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Introduction

Over the years, archaeologists have excavated
numerous fur trade posts and contemporaneous In-
dian and Inuit sites across Canada in order to re-
construct the lifeways and material culture of their
inhabitants. Analysis of the recovered artifacts has
revealed that a substantial part of post inventories
and the possessions of the native peoples consisted
of ornaments. Unfortunately, few of these items
have been found in contexts where their exact or-
namental functions could be determined. As this
information is not generally available, the present
study was undertaken to fill the gap for the benefit
of archaeologists, material culture researchers, eth-
nologists and members of the general public who
desire to know more about the trade ornaments that
once adorned the native peoples of Canada.

Strictly speaking, a “trade ornament” is an object
obtained either directly or indirectly from white
traders and utilized for adornment by the native
population. However, for the purposes of this book,
the definition has been extended to encompass
identical items presented as gifts by explorers and
missionaries, distributed as part of annuity pay-
ments by government officials and sold in stores.
Native-made ornaments fashioned from non-in-
digenous materials (such as bracelets cut from old
brass kettles) and unique items of non-native origin
(such as a sauce-pan handle) have also been in-
cluded because of the important part they played in
native adornment.

The present study is based on an extensive search
conducted prior to 1984 of published and manu-
script sources, especially historical journals and
narratives and early ethnographic studies, sup-
plemented by an examination of historical paint-
ings, photographs and ethnographical specimens

housed in various institutions in Canada, the United
States and England. To ensure the accuracy of the
data, only material that could be attributed to a
particular tribe or cultural group and a specific time
period was included. In the case of published ma-
terial, every effort was made to weed out sources
that plagiarised information from earlier works and
passed it off as current material.

As little can improve on a well-written firsthand
account, the words of the original observer are used
whenever possible to ensure the accuracy and fla-
vour of an historical account. Original spellings are
retained in the passages quoted, but problematical
terms and obvious errors or misstatements are elu-
cidated in brackets.

Readers should also keep in mind that some sour-
ces are more reliable than others. Observations
made by experienced anthropologists are obviously
more reliable than those made by the average
traveller. Also, narratives and other works written
years after an observation are more prone to error
regarding specific details than a journal entry made
the same day.

The same caveat holds true for the visual materi-
al. Illustrations in early books were frequently the
engraver’s impression of what the author had seen
or was describing in text, and they should, there-
fore, be viewed with a very critical eye. Later artists
painting from life are generally more reliable but
the fidelity of their respective works varies. For
example, Karl Bodmer’s paintings of the Indians he
encountered are about as accurate and detailed as
one can hope for. George Catlin’s early works are
also considered to be truthful representations,
though his later studio works show questionable
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details (see, for example, Plate 15). Although the
romanticized paintings of Paul Kane show fine de-
tail, some (such as Fig. 59) may depict individuals
that are actually composites of several persons, if
not total fabrications.

Photographs, it is said, do not lie but in the case
of Edward S. Curtis, they fib a bit. In the portraits
of certain Plains Indians, the same headdresses and
unique ornaments are exhibited by several individ-
uals, and the photos taken in the Pacific West depict
costumes and ornaments that had not been in com-
mon use for many years (e.g., Figs. 106 and 107).
It is likely that other photographers used similar
props as well.

The reader is also cautioned about making gener-
alizations based on the material presented herein.
Just because one individual was seen wearing a
specific type of ornament does not mean that it was
in common use.

As it is the intent of this study to show how the
various native peoples used trade ornaments
through time, the material is presented chronologi-

cally by tribe (as defined and used by Diamond
Jenness [1960: 121-3, 327n.]) rather than by type of
ornament. To facilitate meaningful intertribal com-
parisons of the ornaments and the uses to which
they were put, the tribes have been divided into
seven major groups (Fig. 1) that generally corre-
spond to those proposed by Jenness (1960: 12-14).
However, as McClellan and Denniston (1981: 372-
3) make a good case for deleting the Kutchin, Tut-
chone, Kaska and Sekani from the Mackenzie River
and Yukon group as envisioned by Jenness and
placing them with the Cordillera tribes, a change
which Jenness (1960: 399n.) himself partially sup-
ported in retrospect, this has been done with a
corresponding revision of the group names: Mac-
kenzie Subarctic, and Cordillera and Plateau, re-
spectively. The tribal range maps that accompany
the text are diagrammatical composites based on
Helm (1981b: ix) and Trigger (1978b: ix) with sup-
plemental information derived from Grumet (1979:
vii), Jenness (1960: 406) and National Geographic
Society (1972).
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Figure 1. Cultural regions of Canada: (A) migratory
tribes of the Eastern Woodlands; (B) agricultural tribes
of the Eastern Woodlands; (C) tribes of the Plains; (D)
tribes of the Mackenzie Subarctic; (E) tribes of the Cord-
illera and Plateau; (F) tribes of the Pacific Coast; (G) the
Inuit (drawing by D. Kappler)



Chapter I

Migratory TIribes of the Eastern Woodlands

Inhabiting the Canadian woodlands from New-
foundland to central Alberta, the tribes comprising
this group include the sole member of the Beothuk-
an language family, the Beothuks, and the Algon-
kian-speaking Micmacs, Maliseet-Passamaquoddy,
Abenaki, Montagnais-Naskapi, Algonquin, Chip-
pewa-Ojibwa and Woodland Cree (Fig. 2). These
were a semi-nomadic people who lived by hunting
large mammals and other game during the winter,
and by fishing and gathering wild plants in the
summer. Horticulture was also practiced by several
tribes, but never achieved the same level of import-
ance that it did among the neighbouring Iroquoians
(Jenness 1960: 40). While some of the eastern tribes
may have been in contact with Europeans as early
as the Norse period, the more westerly groups did
not encounter white men until well into the 17th
century (Canada. Geographic Board 1913: 96). As
neighbouring tribes frequently utilized their orna-
ments in a similar manner, only those of a repre-
sentative few — the Beothuk, Micmac, Montagnais-
Naskapi, Chippewa-Ojibwa and Woodland Cree —
are discussed.

Beothuk.

Commonly termed “Red Indians” because of their
predilection for red ochre, the Beothuks, who in-
habited the island of Newfoundland, appear to have

first come in contact with Europeans during the
Norse period (Such 1978: 38). Rediscovered by
either John or Sebastian Cabot at the close of the
15th century, they were gradually reduced in num-
bers during the 17th and 18th centuries by supercil-
ious Europeans and their Micmac allies.
Subsequent efforts to befriend and save them ended
in failure; the last-known Beothuk, a woman named
Shawnadithit, died in 1829.

The Beothuks do not seem to have possessed a
great variety of European trade ornaments (prob-
ably because they were not readily available to
them). The earliest mention of foreign goods serv-
ing as adornment among these people appears in
John Guy’s narrative of his 1612 visit to a Beothuk
settlement at the head of Trinity Bay on the north-
western side of the Avalon Peninsula. Even though
all the inhabitants had departed, he left them some
gifts, including “three or four amber beads. This
was done to begin to win them by faire meanes”
(Howley 1915: 15). During the same general time
period, Captain Richard Whitbourne noted that the
sealskin hats of the Beothuk were “set round with
fine white shells; such as are carried from Portugall
to Brasseile; where they pass to the Indians as ready
money” (Wintemberg 1936: 25).

Glass beads also found their way into the hands
of the Beothuks. Several specimens accompanied
the burial of an adult male that was discovered on
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Figure 2. Distribution of the migratory tribes of the
eastern Canadian woodlands in the 19th century (drawing
by D. Kappler)
one of the Burgeo Islands off the southwestern Micmac
coast of Newfoundland in 1847 (Patterson 1892:
157). Of unknown date, the interment was most At its broadest, the territory of the Micmacs or
likely deposited prior to the last quarter of the 18th Souriquois, as they were known to their French
century, a time when the Red Indians were driven allies, included southwestern Newfoundland, Nova
inland by bellicose Micmacs (Reynolds 1978: 101). Scotia, Prince Edward Island, eastern and northern
In the early 1800s, “glass bead necklaces” and New Brunswick and the adjacent portion of Quebec
“strings of beads” were among the gifts proffered (Bock 1978: 109). While there is a distinct possi-
to the few remaining Beothuks by the British gov- bility that members of this tribe came in contact
ernment to win their friendship and trust (Howley with both the Norsemen and the Cabots (Swanton
1915: 67, 112, 117). 1952: 580), the first recorded encounter took place

in July 1534, when Jacques Cartier entered Chaleur
Bay at the northeastern tip of New Brunswick. He
found the natives friendly and willing to trade furs
and whatever else they possessed for “hatchets,
knives, beads and other wares, at which... [they]
showed great pleasure” (Biggar 1924: 55).

Other items used as ornaments during the early
19th century included silver pocket-watches and
coins. Such articles were found at a Beothuk en-
campment on Red Indian Lake in March 1819 by
John Peyton: “The watches had been broken into
small pieces, which together with the coins were

strung on deer-skin thongs, passed through holes When Marc Lescarbot, a lawyer by trade, arrived
drilled in them, and presumably intended for neck- at Port Royal in 1606, he found that wampum ob-
laces, amulets or some such adornment” (Howley tained in trade from the Indians of New England
1915: 94). was very popular with the Souriquois, being es-

teemed “more than pearls, or gold or silver” (Les-
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carbot 1914: 157-8). Formed into “collars, scarves,
and bracelets,” and apparently sewn to the triangu-
lar “devil bags” worn at the necks of soothsayers as
a sign of their profession, it was difficult to procure
because the Micmacs and their southerly neigh-
bours were in continual enmity (Lescarbot 1914:
110, 157-8). Thus, the Micmacs had to content
themselves with the matachias or trinkets that were
supplied to them by the French. Consisting “of
small quills of glass mingled with tin or lead, which
are bartered with them by the fathom,” they were
utilized for a variety of decorative purposes:

Now as with us, so in that country it is the
women who deck themselves with such
things, and have chains going a dozen times
about their necks, and hanging down upon
their breasts, and about their wrists, and
above the elbow. They also hang long strings
of them at their ears, which come down as
low as their shoulders.... They also make of
them small squares of divers colours sewed
together, which they tie behind to the hair of
the little ones. The men do not much care for
them,... [though] some have girdles made of
matachias, which they use only when they
wish to set themselves out and make a display
(Lescarbot 1914: 157-9).

Women also commonly hung “a quantity of beads
and small square toys, diversely coloured,” upon
the upper part of their infant’s cradleboards (Les-
carbot 1914: 87). Beads may also have been used to
embroider the little “devil bags” worn by the sha-
mans (Lescarbot 1914: 110).

Early in the following decade, the Jesuit Joseph
Jouvency commented: “The men as well as the
women pierce the lobes of their ears, and place in
them earrings made of glass or shells. The larger the
hole, the more beautiful they consider it” (Thwaites
1896, 1: 281). He also noted the use of belts “inge-
niously manufactured from Venus shells, which we
commonly call porcelain [wampum],” among the
womenfolk (Thwaites 1896, 1: 281).

According to Nicolas Denys’ study of Acadia
which first appeared in 1672, wampum also served
to embellish girl’s hair ornaments and men’s belt
pouches. Up to 30 cm square, the former were com-

posed of interwoven strips of unborn-moose hide
and vari-coloured porcupine quills. The edges were
fringed with leather strands wrapped in quills of
sundry colours and further enhanced with white and
violet wampum. The latter were “half the width of
a finger” in length (Denys 1908: 414-5).

The animal-skin pouches that Denys observed
were used to hold tobacco, and lead for hunting.
“The breadth of the hand and a little longer,” they
were frequently garnished with “Porcupine quills,
white, red, and violet, and sometimes with their
wampum” (Denys 1908: 447-8).

In 1691, Father Chrestien Le Clercq published a
treatise on the customs and religion of the Gaspe-
sian (Micmac) Indians. Reiterating much of what
had been written before, it also presented some new
observations on their ornamentation:

The women adorn... [their] cradle [boards]
carefully with certain bits of bead-work, with
wampum, porcupine quills, and certain
figures which they form with their paints....
For their clothes, they make use of a white or
red blanket, which falls from the shoulders
to the mid-leg in the form of a tunic; with this
they enwrap all the body, and they belt it in
by a girdle ornamented with beadwork and
wampum....

Sometimes they... make tresses of... [their
hair], which they tie suitably, and which they
ornament with little strings of beadwork or
of wampum.... They also pierce their ears, to
which they attach certain pieces of bead-
work, with little bells, sols-marquez [coins
(N1, deniers [copper coins] and other trifles
of that sort, which serve them as earrings (Le
Clercq 1910: 89-99).

Wampum was also employed to create mystical
figures. One such was found in the medicine bag of
a “juggler” or shaman in the Miramichi region:

[1t] was a bit of bark on which was a figure,
hideous enough, made from black and white
wampum, and representing some monster
which could not be well distinguished, for it
was neither the representation of a man nor
of any animal, but rather in the shape of a
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little wolverene, which was adorned with
black and white beadwork. That one, say the
jugglers, is the master Devil, or Oliahich (Le
Clercq 1910: 222).

There was also a sect of the Miramichi Micmacs
known as the Porte-Croix or Cross-Bearers who
venerated the cross, either because it was the totem
or symbol of their group or as the result of earlier
contact with Christians. Their paraphernalia in-
cluded ornate crosses enhanced with beadwork,
wampum, porcupine quills and painting (Le Clercq
1910: 38, 232).

At the turn of the century, the Sieur de Dikreville
(1933: 168) noted that the Micmacs were wearing
their hair in a slightly different manner than that
previously described: “They bind their Hair with
Rassade, a variety of small Beads, which are black
& white, & itis made into a large knot, which barely
reaches below the Ear. This adornment is as com-
mon among Men as it is among Women....”

As the years passed, the ornamentation of the
men became more flamboyant. In 1749, a delega-
tion of chiefs from southeastern New Brunswick
was described thus: “Their faces [are] all rubbed
over with vermillion and across their nose and fore-
head are regularly drawn black lines. Their ears are
bored full of holes and adorned with tobacco pipes
and ribbons of different colours...” (Akins 1895:
15 fn.).

The following decade, Captain John Knox noted
that the Micmacs of Nova Scotia and eastern New
Brunswick liked to embellish their garments with
beads of glass. The cloth turbans that some of the
men possessed were enhanced by “an extravagant
number of beads and feathers of various colours,
which these creatures much affect, and are very
fond of” (Knox 1914: 146). Leggings were gener-
ally embroidered on the broad side flaps with beads
of various colours, and the ankle flaps and vamps
of moccasins were “curiously ornamented with nar-
row slips of red cloath, covered with white, green,
and blue beads sewed on in various whimsical
figures” (Knox 1914: 111, 286). In addition, some
chiefs sported medals, while Christianized natives
of either sex wore silver crucifixes suspended from

beaded strands and silver chains (Knox 1914: 90,
244).

At some time during the latter half of the 18th
century, the women began to wear a distinctive
costume that, according to John Clarkson who en-
countered Micmacs at Halifax in 1791, “consisted
of a flowered woollen jacket reaching to the waist
and a coarse blue short petticoat, a cape mad[e] of
cloth angular to the upper and back part of the head,
and ornamented with small white beads” (Fergus-
son 1971: 69). While some of the caps were elabor-
ately embroidered over their entire surface
(Whitehead 1980: Fig. 13), most seem to have had
beadwork applied only to their edges and frontal
seams (Fig. 3). Clarkson also observed that around
their necks, the women “wore several strings of
different coloured beads to which was affixed a
silver cross” (Fergusson 1971: 70).

During the same period, the men adopted a mili-
tary-style coat of blue or black cloth with matching
leggings for their costume. Trimmed with scarlet,
the coat was usually embroidered with beadwork on
the collar and cuffs, and occasionally the lapels,
shoulders, upper arms and hems (Whitehead 1980:
16, 19). A small triangular “cape” decorated with
ribbon appliqué and beadwork sometimes hung
from the back of the collar (Fig. 3). As it was devoid
of buttons, “a large silver brooch of the size of a
large watch, usually held the frock at the neck”
(Gilpin 1878: 270). The garment was further se-
cured by a colourful sash or belt which was not
infrequently garnished with glass beads (Fig. 3).
The accompanying leggings were sometimes
beaded along the lower side seam and hem (White-
head 1980: 18).

Silver ornaments seem to have come into vogue
during the early 19th century. They were certainly
prevalent at the gift-giving ceremony held at Cha-
leur Bay, New Brunswick, in 1841. During this
event, the British Governor-General presented
Condeau, head-chief of the Micmac nation, with a
large silver medal of King George III “tied with
blue and yellow ribbons” which was placed about
his neck. He was also given “a massive silver arm-
let, similarly adorned,” as well as “a gold-laced
hat” (Bonnycastle 1841, 2: 161-3). The wives and






