy linen and light-

weight wool. Most were made by gathering the fabric into a waistband or tape and had linen tapes attached that were 

long enough to tie in a bow at the front waist. Aprons for formal wear could be made of sheer white plain or figured 

cotton or silk. Many had ruffles around the edge. In contrast to utilitarian aprons that usually reached nearly to the 

hem of the skirts, formal aprons could be as short as the knees. 

 

Hat: Straw or chip hats with very low crowns were worn over caps to protect the face from sun and to be fashionable. 

Some hats were covered in silk or other fabrics and were often decorated with poofs of fabric or ribbon. Hats are held 

on by tying the ribbon under the back of your head. It should feel somewhat snug (a little like a headband). Instead of 

flat-topped straw hats, some women were wearing a slightly different style that had a bagged top and were usually 

covered in black silk.  

 

Neckerchiefs/Fichu: Nearly all women wore a fichu. Most commonly they were made of very light-weight white linen. 

Occasionally we see them made of printed silks and cottons, even polka dots and check patterns. The fichu was a 

necessary accessory that keeps the sun from burning your neck and chest and also fills in the neckline of your upper 

garment. They can be worn over or under your top garment. Sometimes it is useful to pin it closed at the front to 

prevent it from slipping during the day.  
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Shawls: Shawls are rarely seen until the end of the 18th century. 

 

Cloaks: Many cloaks were short cloaks with collars and hoods. Red was the most common color, followed by blue, 

grey, black and occasionally whites and greens. Short cloaks that were longer along the front edge served to keep the 

wearer warm while also allowing their arms to be free to carry items or work. In addition to wool, cloaks were also 

made of silk.  

 

Mitts: Long fingerless mitts filled in to keep the hands warm when most clothing ended near the elbow. In the summer 

time, mitts made of light fabric prevent sunburn to the arms and hands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


