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Abstract Introduction 

A study of animal bones from French (1715-
60) and British (1760-80) refuse pits at Fort 
Michilimackinac (Mackinaw City, Michigan) 
reveals subsistence patterns of the Euro­
peans during their occupation of this site. 
Their eating habits are compared with those 
of the Indians who occupied the Late Wood­
land Juntunen site on Bois Blanc Island in 
the Straits of Mackinac. In contrast, the 
Europeans are shown to have relied heavily 
upon food supplies brought into the Straits 
area. Differences between French and Brit­
ish diets are shown to have been a result of 
the more efficient transportation system 
during British occupation of the site as well 
as the social, political, ideological and 
technological systems of both cultures. 

By the late 17th century, after nearly half a 
century of profitable fur trading activities in 
the Upper Great Lakes region, French mer­
chants, traders and missionaries realized 
that control of the Straits of Mackinac be­
tween Lake Michigan and Lake Huron was 
the key to the control of the entire north­
western frontier. To this end they establish­
ed small palisaded forts, first on the north 
side of the Straits and later, in about 1715, 
on the south shore near what is now Macki­
naw City, Michigan. The French controlled 
the latter fort, which they called Michili­
mackinac, until 1760, when it was surren­
dered to the British. In September of 1761, 
Fort Michilimackinac was garrisoned by 40 
troops of the 60th Regiment and thus the 
Straits of Mackinac fell under British dom­
ination. During the next 20 years the original 
stockade was enlarged and many French 
structures were removed to facilitate the 
construction of British military installations. 
The British finally abandoned the site in 
1780, when they moved the fort to a more 
strategic position on nearby Mackinac 
Island. The original site of Fort Michilimac­
kinac was not reoccupied in succeeding 
years, and the remaining foundations were 
in fact protected from destruction by accu­
mulations of beach sands. 

Excavations at the site of Fort Michili­
mackinac by the Museum of Michigan State 
University in cooperation with the Mackinac 
Island Park Commission have produced an 
abundance of both architectural and arti-
factual information (Maxwell and Binford 
1961). One of the most informative classes 
of features discovered in these excavations 
was refuse pits constructed under the stor­
age basements of houses dating from both 
the French and British occupations. In 1961 
and again in 1962, I was asked to identify 
quantities of animal bone which represent­
ed food remains from these refuse pits. 
Although animal bone was recovered in 
great quantity from nearly all areas of the 
site, this analysis was restricted to samples 
of bone from clearly datable features. The 
sample from the French occupation was 
obtained from the following features: 
Feature No. 70, MS2 1220 - a storage base­

ment below a French house ca. 1720-34 
Feature No. 71, MS2 1221 - a storage base­
ment below a French house ca. 1740 
Feature No. 72, MS2 - a small bell bottom 
storage pit ca. 1740 
Feature No. 75, MS2 1229-a French storage 
pit ca. 1740 
Bone representing the British occupation 
was obtained from five refuse pits below 
British period houses of the following 
provenance: 
Feature No. 206, MS2 1822-27, square 
220L30 
Feature No. 212, MS2 1907-08, square 
230L110 
Feature No. 213, MS2 206, square 240L130 
Feature No. 215, MS2 1959, square 230L150 
Feature No. 216, MS2 1944-46, square 
240L110 
A comprehensive study of the food remains 
from the Juntunen site on Bois Blanc Island 
in the Straits of Mackinac by Cieland (1966) 
provides material for a comparison between 
the aboriginal subsistence patterns of the 
Straits area and those of the French and 
British occupations at Michilimackinac. This 
site was intermittently occupied between 
A.D. 800 and A.D. 1300. 

This situation presents an ideal opportu­
nity for a study of the changes in subsis­
tence patterns which took place in the 
Straits of Mackinac area from about A.D. 
1300 to A.D. 1780. Such a study, however, 
requires some assumptions concerning the 
two basic variables which determine the 
configuration of any subsistence system -
the natural availability of food sources in 
the area under consideration and the cul­
tural factors which govern the utilization of 
potential food resources. 

Although Baerreis and Bryson (1965) have 
demonstrated minor climatic change for the 
period encompassed by this study, climatic 
changes of such small magnitude did not 
produce substantial changes in the fauna 
of the Straits of Mackinac area (Cieland 
1966). Although the same kinds of animals 
are represented in different proportions in 
the food refuse of each of the occupations, 
the fact that they are represented or are 
indirectly represented by other species 
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Bone from French and British Refuse Pits 

commonly associated with them in a single 
faunal assemblage, points to a rather high 
degree of ecological stability. 

If, then, we are dealing with a relatively 
stable natural environment, difference in the 
kinds and frequencies of animals used as 
food sources must be attributable to differ­
ential selection. Differential selection, of 
course, influences the local availability of 
species which are being systematically 
exploited. Whatever the case, we are here 
observing a cultural phenomenon and not a 
natural one. 

The number of both identified and uniden­
tifiable mammal, bird and fish bones from 
the French and British features at Fort 
Michilimackinac is shown in Table 1. In all 
instances, bone preservation was excellent 
so that fragile fish bone was as well pre­
served as dense mammal bone. The frag­
mented condition of much of the bone 
accounts for that part of the sample which 
could not be identified beyond class. Tables 
2 and 3 are lists of the identified species 
represented in the pits of the French and 
British period structures respectively. The 
French sample contained 317 identified 
bones representing 8 species of mammals, 
23 species of birds and 5 species of fish. 
The slightly larger British sample of 363 
identified bones represented less diversity 
with 8 species of mammals, 16 species of 
birds and 4 species of fish. 

All but one of the species identified from 
the bones in Fort Michilimackinac refuse 
pits have been reported from the Straits of 
Mackinac area within quite recent times. 
Only the redhead duck (Aythya americana) 
no longer occurs in the Upper Great Lakes 
region. This species does, however, occa­
sionally breed as far south as southeastern 
Michigan and Wisconsin (Peterson 1958). 
The great frequency with which the bones 
of this duck appear in the refuse pits at 
Fort Michilimackinac seems to indicate that 
it formerly had a much wider range. The 
retraction in the range of the redhead is no 
doubt due primarily to modern hunting 
pressure. 

The occurrence of one fish, the burbot 
(Lota lota), seems worthy of comment since 
its presence indicates something of a fish­
ing technique employed by the French. In 
the Upper Great Lakes the burbot occurs 
only in deep cold water (Hubbs and Lagler 
1958). Since the aboriginal fishery of the 
Straits was basically a shallow water har­
poon and net fishery (Cleland 1966), the 
burbot was probably caught by the French 
fishing in deep water with iron hooks like 
those from Fort Michilimackinac. 

Feature No. 212, a refuse pit in a British 
basement, contained a cowrie shell (Cy-
praea moneta), a marine mollusc native to 

the Indian and Pacific oceans. The "money 
cowrie," as this species is commonly called, 
was a widely used trade item and has 
been frequently reported from many areas 
of the world where it does not occur as a 
native species (Jackson 1917). A good 
example was the use of this cowrie by the 
Ojibwa as part of the ritual paraphernalia 
of the Grand Medicine Society. Ojibwa 
tradition relates that these shells were given 
to the Ojibwa by their folk hero Mi'nabo'-
zho (Hoffman 1891). A less colourful but 
more plausible origin is the Hudson's Bay 
Company, which used great quantities of 
these shells in trade for fur. The Fort Michi­
limackinac specimen is presumably a dis­
carded trade item. 

Three quite different methods can be 
used to demonstrate quantitative differences 
between the French and British bone 
samples. These are frequency of species 
represented by bone count, frequency of 
individual animals representing each spe­
cies and the amount of meat provided by 
each species. 

Figure 1 is a graphic illustration of the 
most common method used in analysing 
faunal remains from archaeological sites, 
the frequency of bones representing parti­
cular classes of animals. This figure indi­
cates that the French killed fewer mammals 
and birds than the British, but that they 
caught more fish. Sheer numbers of bones, 
therefore, seem to indicate that fish were a 
much more important source of food during 
the French period than during the British 
period and that conversely, mammals be­
came more important in the latter period 
than they were when the French occupied 
the site. 

One may also compare the variety of 
species exploited by the occupants of Mi­
chilimackinac during these periods. Refer­
ring again to Tables 2 and 3, we see that 
although the French sample was smaller 
than the British in terms of numbers of 
bones, the French sample was larger in 
the number of individuals as well as the 
variety of species represented. Thus, the 
French were exploiting a wider variety of 
animal resources. 
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Table 1: Identified and Unidentifiable Bone From 
French and British Storage Pits at Fort Michilimack inac 
French 

Species 
Identified Mammal 
Unidentifiable Mammal 
Total Mammal 
Identified Bird 
Unidentifiable Bird 
Total Bird 
Identified Fish 
Unidentifiable Fish 
Total Fish 
Total Bone 
% of Total 

No. 70 
7 

59 
66 
53 
11 
64 
14 

199 
213 
343 
29.2 

Feati 
No. 71 

20 
158 
178 
29 
8 

37 
19 
45 
64 

279 
23.7 

ures 
No. 72 

50 
156 
206 
82 
19 

101 
9 

103 
112 
419 
35.6 

No. 75 
2 

75 
77 
28 

5 
33 
5 

20 
25 

135 
11.8 

Totals 
79 

448 
527 
192 
43 

235 
47 

367 
414 

1176 

% o f 
Total 

6.7 
38.1 

16.3 
3.7 

4.0 
31.2 

100.0 

% o f 
Each 
Class 

44.8 

20.0 

35.2 
100.0 

British 

Species 
Identified Mammal 
Unidentifiable Mam 
Total Mammal 
Identified Bird 
Unidentifiable Bird 
Total Bird 
Identified Fish 
Unidentifiable Fish 
Total Fish 
Total Bone 
% of Total 

French 
British 

mal 

Mammal 
44.8% 
62.7% 

No. 206 
16 
37 
53 
23 
8 

31 
2 
1 
3 

87 
8.4 

Bird 
20.0% 
27.8% 

No. 212 
57 

243 
300 
145 
89 

234 
25 
58 
83 

617 
59.8 

Features 
No. 213 

14 
60 
74 

4 
1 
5 

4 
4 

83 
8.1 

Fish 

35.2% 
9.5% 

No. 215 
13 
15 
28 
2 

2 

30 
2.9 

No. 216 
49 

142 
191 
10 
5 

15 
3 
5 
8 

214 
20.8 

Totals 
149 
497 
646 
184 
103 
287 
30 
68 
98 

1031 

% o f 
Total 

14.5 
48.2 

17.8 
10.0 

2.9 
6.6 

100.0 

% o f 
Each 
Class 

62.7 

27.8 

9.5 
100.0 
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Table 2: Species Identified From French Period Features 

Species 
Snowshoe Hare (Lepus americanus) 
Beaver (Castor canadensis) 
Muskrat (Ondatra zibethicus) 
Black Bear (Ursus americanus) 
Marten (Martes americana) 
Cervidae 
Moose (Alces alces) 
Pig (Sus scrota) 
Dog (Canis familiaris) 
Pied-Billed Grebe (Podilymbus podiceps) 
Great Blue Heron (Ardea herodias) 
Canada Goose (Branta canadensis) 
Mallard Duck (Anas platyrhynchos) 
Green-Winged Teal (Anas carolinensis) 
Blue-Winged Teal (Anas discors) 
Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) 
Redhead Duck (Aythya americana) 
Ring-Necked Duck (Aythya affinis) 
Lesser Scaup (Aythya collaris) 
Aythya sp. 
Bufflehead (Bucephala albeola) 
Hooded Merganser (Lophodytes cucullatus) 
Common Merganser (Mergus merganser) 
Red-Breasted Merganser (Mergus merganser) 
Anseriformes 
Goshawk (Acipiter gentilis) 
Cooper's Hawk (Accipiter cooperii) 
Ruffed Grouse (Bonsa umbellus) 
Black-Bellied Plover (Squatarola squatarola) 
Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) 
Ring-Billed Gull (Larus delawarensis) 
Passenger Pigeon (Ectopistes migratorius) 
Raven (Corvus corax) 
Chicken (Gallus gallus) 
Sturgeon (Acipenser tulvescens) 
Lake Trout (Salvelinus namaycush) 
Lake Whitefish (Coregonus sp.) 
Channel Catfish (Ictalurus punctatus) 
Burbot (Lota lota) 
Total 

No. 70 

6 

1 

2 

3 

1 
1 

2 

43 

1 
4 
5 
4 

1 
74 

Feat ures 
No. 71 No. 72 

11 
1 
2 

2 
2 
2 

1 
2 

1 

1 
1 

1 

2 

1 

18 

17 

1 
1 

67 

1 
28 

3 
3 
4 
4 
7 

1 

2 
1 
2 
1 
1 
3 

2 

5 

2 
5 

1 
55 

1 
3 
6 

141 

No. 75 

2 

3 
1 

4 

1 
1 

1 

2 
2 

1 

8 
1 
3 
3 
2 

35 

Total 
Identified 

Bones 
1 

45 
1 
5 
3 
4 
6 

12 
2 
3 
2 
2 
6 
2 
1 
3 
5 
3 
1 
1 
3 
1 
2 
2 
8 
4 
2 
7 
1 
1 
1 

124 
1 
5 

27 
13 
5 
1 
1 

317 

% o f 
Total 

Identified 
Bone 

14.2 
.3 

1.6 
.9 

1.3 
1.9 
3.8 

.6 

.9 

.6 

.6 
1.9 

.9 

.3 

.9 
1.6 
.9 
.3 
.3 
.9 
.3 
.6 
.6 

2.5 
1.3 
.9 

2.2 
.3 
.3 
.3 

39.1 
.3 

1.6 
8.5 
4.1 
1.6 
.3 
.3 

Minimum 
Number of 
Individuals 

1 
7 
1 
2 
1 

2 
5 
1 
1 
2 
1 
3 
2 
1 
2 
4 
2 
1 

1 
1 
1 
2 

2 
1 
2 
1 
1 
1 

21 
1 
4 
4 
6 
3 
1 
1 

94 
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Table 3: Species Identified from British Period Features 

Species 

Snowshoe Hare (Lepus americanus) 

Beaver (Castor canadensis) 

Porcupine (Erethizon dorsatum) 

Black Bear (Ursus americanus) 

Cervidae 

Cow (Bos taurus) 

Pig (Sus scrota) 

Sheep (Ovis aries) 

Cat (Felis domestica) 

Common Loon (GaWa immer) 

Double-Crested Cormorant 
(Phalacrocorax auritus) 

Whist l ing Swan 
(Cygnus columbianus) 

Canada Goose (Branta canadensis) 

Mallard Duck (Anas platyrhynchos) 

Redhead Duck (Aythya americana) 

Ringneck Duck (Aythya collaris) 

Hooded Merganser 
(Lophodytes cucullatus) 

American Merganser 
(Mergus merganser) 

Anseri formes 

Ruffed Grouse (Bonasa umbellus) 

Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) 

Passenger Pigeon 
(Ectopistes migratorius) 

Bluejay (Cyanocitta cristata) 

Raven (Corvus corax) 

Domestic Turkey 
(Meleagris gallopavo) 

Chicken (Gallus gallus) 

Sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens) 

Lake Trout (Salvelinus namaycush) 

Whitef ish (Coregonus sp.) 

Walleye (Stizostedion vitreum) 

Total 

No. 206 

1 

5 

1 

9 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

10 

1 

5 

1 

1 

1 

41 

No. 212 

1 

14 

4 

5 

33 

1 

4 

2 

1 

1 

1 

131 

2 

1 

1 

12 

7 

5 

1 

227 

Features 

No. 213 

5 

2 

5 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

18 

No. 215 

1 

2 

10 

1 

1 

15 

No. 216 

2 

15 

2 

1 

2 

7 

20 

1 

1 

3 

1 

4 

2 

1 

62 

Total 
Identif ied 

Bones 

4 

40 

4 

5 

2 

15 

77 

1 

1 

2 

1 

3 

1 

6 

1 

3 

2 

1 

2 

1 

2 

148 

1 

7 

2 

1 

15 

9 

5 

1 

363 

% o f 
Total 

Identif ied 
Bone 

1.1 

11.0 

1.1 

1.4 

.6 

4.1 

22.2 

.3 

.3 

.6 

.3 

.8 

.3 

1.7 

.3 

.8 

.6 

.3 

.6 

.3 

.6 

40.8 

.3 

1.9 

.6 

.3 

4.1 

2.5 

1.4 

.3 

Minimum 
Number of 
Individuals 

3 

8 

2 

2 

4 

10 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 

1 

2 

1 

1 

1 

2 

22 

1 

2 

2 

1 

6 

2 

1 

1 
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Table 4: Per Cent of Pounds of 
Meat Provided by Various Classes 
of Animals 
Domestic Mammals 
Big Game 
Small Game 
All Other Mammals 
Aquatic Birds 
Upland Game Birds 
Predatory Birds 
Domestic Birds 
All Other Birds 
Turtles 
Sturgeon 
Whitefish 
Lake Trout 
All Other Fish 
Total 

Juntunen 
Late Woodl; 

pounds 

4,962.5 
1,615.25 

465.0 
114.8 
73.4 

101.15 

27.8 
13.6 

12,600 
1,237 
345.6 
82.44 

21,638.28 

and 
per cent 

22.93 
7.46 
2.14 

.53 

.33 

.46 

.12 

.06 
58.23 
5.71 
1.59 
.38 

99.94 

pounds 
857.5 

1,220 
226.8 

15.0 
53.34 
19.1 
6.3 
2.24 
2.4 

144 
31.2 
86.4 
5.2 

2,669.48 

Fort Mici 
French 

per cent 
32.12 
45.70 
8.49 

.56 
1.99 
.71 
.23 
.08 
.08 

5.39 
1.16 
3.23 

.19 
99.93 

"lilimackinac 

pounds 
3,755 

420 
272.3 

37.4 
19.8 

21.44 
5.4 

216 
10.4 
28.8 
5.6 

4,792.14 

British 
per cent 

78.35 
8.76 
5.68 

.78 

.41 

.44 

.11 

4.50 
.21 
.60 
.11 

99.95 
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1 Comparison of Percentages of Total 
Numbers of Bones 

Figure 2 is an illustration of the percent­
ages of the kinds of species representing 
each class of food species. This figure in­
dicates that both the French and British 
seem to have been exploiting a wide variety 
of birds. The French, however, were killing 
proportionately more kinds of mammals, 
while the British were catching a greater 
variety of fish. 

A third and more meaningful method of 
comparing the food remains of these occu­
pations is in terms of the amount of meat 
which would be provided by the animals 
represented by the bone refuse. This meth­
od has the advantage of balancing out the 
bias which arises as the result of different 
bone frequencies and body weights of an­
imals used for food. White (1953) developed 
a technique for making such calculations. 
His method consists of the multiplication of 
the pounds of usable meat obtainable from 
an average sized individual of a particular 
species by the minimum number of indi­
viduals of that species which are represent­
ed in the bone refuse. The use of White's 
technique, with some minor modification, 
resulted in the construction of Figure 3 (see 
also Appendices A, B, and C). Here we see 
that meat derived from mammals comprised 
the substantial part of meat consumed by 
both French and British. Birds and fish, on 
the other hand, actually contributed very 
little meat to the diet of either group. This 
point is, of course, extremely important and 
it would have been overlooked had only a 
simple bone count and/or a species list been 
used as the method of analysis. Aside from 
the information which would have been lost 
by using bone counts alone, it is very pos­
sible that the use of this method would have 
generated erroneous conclusions concern­
ing the relative importance of animal spe­
cies represented at Fort Michilimackinac. 
By using bone count alone, one would be 
forced to conclude that fish were an impor­
tant source of food during the French occu­
pation when in fact fish contributed less 
than ten per cent of all animal food. Similar­
ly, if we used species counts alone, it would 
have been reasonable to conclude that 
birds were a primary factor in the subsis­

tence systems of Fort Michilimackinac; in 
fact, fowl contributed less than four per 
cent of the meat acquired by the French 
and two per cent of the meat obtained by 
the British. 

This criticism is not meant to imply that 
counting the number of species of birds 
represented in an archaeological site is 
not a useful piece of information. Such a 
figure may be indicative of rather important 
subsistence practices. Even though calcu­
lations based on pounds of meat may be 
the most meaningful for discussion of the 
over-all subsistence system, such figures 
are subject to misinterpretation. We must 

always remember that these calculations 
give no weight to other non-animal foods 
in the total diet. Presumably plant foods 
constituted the dietary staple in most Late 
Woodland and historic sites. 

Before discussing the cultural variables 
which must have been largely responsible 
for the differences in the kinds of species 
utilized by the occupants of Fort Michili­
mackinac, it is necessary to present a more 
detailed accounting of the importance of 
various food species within the broad 
classes thus far discussed. Table 4 shows 
the proportion of meat derived from ani­
mals of various game categories. We have 
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2 Comparison of Percentages of Numbers 
of Species Represented by Bone Refuse 

Fort Michilimackinac and the Juntunen Site 

already observed that mammals provided 
86.9 and 92.8 per cent of the meat from 
French and British occupations, respec­
tively. Within this important food class, 
Table 4 shows that the amount of small 
game used by the French was of about the 
same proportion as the amount used by the 
British. Moreover, it is apparent that the 
French utilized much more big game than 
the British, who in turn used substantially 
more domestic animal foods than the 
French. Although fowl was never an im­
portant food source, it is interesting to note 
that the quantities of meat produced from 
various categories of wild fowl were con­

sistently greater during the French period. 
The same statement may be made about 
the use of fish. 

Although there are substantial differences 
in the subsistence patterns of the French 
and British occupations of Fort Michili­
mackinac, the kinds and proportions of food 
sources utilized by these two historic and 
essentially European societies are basically 
very similar when compared to the aborigi­
nal subsistence pattern of the Straits of 
Mackinac area. The subsistence data from 
the Juntunen site is included in this study 
as an example of the type of subsistence 
pattern developed by a well-adapted, non-
European culture of the Straits region at 
the time of first European contact. This site 
illustrates the fact that an economy very 
different from those of either the French 
or British was not only possible, but that in 
all probability such an economy was much 
better adapted to the available natural 
resources of the Straits. 

The Juntunen site represents a summer 
phase of a Late Woodland subsistence sys­
tem which includes both large summer 
fishing villages and small winter hunting 
camps (Cleland 1966). This settlement con­
figuration is in large part due to the distri­
bution of the available food supply. It would 
perhaps be more accurate to say the non-
available food supply, since the mixed 
coniferous-hardwood forests of the area will 
not carry large herbivorous populations, 
and since the poor sandy soil and short 
growing season are not conducive to re­
liable agriculture. Fish was the only natural 
food which was both plentiful and reliable 
enough to support even seasonal popula­
tion aggregates. Fish, particularly sturgeon 
and whitefish, were exploited by these Late 
Woodland peoples in great quantity when 
they became available during the spring 
and fall spawning periods. During the 
winter, when fish were not so plentiful, the 
villages disbanded and families scattered 
to the interior to hunt big game. To some 
extent, the Indians of the Straits of Macki­
nac were still practicing this type of sub­
sistence pattern as late as the early 1760s 
when Alexander Henry described his so­
journ with a Chippewa family in northern 
Michigan (Quimby 1962). 
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The Functional Integration of Subsistence 
Patterns 

Figure 3 shows that while the people who 
occupied the Juntunen site exploited many 
more species of both fish and mammals 
than either the French or British, the Euro­
pean settlers of Fort Michilimackinac ex­
ploited a proportionately greater variety of 
fowl. This phenomenon is easily explained 
by the introduction of firearms and the use 
of these in fowling. Evidence for this 
activity is the high frequency of shot holes 
in the bird bone from Michilimackinac. The 
obvious implication of the presence of a 
wide range of food species in the Juntunen 
site is that the Indians had a much narrower 
margin of subsistence assurance than the 
white settlers. Unfortunately our language 
lacks a good descriptive term for the act of 
intensive foraging. If the Indians of the 
Straits area were forced to forage inten­
sively to add a measure of economic 
security to their fish-based summer settle­
ments, it seems inconceivable that the 
French and British could have maintained 
a larger permament population which was 
not based upon fish and which shows no 
evidence of foraging. Since big game, 
which the bone refuse leads us to believe 
was the most important source of meat, 
was not a reliable food resource in this 
region, the French and especially the 
British must have been relying to some 
extent on imported and storable foods. 
This fact accounts for the difference in the 
kinds and frequencies of animal bones 
found on aboriginal and historic sites. 

A thorough analysis of any subsistence 
pattern must account for the functioning of 
this system within the context of the culture 
in which it operates. The generalized cul­
tural patterns which characterized Fort 
Michilimackinac during its two periods of 
occupation were fundamentally different. 
Binford (1962) has pointed out some of the 
implicit cultural factors which influenced 
the structure of these societies. 

While the French occupied Michilimac­
kinac, the fort functioned primarily as a 
trading and mission center. The society of 
this establishment must have been a rather 
egalitarian one composed of a few soldiers, 
private traders and their wives (who were 
frequently Indian) and children. These 
residents were more or less isolated in the 
back country of New France at the end of a 
long and tenuous supply line extending 
from Montreal to Quebec, hundreds of 
miles to the east. As a result, these people 
had to be capable of surviving by their own 
devices. 

The character of Michilimackinac was 
abruptly changed under British domination. 
Then the fort became a military garrison 
linked to other British army posts by a 
fairly well-developed line of supply and 
communication. The social interaction of 
the inhabitants was no longer based on 
egalitarian principles but was now highly 
stratified with a privileged class consisting 
of the officers and wealthy traders. The 
affluence of this society with its farms, 
storehouses and comparatively heavy ma­
rine traffic far outstripped the earlier French 
colony. When we can observe such re­
markable differences in the technological, 
social and ideological systems of these 
two societies, it is logical to assume that 
differences in these systems would have 
resulted in significant differences in the 
subsistence patterns. 

The statement has been made that the 
differences between the subsistence pat­
terns of the aboriginal and historic occupa­
tions considered in this study result from 
the dependency of historic settlers on non­
local storable foods. The availability of 
additional food resources seems to have 

been dependent upon three factors: (1) 
logistic support from the outside; (2) the 
ability or desire to produce foodstuffs lo­
cally, and (3) the availability of food through 
Indian trade channels. 

Turning first to the French occupation, 
we can see at once from the food remains 
that these people were doing more for­
aging than the British; they were also more 
heavily dependent upon large wild game 
and less upon domestic species. This situa­
tion might be expected, since the French 
occupants were not strongly supported by 
supplies from the outside. A letter from De 
Beauharnois, Governor of New France, to 
the French Minister dated in 1745 gives us 
some clue to these problems. 
/ offered licenses for nothing - especially 
to Detroit, in order that there should be 
abundance of goods at that post - only ten 
went up this year: I was obliged to give 
seven of these licenses gratis, in return for 
conveying the effects of the Commandant 
and of the garrison [11,400 pounds accord­
ing to a marginal note] which could not 
otherwise be carried up without great ex­
pense to his Majesty. I have not been able 
to find sale, either for the usual number of 
licenses for the post of Missilimakinac, to 
which place only nine canoes have gone, 
after considerable solicitation: for the same 
reasons that I have just had the honor to 
set forth, which apply equally to all the 
other leased posts; also to those of Niagara 
and Fort Frontenac, which are hardly better 
provided with goods necessary for the 
Indian trade there, and will be much less 
so next year, no supplies of any description 
having reached us this year (Thwaites 
1906, 17:449). 

It is not surprising that the French at 
Michilimackinac were not utilizing many 
domestic animals, especially if one consid­
ers the difficulties of transporting a cow in 
a freight canoe. To supplement their diet, 
the French grew some crops (but probably 
with no great success), imported some do­
mestic species such as the pig, and traded 
for food with the Indians. The Indian trade 
was probably a major food source, and the 
volume of such trade was no doubt par-
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tially the result of kin ties with local popu­
lations. The Ottawas, for instance, com­
plained to the governor of New France in 
1742 that the Jesuit fathers of Michilimacki-
nac took such a large percentage of the 
income of the indentured gunsmith, Amiot, 
that his Indian wife, Sakise, and their eight 
children were forced to come daily to the 
Ottawa camp to beg for food (Thwaites 
1906, 17: 372-3). Although the exact volume 
of the Indian trade in foodstuffs is un­
known, we have indications that it was car­
ried on at a high level. La Potherie observed 
that "They [Saulteur] carry on an extensive 
traffic in this fish at Michilimackinac, where 
both the savages and the French buy it at 
a high price" (Blair 1911: 276). Elsewhere 
La Potherie refers to tribes such as the 
Huron and Ottawa who lived near Michili­
mackinac saying that: 
They make a profit on everything. They 
catch whitefish, herring and trout four to 
five feet long. All the tribes land at this 
place, in order to trade their peltries there. 
In summer the young men go hunting, a 
distance of thirty to forty leagues, and re­
turn laden with game, in autumn they depart 
for the winter hunt..., and return in the 
spring laden with beavers pelts, various 
kinds of fat, and the flesh of bears and 
deer. They sell all of which they have more 
than enough. They would be exceedingly 
well-to-do if they were economical; but 
most of them have the same traits as the 
Sauteurs (Blair 1911: 282-3). 
In addition to fish and game, the French 
bought corn from local Indian groups. La 
Potherie observed that these groups "re­
serve the slenderest provision of grain [for 
their families], and sell the rest at a high 
price" (Blair 1911: 281-2). In fact when the 
Ottawa of Michilimackinac tried to move 
to more productive farming country in the 
valley of the Muskegon, De Beauharnois, 
then Governor General of New France, 
tried to persuade them to find suitable 
lands near the fort. In part he said, 
Choose, My Children, that one of all those 
Places that Suits you, and reflect well upon 
the matter. Remember the advantages you 
have enjoyed in Being near the French, 

who buy your Canoes, your gum, your in-
dian corn, your fats and all that your indus­
try produces; this enables you to live more 
Comfortably with your families, and you 
would not enjoy those advantages if you 
Were far Away from them (Thwaites 1906, 
17: 352). 

It thus seems apparent that the French 
inhabitants of Fort Michilimackinac were 
largely living off the land by hunting, fishing 
and trading with the Indians, but nonethe­
less a great margin of economic security 
was provided by domestic stock, gardening 
and imported foods. 

When we look at the variety of species, 
number of species and the meat provided 
by the animals represented by British food 
remains, it is immediately evident that the 
British were not heavily dependent on local 
food sources. The meat of domestic spe­
cies such as pig, cow and sheep all but 
replaced wild game meats such as the 
moose and bear. Table 4, which was con­
structed from Appendices A, B, and C, 
shows that while the French obtained 
roughly one-third of their meat from do­
mestic animals and slightly less than one-
half from big game, the British obtained 
more than three-fourths of their meat from 
domestic stock and less than one-tenth 
from big game. The greater use of domestic 
species seems to be due primarily to the 
development of a better transport system 
and may be considered as both a matter of 
convenience and economy. 

The economic aspects become apparent 
if we calculate the average amount of meat 
provided by the large animals killed by 
peoples of the three occupations involved. 
Each mammal killed by Juntunen people, 
who had no large domestic species, pro­
duced an average of 99 pounds of usable 
meat; each large animal killed by the 
French produced about 144 pounds of meat 
on the average while those large mammals 
killed by the British produced 164 pounds 
of meat. These figures demonstrate the 
advantage of keeping domestic stock. 

The heavy traffic of sailing vessels on the 
Lakes during the British period of occupa­
tion brought not only more livestock but a 

much greater quantity of other foreign 
foodstuffs to Fort Michilimackinac. The 
papers of John Askin, a wealthy British 
trader who lived at Michilimackinac from 
1768 to 1780, are filled with numerous ref­
erences to the importation of such livestock 
as horses, oxen, pigs, sheep, and preserved 
foods such as barrels of salt pork, and beef, 
peas, hominy, rum, tea, sugar, cheese, but­
ter and thousands of pounds of flour and 
corn. Even so, the volume of goods and 
material imported was inadequate, espe­
cially in winter. In April 1778, John Askin 
wrote: 
/ am informed from Detroit that it (corn) 
will cost 24/ the Bushell Unhulled & 
without Bags, but thats not the worst how 
to get it here now the Vessells are Stopt, 
the Kings Vessel! will come as usual per­
haps, but besides Kings Stores, she has to 
carry for so many persons, that each can 
have very little on Board. I myself could 
[load] her twice. . . (Askin 1928: 74). 
Askin also notes at one point that the fort's 
flour store had gone bad during the winter 
and that he had "2,000 weight" of flour 
made into bread for himself and the gar­
rison's officers. In the same context he 
observes that: 
My own family consists of about 20 persons 
always, none of which I assure you is 
accustomed to live without bread nor ever 
Shall as far as in my power to prevent it, & 
I really should think it very hard even to be 
put on the footing of the Inhabitants of 
Detroit, many of which seldom eat Bread 
(Askin 1928: 105). 
The less wealthy citizens and soldiers of 
Fort Michilimackinac were even less 
fortunate. 

Even the intermittent supply network of 
the British was far superior to that of the 
French in that it not only brought more food 
more often but also the means of producing 
food. John Askin, in fact, started a farm on 
which he grew, or tried to grow, peas, 
onions, beans, squash, cucumbers, spin­
ach, pumpkins, cabbage, turnips, parsley, 
lettuce, carrots, beets, potatoes, corn, rye, 
buckwheat and oats. Askin's success in 
this venture was probably quite limited be-
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