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ABSTRACT 

ñThe Acadian of our Fancyò explores Acadian textile culture from French colonistsô 

establishment outside of Port Royal to the deportation of 1755. It addresses questions of 

change and identity: did the Acadians maintain a dress style consistent with their 

provincial French origins, or did they develop a new vernacular? How did developments 

in material culture shape Acadian identity?  

This thesis argues that the larger Acadian settlements began to develop a localized 

clothing system ð based on their distinct social, environmental, geographical, and 

economic contexts ð without losing connection to the fashions of the Ancien Régime. It 

applies an interdisciplinary framework that draws upon fields of dress studies, history, 

and archaeology. It also interrogates material entanglement theory as an effective 

framework for dealing with the lack of surviving garments from the period. To this end, it 

offers an analysis of Acadian dress culture in the settlements of Belleisle, Melanson, and 

Beaubassin, and among Acadians living in the urban environment of Fortress 

Louisbourg. It analyzes 709 artifacts related to dress and textile production and use, 284 

inventory entries, and 19 textual descriptions of Acadian dress and dress-related items. It 

demonstrates that climate and geography had a significant influence on dress change, as 

did new local resources such as sealskin and tisavoyanne dyes.  

Acadian communities were not only developing a distinctive language of dress but 

differentiating among themselves as well. Those differences emerged based on location 

and environment, trade patterns and levels of contact with surrounding groups. Settlers 

continued to maintain their cultural and economic ties outside of Acadia, engaging in 

trade and social exchange that influenced their habits. Most distant from centres of 

colonial authority, Beaubassinôs status as a trading hub made the region a locus for the 

evolution of Acadian fashion. Other settlements used dress and accessories that reflected 

their proximity to the urban elite, resulting in wardrobes more typical of European 

fashion. Some elements of what would later develop into Acadian folk dress were present 

prior to the deportation, including the striped weave commonly associated with later 

Acadian dress, but these elements were integrated in a vernacular grounded in 

contemporary style.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

They had no dye but black and green, but in order to obtain scarletðof which they 

were remarkably fondðthey procured the English scarlet duffil which they cut, teized, 

carded, spun, and wove in stripes to decorate the womensô garments.1 

 

Our modern impression of Acadian dress from the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries comes from quotations like that of Brook Watson, above, describing a dull 

colour palette and a life of making-do or doing-without. That stereotypical image of the 

isolated peasant, working the land far from the cares of imperial politics, while dressed in 

the simple skirts and jackets of eighteenth-century farmers and labourers, runs through 

both contemporary and modern descriptions. The national mythologies that have grown 

out of those images, inspired in part by literary treatments such as Evangeline, are 

something of a mixed blessing.2 One the one hand, the enduring positive imagery of the 

so-called Acadian Golden Age became a rallying point for a community rebirth; on the 

other, it allows us to overlook some of the complexities of life in Acadia prior to the 

trauma of the Expulsion.3 If we back away from the image of the archetypical Acadian, 

however, with their wooden clogs and coarse woolen clothes, we must turn to other 

sources in which to ground new perspectives.  

This thesis takes another look at the question of Acadian exceptionalism through the 

lens of clothing and textile culture. In other words, what can clothing choice tell us about 

the nature of Acadian society? Their modes of dress contain information about individual 

and group priorities and mores, about trade patterns and social contact with other groups, 

and about how the Acadians perceived themselves and their place within the Atlantic 

world. Human beings gain understanding of the world by manipulating the material 
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things around them, using physicality both as a tool and an outlet for cognition.4 Clothing 

is a tool for idiomatic communication, both deliberate and subconscious, and exploring 

the nature of Acadian dress through the theoretical frameworks developed in historical 

archaeology and material culture studies begins the process of translation.  

This thesis was inspired by a growing interdisciplinary focus in dress studies, in which 

scholars such as Laurel Thatcher Ulrich and Zara Anishanslin have been analyzing 

specific object and human biographies by situating them both within much broader 

contexts and in-depth micro-analysis.5 Rather than focus on one or two factors, this type 

of material culture analysis makes connections between larger social moments and the 

individual, between physical attributes of objects and their accrued symbolic meanings. 

This is interdisciplinary by its very nature, requiring analyses to spread out along many 

different and interconnected lines of enquiry. A potentially useful framework in which to 

ground a study of this type is the developing framework of material entanglement, 

championed by historical archaeologist Ian Hodder.6 In brief, material entanglement 

theory holds that it is the connections between thingsðthe humans, physical items, social 

structures, habits, beliefs, and relationships between all of the aboveðwhich define a 

culture and cultural moment.7 The metaphor of material entanglement as it is currently 

used in historical archaeology is an attempt to bridge the gap between object analysis and 

social theory.8 It suggests that by knowing the things present in a particular system, 

space, and time, we can divine the ways in which those things influenced, constrained, 

and compelled one another.9  

Prior to the rise of modern fast fashion, for example, the expense of clothing and 

textiles compelled the wearer to either learn and practice washing and mending, or to 
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engage in domestic arrangements with someone who had those skills. Marriage or labour 

exchange were two solutions to that need, each one coming with its own extensive series 

of connections and prerequisites. On the physical side, mending a torn garment required 

scissors and a needle, access to which depended on either the presence of a local 

manufacturer or someone importing sewing tools, which in turn relied on the existence of 

trade networks and the availability either of money or goods for barter and export. In this 

way, one aspect of lifeðwearing clothingðembedded people in a series of 

interconnected and interdependent processes.10 Those entanglements also change with 

time. In the twenty-first century a torn t-shirt instead connects the wearer to networks that 

include clothing sweatshops in Indonesia, big-box stores with low-price policies, and the 

continuing economic erosion of the middle class.  

Hodder and other scholars who have worked with the metaphor of entanglement 

suggest that the webs of engagements present in any given set of human-thing-thing-

human relationships can be determined by examination of the things and people involved, 

and that the objects and relationships in turn generate semi-predictable types of tensions 

between them. I posit the reverse to be true as well. Once the shape of a network is 

known, and surviving things put into position, we should then be able to hypothesize with 

some degree of confidence which things are still missing. Specifically, by exploring the 

impact of the connections and the processes that archaeologists Lindsay Der and 

Francesca Fernandini have called ñfeedback loopsòðexamining all of the elements 

which shaped the people, landscape, and communities of pre-deportation AcadiaðI 

argue that it is possible to reconstruct some of the factors which time and destruction 
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have removed from the modern record. That is, by building the rest of the puzzle, we can 

determine the shapes of missing pieces.  

In this thesis I have endeavoured to do something similar with respect to pre-

deportation Acadian dress, situating it in its specific context in the seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries. That also provides us with a new lens through which to examine the 

emergence of Acadian identity and self-fashioning. Clothing and clothing culture are vital 

aspects of a community and an individualôs identities, as well as a means of visual 

communication with a wider world. The early modern period in the west saw more rapid 

changes in clothing and clothing culture than ever before, and the ways in which people 

adjusted their clothing to their circumstances speak directly to their senses of belonging 

and of self.  

Some excellent documentary research has already been done on Acadian clothing, but 

many assumptions persist.11 Through a close examination of surviving artifacts connected 

with textile use and production, as well as an exploration of the specific entanglements 

which affected Acadian material culture, we can produce a finer-grained, more detailed 

look at what Acadians were wearing. This is important not only for the specifics, but for 

what we can learn about how the Acadian domestic and sartorial worlds were shaped, and 

how they reacted to change.12 What decoding this evidence reveals is that the Acadians 

were more active in trade networks and the burgeoning capitalist economy than the 

folkloric images of Longfellowôs ñsimple Acadian farmersò would have us believe.13 

They were in the process of distinguishing themselves visually both from the groups 

around them, and from each other. A combination of factors, including geography and 

local environment, cross-cultural contact, and the intriguing role Acadia played in local 
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and international trade, came together to mark Acadians as a society distinct from that of 

New England and New France. At the same time, they were not isolated from the 

prevailing whims of fashion. Rather, the growing Acadian fashion system reveals not 

only their awareness of and participation in fashion trends of the metropole, but the 

simultaneous development of a local dress culture.  

Much has been made of the ways in which the forces of Atlantic empire found the 

Acadians to be a political problem. Blame has been placed on their political agency, the 

ways in which they claimed and managed land use, their blurred social structures with 

lack of a distinct nobility, and their engagement with Indigenous communities. One factor 

which has not yet been considered is the way in which the Acadians rejected colonial 

control over their physical bodies; not solely in the ways their movements were limited 

and land claims organized, but in how they moved away from the sartorial control of the 

metropole. Colonial power was vested in controlðover colonists and their environments, 

as well as their bodies.14 Keeping control over the bodies of settlers, keeping those 

populations culturally aligned with European concerns about nakedness and civility, 

meant that the uncertainties and anxieties surrounding new spaces could be kept in check 

as well.15 The French and English alike expressed concern about Acadians turning to 

Indigenous lifestyles, both sides, at different times, calling their loyalties into question.  

Acadians blurred the social boundaries between European and North American, and 

their new environment inspired the development, over decades, of a new culture of 

clothing. This movement towards a more syncretic style of dress also occurred in other 

colonial spaces, as explorations of colonial Louisiana have shown.16 These changes 

added to the sense that the Acadians were moving away from both French and English 
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spheres of influence and becoming unpredictable. The elite culture of the early modern 

era in France particularly saw emphasis on appearance and manners as windows to states 

of being. Tensions built when people did not dress in a manner that befit their social and 

economic stations.17 As Acadian culture began to diverge from those around them their 

dress followed suit, defying expectations and creating a new form of tensionðan anxiety 

related to that waning sense of imperial control over a people who were increasingly 

difficult to define.  

We also find layers of difference between Acadian settlements, their differing levels of 

engagement with nearby non-Acadian communities shaping their own expression of 

identity. Settlements close to centres of colonial power dressed in more European-centric 

modes than more rural settlements. Beaubassinôs growing strength and importance as a 

trading hub and zone of intercultural contact, on the other hand, reveals itself in a 

developing style of its own. As we will see below, Beaubassinôs fashions incorporated 

more local materials and displayed knowledge of Indigenous techniques alongside 

engagement with contemporary European style. Had the deportation not taken place, the 

new incorporation of material culture evidence suggests that Beaubassin would have 

developed a distinctive regional culture, one which was less heavily influenced by 

Europe than the settlements closer to Port Royal, or the Acadians who settled in 

Louisbourg.  

The history of the eighteenth century is often traced in goods. In the production 

revolution, the consumer revolution, the beginnings of capitalist consumption and search 

for catalyst commodities, we attempt to define the ways in which objects have shaped the 

beginnings of the modern era. Production and consumption are not, however, the only 
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means by which material things shape and define us. The combined acts of 

deconstruction and reconstitution, blending old and new into a third creationðneither old 

nor new and yet both at the same timeðis an intrinsic part of the colonial settler 

experience, and one which can be seen as a simultaneous reshaping of both objects and 

the identities defined by those same objects. The touch of the human alters the landscape, 

and the landscape inherently alters the ways in which humans can touch and shape it. 

Moving into a new environmental and cultural space, the French settlers who would 

become the Acadians over the course of the next hundred and twenty years were shaped 

by their new environment, and they shaped it in return. Like the red duffel wool 

described by Boston merchant Brook Watson, they unravelled the cultural understandings 

they had brought with them, laid them on their looms next to new threads from their new 

home, and rewove them into something both unique and still created of the past.  

Structure 

The purpose of this thesis is threefold: first, to add to the body of knowledge around 

Acadian dress and accessories, as well as their production of and uses for textiles. 

Second, to situate that textile culture within the Atlantic world and explore the notion of 

developing Acadian exceptionalism within the realm of dress and self-representation. 

Third, to build a methodology for indirect analysis of dress and adornment for a group 

and region where no garments or depictions of garments have survived to the present day. 

To those ends, I will be discussing those three threads in relation to the material and 

documentary evidence surrounding four major pre-Expulsion Acadian sites: Belleisle 
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Marsh, Beaubassin, the Melanson site, and the Acadian presence at French Fortress 

Louisbourg.  

A thesis of this nature must be interdisciplinary by design. Interdisciplinary studies 

rely on the frameworks and interpretive methods of multiple academic streams to bring 

new insight to old data or interpret new material. Introducing two or more disciplines 

together allows for cross-checks and corrections where one disciplineôs methods might 

allow things to slip through the cracks.18 It is vital to include alternate knowledge 

formations including expertise from practitioners and practical experts in textile 

manufacture and design, as well as oral histories of the region and the perspectives of its 

original inhabitants.19 While the process has drawbacks, the added value of 

interdisciplinary work in this case outweighs the potential problems. 

The multiple frames of reference provided by historical archaeology, Atlantic history, 

and material culture studies open a new interpretive path into the Acadian world. 

Interdisciplinarity is an attempt to reconfigure the ways in which information has been 

collected and analysed in the past. Separating material out into texts-for-historians and 

artifacts-for-archaeologists isolates facts. Bringing them back together into the same 

analytical space returns vital context to both evidentiary pools. Integrating the raw data 

into the conversation on the maritime Atlantic brings Acadians into the broader picture, 

and offers the chance to examine their choices in the context of empire as well as colony.  

Previous studies of Acadian dress and identity have focused on an unfortunately 

limited amount of surviving documentation. Gaps in those records have been filled by 

drawing on general knowledge about European and colonial dress of the time. While 
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extremely useful as a starting point, these textual sources, primarily generated by outside 

observers at single points in time, are limited in their scope. Geographical, chronological 

and cultural differences between the settlements and over the course of Acadian 

occupation are better seen once archaeological data is included in the conversation. 

Different sources open windows into new interpretive worlds, and the assemblages 

collected from Acadian sites move us beyond the limitations of the written record. 

Where texts may suggest an inward-focused Acadia, the human histories traced in the 

material goods appearing at Acadian sites adjust that picture.20 Fashionable buckles and 

cuff links trace the outlines of genteel clothing alongside silk hose and gleaming brass 

spurs in some areas, while hints of Miôkmaq influence in others adds a unique local 

element. Traders engaging with transoceanic networks moved goods in and out of the 

region, connecting Miôkmaôki with France, England, India, Indonesia, Boston, 

Newfoundland, and Louisiana, all these roads converging in Acadia. The hundred years 

of growth in Acadia were a powerful moment in time. Five generations searched for and 

found a sense of self and of place, only to see it deconstructed by trauma and loss. The 

Acadian identity of today is not the same as that which existed twenty years after the 

deportation, which in turn was not the same as that which existed twenty years before. 

There was an identity there nevertheless, formed in the embodiment of style, in code-

switching, and the combination of practicality and luxuryða remade tapestry woven in 

the space between empires. 

Using Ian Hodderôs metaphor of entanglement as a guide, this thesis argues that it is 

both possible and productive to use those human histories of Acadia and the surviving 

material culture to reconstruct lost details of Acadian dress.21 The webs of connections 
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between people and the objects they made, acquired and consumed, the values placed on 

them, the symbols inherent in each and the social context that surrounded all of them 

makes a coherent picture. The holes left by missing informationðin this case the 

vanished textiles and garmentsðcan be imagined as puzzle pieces, the outlines 

determined by the dependencies created by those things we do know and understand.  

There are necessarily limitations to this research, some of which are based on my own 

status as an outsider. As non-Acadian and non-Indigenous, my understanding of the 

nature of Acadian identity can only be informed by diligent reading of materials written 

by those who are. This thesis is focused on identifying the interactions, intersections, and 

spaces which enabled the genesis of the Acadian sense of group and self-identification, 

and the ways in which those manifested in their apparel. Along with that must come the 

acknowledgement that the vast majority of people living in the region in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries were Indigenous, and their presence had a lasting impact on 

everything that took place in their ancestral territories.  

1.1 CHAPTERS  

This work explores the nature of Acadian textile culture and how it relates to their 

communal and individual senses of self. Textiles and associated articles of dress are used 

as a lens through which to examine the growth of an Acadian material identity, their 

engagement with markets and networks outside of Acadia, and ways in which their dress 

and adornment changed from something French to a vernacular that was distinctly local. 

Acadians were not a monolith, and the environments and communities in which groups 

found themselves played a large role in how their sartorial identity was expressed.  
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Chapter One explores the ways in which scholars have discussed, defined and 

disrupted material culture theory in general, and dress theory in particular. It also 

includes discussions of identity, Acadian history as it has been debated to date, and 

attempts to lay out some definitions that will make the subsequent arguments clearer.  

Chapter Two describes the environment of Miôkmaôki where the French landed and 

began building settlements. In examining the physical and social environment, the ways 

in which the settlements grew, changed, and splintered from one another, we also have 

the space to discuss their differences. The archaeological explorations that revealed the 

sites of Beaubassin, Belleisle, Melanson, Fortress Louisbourg and the most recent work 

at Pointe-aux-Vieux are also reviewed. Once the stage is set, the chapter then discusses 

tradeðhow goods moved in and out of Acadia, the networks through which they moved, 

and the values those goods held for the people who interacted with them.  

Chapter Three moves the discussion from people to objects, with a look at the tools of 

creation: spindles, spinning wheels, sewing kits, and scissors. Scissors particularly played 

a large role in the definition of femininity, as spinning, carding, and weaving did with 

communal labour, forging bonds within and between families and networks. Chapter 

Four examines the different types of textiles available to and worn by Acadians. The 

ways in which specific textiles were made, used, and re-used is the core of dress as a 

subject. 

Chapter Five considers the notions that survived the decay of the clothing over the 

intervening centuries. The chapter first examines buttons, buckles and closures, the pieces 

which defined the edges of the body and the points at which clothing transitions back into 
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skin, the edges of the artificial self. Buckles and buttons show a side of Acadian dress 

that corroborates findings in domestic artifactsðthat the Acadians not only had access to 

but interest in fashionable clothing, that they engaged with the Transatlantic trade 

networks, and that there was more than one Acadian style. The second part of the chapter 

integrates Acadian religious life into their dress, examining jewelleryðcrucifixes, 

reliquaries and symbolic beads. The values they held can be seen in the images and 

tokens that they held close to their hearts, the stories evoked by the imagery on the 

crucifixes particularly connecting them to their roots in France and the Catholic Church.  

In Chapter Six this thesis discusses garment types, turning the human body into a 

display piece for a world of goods. The clothes themselves have not survived, but enough 

remains in trace evidence to draw some conclusions about the styles of dress worn in the 

settlements under discussion, and how those styles were blended with local materials and 

aesthetics in order to create a new and useful reimagining of identities. Chapter Seven is 

the conclusion, discussing how the archaeology of Acadian dress helps us to broaden our 

understanding of who the Acadians were, how their sense of self and community 

developed, and how they fit into the changing transatlantic world.  

1.2 METHODOLOGY 

Many methodologies have been proposed for dress studies, but all them revolve 

around one vital componentðan object or artifact to be analyzed. The great strength of 

material culture studies, the way it revolves around actual, tactile, experiential things, is 

also its greatest weakness. Survival is arbitrary, the chance that a piece of clothing 

survives intact to be studied reliant on things such as wearability, the reuse potential of 
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the textile, the moisture content of the area in which it was kept, and whether it was 

subject to harsh cleaners or salts during use-life. In the case of the Acadians, no 

garmentsðindeed, no textilesðhave survived from the pre-deportation era, and so we 

are left with a conundrum. How can we study a thing, when the thing no longer exists?  

We can say with absolute certainty that the thing we want to study in this case did 

once exist. The Acadians were certainly not going about their daily business unclothed, 

particularly not in the long, cold winters. The acidic soils of the Maritimes disintegrated 

any organic remains other than bone and a few scraps of leather, but there is a way in 

which we can resurrect these old pieces. Clues exist, scattered through surviving 

documents in both French and English sources. Where written descriptions and probate 

inventories fail us, archaeological evidence provides an opportunity to uncover more. 

Even the simplest of linen shifts leaves behind a legacy in the articles that surrounded it.  

The contextðthe world in which the garments were wornðdefines the parameters of 

the kind of dress that was known, available, and considered appropriate. Many metal, 

bone, and wooden tools used in the manufacture of textiles and clothing have survived. 

Their construction and design themselves constrain and define the kind of materials that 

could be created, as well as inform us about which ones were more common or prized. 

Finally, the remnants around the edgesðnotions, eyelets, rings and jewels, buttons, beads 

and bucklesðsketch out the shape of the spaces left behind. Closures and decorations 

indicate both what kinds of garments they were attached to as well as give hints as to the 

colours, styles, and shapes that were being worn. 
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Rather than arguing from absence of evidence, we can instead fit the pieces we do 

have around the edges, defining the empty spaces by the outside contours. There will be 

extrapolations and assumptions, by necessity, but this method allows us, in clear and 

replicable ways, to resurrect the ghosts of garments past. My methodology is a form of 

inductive reasoning that draws on Ian Hodderôs metaphor of entanglement. Using the 

available sources, and the assumption that everything in the Acadian sphere was 

entangled in a collection of prerequisites, relations and cultural meanings, we can propose 

a scenario for the absent pieces which fits that combination of documentary, contextual, 

and archaeological evidence.  

Entanglement is a means of describing the various processes, objects, people, and 

relationships which connect to a thing. They may be triggered because of it, necessary to 

create it, or affected by its presence or absence, and both trigger and require other things 

in turn.22 Take, for example, homespun wool. An extremely simplified chart suggests 

some of the entanglements that connect with it. Wool fibres are necessary, which require 

sheep. Someone must care for the sheep, requiring knowledge of animal husbandry and 

personnel available to corral and shear them. Looms are necessary for this kind of woven 

textile, and spindles or spinning wheels to turn the fibres into thread. On the other end, 

adequate homespun provides the basis for clothing, bedding, and a potential entry into 

trade networks.  

In reality, of course, this chart is extremely simplified. Many other tasks are involved 

with production and distribution, and other equipmentðand by extension production 

labourðis also required. The shears require blacksmithing and iron production; the 

labour requirements demand a workforce trained in carding, spinning, weaving, and 
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Figure 1.1. By author, after diagrams by Ian Hodder (2012) 

fulling; that extends to the potential for gender-based relationships to the tasks; the 

environmental conditions necessary to raise sheep, wear warm wool, and provide dye 

plants. And further prerequisites and networks are involvedðthe pots for boiling the 

water; costs of production compared to those of other textiles; limitations on who can 

wear wool compared to access to other fibres; and so on. If any of these factors were 

different, the Acadian relation to and external reaction to the Acadian use of homespun 

wool would also have been different. 

As an example, how may we suggest that, at Beaubassin in the 1740s, some Acadian 

women were wearing the fashionable robes de chambre? These casual but elegant day 

dresses were worn by the women of the French court in the eighteenth century, but the 

loosely-pleated full-length gowns are not commonly considered to be part of womenôs 

wear in rural Acadia. They do appear in probate inventories for Acadian women living in 

Louisbourg in the 1730s and 1740s, however, and many of the entanglements present in 

Beaubassin suggest that robes de chambre were part of fashionable womenôs wardrobes 
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(see Figure 1.2). When all the things are pulled together into as complete a web as 

possible, we can see where the missing pieces should fit.  

This thesis takes the archaeological and documentary evidence relating to articles of 

dress, adornment, textile manufacture, embellishment, and repair, and situates them in 

context. That context includes not only geographical and temporal contexts, but the 

values, symbols, and roles played by various dress items, the social and moral value 

systems which related to western dress in the Early Modern period, and the relationships 

between people, places, and things which influence all of those. Condensing these to 

narrower categories makes the data more manageable: the context in which Acadian dress 

choices were made, the tools used to gather and transform the materials, and the notions 

and accessories which embellished and structured the garments they wore.  

None of the artifact collections are enough on their own to build a detailed case for 

individual Acadian wardrobes, or identify specific means by which Acadians 

accumulated and deployed their clothing and accessories. Bringing them together with 

data from primary source documents and other contextual information is what gives us a 

better sense of trends and anomalies. Using a database and separating each entry into 

small, discrete data pointsðseparating colour from material from quantity, and so on (see 

electronic addendum, Appendix B)ðallows for robust searches which can be cross-

referenced in new ways to bring out previously unseen patterns and connections.23 

Following the connections and relationships between artifacts and the human factor 

traces out a bigger picture into which a range of garments must have fit.   
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Figure 1.2 Entanglements for a robe de chambre in Beaubassin. Chart by author, after Ian Hodder (2012) 
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The process requires a clear understanding of the context in which garments were 

designed, constructed, and worn in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The 

environment plays a powerful role in determining what clothes are worn and by whom, 

and óenvironmentô in this case includes more than the local ecosystem. This thesis uses 

óenvironmentô here to include the physical, social, and economic environments. The 

physical environment is the geography, climate, flora, and fauna both useful and 

dangerous, and anticipated hazards. The social environment covers socioeconomic roles, 

gendered expectations, notions of childhood and adolescence, divisions based on 

sexuality and marital status, religious mandates and customs, internal and external 

pressures to conform or resist certain ideals, and the current fashions of the elite. The 

economic environment revolves around purchasing power and availability of raw 

materialsðincluding processing time and ability, trade goods, travel times, and levels of 

contact with other groups. Understanding what the Acadians had, what they needed, what 

they brought in, what they made, how they made them, and the grammar of the garments 

around them is a required first step.  

The context in this case also includes how the artifacts in question were excavated and 

the histories of the archaeological projects involved. The number of sites which have 

been tested is very low, which reduces the quantity of artifacts available as well as the 

families and individuals with whom we can associate specific objects. The sites have also 

been only partially excavated, potentially over or under-representing proportions of 

various items and item categories. The information that is available, however, is very 

valuable. Field notes and dig reports provide the contextual data necessary to plot space 

use and associations between the recovered items. Looking at where and how tools were 
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found gives clues as to patterns of use. An awl, for instance, is a multipurpose tool with a 

few possible interpretations. Finding one in close association with beads and a pair of 

scissors, however, strengthens the possibility that the awl was being used on textiles.24 

The tools available to a population determine what kinds of textiles they are able to 

produce, how textiles and adornments can be modified to wear on the body, and the 

styles of decorative embellishments that can be produced. Spinning wheels and spindles 

differ in design based on the kinds of fibres they were designed to spin, and fine-work 

embroidery scissors speak to a different set of tasks than large tailorôs shears. Tools 

designed for embellishment work indicate interest in decorative arts and leisure time to 

accomplish them in a way that plain domestic scissors do not. Textile historians and 

economists have written extensively on production levels possible with various weaving 

tools; other toolsðbodkins, for exampleðused for specific dressing tasks are indications 

of the garments they laced in place. Tools also reflect the social and economic 

environments of their production and use. Certain pieces of production equipment are 

gendered in their use, while others, like gold or silver thimbles, reflect the socioeconomic 

status or aspiration of the users.  

Lastly, the accessories and notions worn with and attached to garments define the 

outer edges of those clothing articles. Both suggest how the garments functioned and how 

they closed, sat on the body, and were made special. Strings of beads adorned necklines, 

pins and brooches closed kerchiefs, and shoe buckles separated European leather from 

Indigenous moccasins and fieldworkersô wooden clogs. The designs of buttons and 

buckles spoke to social aspirations, as well as notions of civilization; spurs linked to 

concepts of gender, and religious jewellery embodied faith in physical form. Ideologies 
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can be teased out from the ways in which people decorated their bodies; conceptions of 

gender, status, and connection both to local spaces and the greater world are present in 

the forms and styles of the small finds that populate archaeological sites and museum 

collections.  

One of the critiques of entanglement theory is that it casts too broad a net and the sheer 

volume of data involved in detangling makes useful interpretation difficultðif not 

impossible.25 The most immediately useful response is to set boundaries around a 

scenario to keep the data set contained. Acknowledging that these limits are essentially 

arbitrary, they are nevertheless necessary in order to impose some form of structure on a 

project. The scope will be different for every undertaking, taking into account the 

researcherôs time, the nature of the research project, and the required depth of the answer.  

Temporally, this thesis engages with Acadian material culture between the years 1670, 

when Acadian homesteading spread and settlements increased, and 1750-55, the period 

of escalation leading to the deportation. Geographically, it covers four Acadian 

settlements and a set of Acadian houses within French Fortress Louisbourg. Those five 

locations were chosen partially for the accessibility and quantity of related artifacts and 

documentation, as well as for their different geographies, politics, cultures, and 

relationships to the metropole. As a collection, they provide a useful cross-section of 

Acadia. Socially, relationships between humans have been kept to within two degrees of 

separation, primarily focusing on family groups and personal links. Merchants and 

Atlantic trade have been covered in enough detail elsewhere that repeating that labour 

was unnecessary.  
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The study has been divided into thematic sections, each one focusing on a different 

component of dress and surrounding evidence. Some, such as Chapter Three: Domestic 

Tools are more focused on the extant physical evidence, while others, such as Chapter 

Four: Textiles rely more on text references, import and export data, and the overall 

contexts of production and trade in the networks to which Acadia belonged. All are 

brought together in Chapter Six: Garments, for a discussion of what those wardrobes 

likely looked like, and again in the conclusion, for a chance to compare and contrast the 

different settlements and their specific vernaculars.   

The geographical scope of this thesis includes four main locations: Beaubassin, a 

community in Siknikt with a spin-off settlement at Malpeque Bay; to the boundaries of 

the Belleisle Marsh; the Melanson settlement on the banks of the Annapolis River within 

the banlieue of Annapolis Royal; and to Louisbourg, a French settlement where a few 

Acadians made their home. The analysis draws on surviving original documents, 

archaeological evidence from those sites, and studies of the contexts that surround the 

artifacts, textiles, and lifestyles of the Acadians prior to the deportation of 1755. 

1.2.1 PRIMARY SOURCES 

Interdisciplinary projects require contributions from a variety of different fields, and a 

variety of primary sources. This thesis is built on foundations laid by Atlantic history, 

historical archaeology, anthropology, and dress studies, and draws on primary source 

types used by each. Those based in the discipline of History are generally document-

focused, analyses predicated on access to collections of texts and textual fragments which 

together build a larger picture of life within a specific geographical and temporal frame. 
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Anthropology also uses archival materials andðfor investigations of contemporary 

societiesðfirst-person interviews and observations to examine human systems and the 

means by which values and beliefs are communicated and changed. Archaeology 

incorporates documentary research but focuses primarily on artifact evidence and the 

physical contexts of discovery, tracing the lived-lives of civilizations through their impact 

on the physical world. Dress studies often favours an object-based approach as well, 

using item biographies as a means of accessing human interactions and understanding the 

systems within which the objects moved.  

Each discipline brings powerful strengths and different means of examining an 

historical population in-situ. Combining the main strategies of the fieldsðartifact and 

archival research, coupled with investigation of systems, contexts, impacts, and 

interactionsðbrings us to an interdisciplinary model. The low quantities of documentary 

evidence produced by Acadians, or about Acadian values and daily life from insider 

perspectives, necessitate this broader scope. To answer the questionðwas there an 

Acadian vernacular of dress, and what does their clothing and textile use tell us about 

their self-fashioning and cultural identityðwe must pull upon a wide range of sources.  

Documentary evidence on the lives and lifestyles of pre-deportation Acadians exists in 

scattered references. The nature of the settlements and the violence of the deportation 

both limited the amount of material that survived to be archived.26 The predominant 

surviving narratives are those which were written by literate contemporaries such as 

French entrepreneur Nicolas Denys, travel writer the Sieur de Dièreville, Englishman 

Robert Hale, or the Honourable Brook Watson, a baronet and secretary to Lt. Col. 

Monckton at Fort Lawrence.27 Such descriptions were often incomplete, told from 
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external perspectives, and biased to appeal to the expectations and motivations of the 

author and expected audience. Where they correlate with the physical evidence, they are 

extremely useful; where they contradict, they only open more questions. Inventories and 

legal papers provide somewhat more politically neutral information. Council minutes, 

reports on trade, and the documentation leading up to and surrounding the deportation 

have been studied extensively in a number of different contexts.28 Records of ship sales 

and commercial transactions with Acadians at Port Royal and Fortress Louisbourg 

provide another window into Acadian trade practices, and probate inventories of Acadian 

women who married French officers and officials at Louisbourg allow us some insight 

into the lives of Acadian women in a French urban environment.29 

Physical evidence of Acadian occupation has been uncovered at a number of sites in 

the Miôkmaq districts of Kespukwitk, Sipekneôkatik, Eskikewaôkik, Unamaôkik, 

Epexiwitk, Agg Piktuk, Siknikt, and Kespek, which are now known more widely as 

modern-day Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and parts of New Brunswick.30 

Archaeological excavations have been carried out at a number of Acadian sites, but a 

great deal of work still remains both to identify and study others. In addition, only small 

portions of each site have been excavated to date and many remain untested and 

unexplored. The artifacts that have been recovered are a tiny and possibly non-

representational part of a much larger whole. While this makes overarching declarations 

difficult -to-impossible, we do have enough on hand to make suggestions as to what those 

assemblages represent.  

The artifacts studied in this thesis came predominantly from sites in Kespukwitk, 

Sipekneôkatik and Siknikt (around the Minas Basin and the Chignecto Isthmus), and the 
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addition of Fortress Louisbourg in Unamaôkik (Cape Breton). Recovered during 

archaeological excavations between 1960 and 2012, the assemblages from Beaubassin, 

Belleisle, the Melanson Site, Pointe-aux-Vieux and the Acadian homes in Fortress 

Louisbourg give us a cross-section of different modes of Acadian life, domestic 

conditions, and a sense of urban versus rural priorities.31 Artifacts uncovered at a handful 

of other sites like Port La Joye and the Roma Site in Epexiwtk (Isle Saint-Jean / Prince 

Edward Island) and Grand Pré help to provide additional detail and corroborate trends for 

the main sites described below.  

Table 1.1: Dress-related artifacts from  Acadian sites 
 

Beaubassin Belleisle Louisbourg Melanson Other32 

283 42 128 148 264 

The artifact collections used for this study are partially housed in the Parks Canada 

laboratory in Dartmouth, Nova Scotia, and the archives at Fortress Louisbourg. Other 

items are in the collections of the Nova Scotia Museum, or still under study by the 

excavationsô primary investigators. The colonial fonds held at the Archives nationales 

dôOutre-mer in France, and their copies at Library and Archives Canada, contain original 

letters, censuses and other official documentation surrounding Franceôs North American 

colonies. Others can be found at the archives at Fortress Louisbourg, the Nova Scotia 

Provincial Archives, and Cape Breton Universityôs Special Collections.  

1.2.2 ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXPLORATIONS 

Archaeological interest in Acadia grew during the mid-twentieth century concurrent 

with the expansion of Canadian archaeology following World War II and the rise of 
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Acadian institutions following New Brunswickôs quiet revolution in the 1960s.33 A series 

of surveys followed by targeted excavations in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s opened up 

sections of these settlements to modern eyes. Some, like Beaubassin, had experienced 

disruption or renewed use following the Acadiansô departure, limiting the contextual 

evidence available. Others, like Belleisle, Melanson, and Pointe-aux-Vieux, remained 

untouched. Acadian houses in the French Fortress Louisbourg were disrupted both by the 

English occupation and then French re-occupation in 1745 and 1748, and the evidence 

there is different again because of the different lifestyle lived by the urban Acadians. The 

archaeological record complements documentary evidence such as surviving parish 

registers from Annapolis Royal, land claims and censuses, allowing for deeper insight 

into the lives of individuals and communities.  

Archaeological interest in the Canadian Maritimes has continued to grow throughout 

the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.34 The availability of funding and unprecedented 

industrial growth in the 1960s and 1970s elsewhere in Canada led to new protections for 

heritage sites, a new focus as of the mid-1970s on cultural resource management, and a 

concomitant reduction of funds available for traditional projects.35 Acadian archaeology 

was influenced by this cycle, with a large number of new projects developed and 

executed between 1965 ï 1985, followed by others in the first two decades of the twenty-

first century. Those projects, and others since, have opened up new ways of 

understanding Acadiaôs timeline and presented a solid evidentiary base from which to 

interpret Acadian daily life. The things the Acadians touched, that they wore, that they 

produced, bought, and threw away all contain traces of relationships between the people 

and their things.   
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Belleisle (BeDi-2) 

In 1960 John Erskine performed a survey of Nova Scotia and identified a number of 

places which would benefit from further exploration. This included a handful of potential 

Acadian dwellings on a site in the bend of the Annapolis River associated with the 

Belleisle marsh.36 Brian Preston from the Nova Scotia Museum followed up with surveys 

in 1971 and 1972 which found multiple foundations on the marsh and objects that 

confirmed pre-expulsion Acadian occupation.37 David Christianson and his team 

performed a larger-scale excavation at Belleisle eleven years later, including opening up 

another small dwelling to the west. The majority of the clothing-related artifacts were 

found near the hearth in the feature designated House 1.38 Guillaume Blanchard, Marieôs 

brother and the most likely resident of House 1, owned a ship and was involved in 

numerous enterprises, including both farming and cabotage (transport of goods), in the 

first decade of the eighteenth century.39 

A large amount of work has been done on the materials and data gathered from the 

1983 excavations, but the next major exploration of the site did not take place until 2004-

2005, when three more dwellings were excavated.40 Marc Lavoieôs work on the site 

revealed two new houses, including the feature designated House 4, as well as a new 

collection of domestic artifacts from House 3, all associated with the family of Germain 

Savoie.41 Later research on land concessions suggested that House 4 was the home of the 

family of Pierre Gaudet dit Will Denis, and his wife Marie Blanchard.  
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Beaubassin (BlDb-20) 

The memory of Acadian occupation at Beaubassin was never lost, tradition naming 

hollows and dips in the ground as former homes and outbuildings, all that remained of the 

once-thriving settlement. Physical evidence emerged periodically, as in the late 

nineteenth century when a new railway line was put through the Beaubassin / Fort 

Lawrence area, disturbing the old cemetery and revealing human remains.42 In the early 

twentieth century historians noted the presence of approximately thirty potential Acadian 

cellars in the region, clustered in pastures south of that same rail line.43 

 

Figure 1.3: Cameron Map of Beaubassin, 1955. H.L. Cameron, Acadia University.  
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H.L. Cameron at Acadia University followed up in 1955, basing his excavation 

experiments on information from an infrared aerial photograph taken in the 1940s. He 

recovered some artifacts from the region, mostly animal bones, which were later 

determined to have a high probability of Acadian origin.44 The sites of the purported 

cellars were backfilled by the landowners around the same time period, leaving a map 

which Cameron created (see Figure 1.3) as the primary source record for the cellarsô 

original locations.45 This map was the basis for a series of later investigations in 1967 and 

1968 for which reports were never filed, but remain partially documented in 

archaeologist Pierre Nadonôs field journals.46 

Pierre Nadonôs surveys revealed Acadian settlements of varying size in the 

Beaubassin region, though a number of the reported sites did not reveal any corroborating 

evidence.47 From visual examination of twenty-three potential locations, five returned 

either artifact or ground-hollow evidence that suggested prior occupation. Of those, only 

the apparent locations of Beaubassin (the village), La Coupe, and Le Lac contained 

artifacts that could be dated prior to the deportation.48 La Coupe and Le Lac, both 

settlements burned by Abijah Willard in 1754, produced no more than minor artifacts 

during the original surveys.49 The settlement of Beaubassin is the only one to have 

undergone serious archaeological exploration.50 Local historian Paul Surette disagrees 

with Parks Canadaôs tentative location of Beaubassin, locating the village further up Fort 

Lawrence Ridge, though surface surveys conducted of the area have not yet provided 

support for his argument. His extensive research into church records and family 

relationships, however, provide some useful ways of looking at the connections 

permeating the village spaces.51  
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The 1967 survey was designed to identify trace evidence of the villages in the area of 

the marshes. Nadon led a series of excavations of the site believed to be the village of 

Beaubassin the following summer, testing eight different spots in the hopes of 

determining the archaeological potential of the area.52 Analysis later showed four distinct 

Acadian contexts within the sites tested, with much of the original area of the village 

disrupted by regular cultivation.53 The remains of two Acadian homes were discovered at 

operations 7B7 and 7B8, constructed in a way consistent with other Acadian dwellings, 

with wooden floors at the ground level over fieldstone foundations.54 Both houses were 

situated in the transitional area between the uplands and the marsh at what was likely the 

southernmost limit of the original village of Beaubassin.55 The dimensions and original 

occupants of these houses are still unknown.  

While the teamôs original intention had been to return to the site and continue 

excavations, no further work was done on Beaubassin until 1986 when Marc Lavoie 

tested the site as part of a larger exploratory project in the Beaubassin region. The team 

focused on two smaller sectors from Nadonôs original test area, and a new space to the 

northeast.56 The tests identified a refuse deposit associated with a structure at 7B2 

originally discovered by Nadon, as well as a mixed-use site with artifacts dated both pre- 

and post-deportation, and a site reflecting the 1750-1756 British occupation.57  

Parks Canada purchased the property in 2004 and performed a small-scale project to 

test Cameronôs map, as well as further attempts to locate Acadian-era structures and 

artifacts.58 The test protocol for this excavation avoided previously tested areas in favour 

of locating the filled cellars present on Cameronôs original map. Out of thirty-six tests 

sixteen locations revealed evidence of prior occupation, some of which were pre-1750. 
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All the artifacts recovered fit with the dates of Acadian, rather than the later British, 

occupation.59 Dress-related artifacts recovered in 2004 included a glass pendant, a brass 

pin, and buttons.60 Following the tests, Charles Burke and Parks Canada organized a five-

year series of public archaeological digs as a means of encouraging interest in the history 

of the region. More than six hundred members of the public took part in excavations in 

the Beaubassin and Fort Lawrence areas between 2007 and 2011, uncovering and 

cataloguing a significant number of artifacts.61 Pieces discovered during this process were 

predominantly small finds, many of them related to trade. Metal straight pins were 

particularly common, approximately one hundred and twenty found in closely-related 

sub-operations.62  

Melanson (BeDj-04) 

Andrée Crépeauôs excavations in the early eighties opened one of the houses in the 

Melanson settlement and revealed the remains of a wide selection of imported domestic 

goods. The finds, including a pair of scissors, suggested that the house had been the 

residence of a well-to-do family.63 Following Crépeauôs excavations, the only work done 

on the site before 2010 was some damage amelioration work performed by Charles Burke 

in 2003, which yielded no artifacts.64 Stéphane Noël and Anne-Marie Faucher from the 

Université Laval performed a further series of excavations of middens at the Melanson 

site in 2011, focusing on the recovery of zoological remains and associated tools.65  

Maps from 1708 and 1710 mark some of the houses on the settlement with the name 

ñMelançon,ò one of which corresponded to Feature 8 in the original surveys.66 Feature 8 

was excavated by Parks Canada in 1984-1985, in the project led by Andrée Crépeau, and 
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is still the most comprehensively studied feature on this site. The stratigraphy shows a 

series of unfortunate events taking place which preserved not only some of the 

inhabitantsô possessions, but a chronology for when they were owned and used. The first 

of the four structures built on Feature 8 may have been a barn or outbuilding, but by the 

time the second and third versions were built the buildings were constructed with hearths 

and ovens, indicating their use as domestic dwellings. That third structure burned in the 

first half of the eighteenth century, and another new structure was rebuilt on that site 

post-1740, only to be destroyed in 1755.67  

This feature turned out to be the house of the eldest son of the founding couple, 

Charles Melanson, fils, and his wife Anne Bourg, dite Jeanne.68 Charles Melanson le filsô 

home would have been built sometime before 1708, when it appears on the Delabat map, 

and likely circa 1700-1701, when he married.69 The first house on that foundation was 

destroyed by fire at some point thereafter, possibly in 1710 when British attacks 

destroyed a number of settlements in the area.70 The rebuild of the structure is what 

makes it most interesting, as the debris from the first house was not fully cleared away. 

Rather, new clay was laid down in the hearth area and the cellar to create new smooth 

surfaces, and that clay trapped some revealing debris for later discovery. A number of 

domestic artifacts were revealed from this layer during the excavation process, including 

remnants of four or five pairs of iron scissors, a bale seal, a button, and some glass 

beads.71 The house next door, designated Feature 9, was the residence of Melansonôs 

sister Madeleine, who lived there with her husband Jean Belliveau le jeune and their 

children. 72 Belliveau died in 1707, and his widow and children remained living in the 

house only fifteen meters from her brother and sister in law.73 
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In 2010 and 2011, doctoral student Stéphane Noël performed a site survey, a series of 

shovel tests and some midden excavations at Melanson, focusing on evidence of Acadian 

foodways and kitchen debris.74 Noëlôs work at the site uncovered and tested three new 

features, identified four middens, and excavated two of those.75 Of the cellars tested, one 

was attributed to the household of Jean Roy dit Laliberté and Marie Aubois, a mixed 

Black and Indigenous married couple living in the settlement. They had moved in on the 

urging of Anne Melanson, who brought them back with her when she returned to the 

settlement after her first husbandôs death.76 Feature 11 on the site has been identified as 

the house of Anne Melanson, Alexandre Robichaud, and the five children from 

Melansonôs first marriage to La Tour. The bulk of the artifacts recovered from the 

excavations and tests were food and domestic refuse, including an abundance of clam 

shells and bones, as well as a large collection of pipe stems.77 Some small dress-related 

artifacts were recovered, including buttons, pins and thimbles.78 Noëlôs analyses are still 

underway. 

Louisbourg 

Demolished by British occupiers in the 1760s following the French loss in the Seven 

Years War, the decaying remains of Fortress Louisbourg were designated a National 

Historic Site in 1928.79 Reconstruction of the fortress and a quarter of the surrounding 

town began in 1961, with the intention of turning the site into a living heritage resource 

to open for Canadaôs centennial.80 Art historian J.R. Harper carried out the first surveys 

of the site in 1959, confirming the placement of the fortifications and some of the town 

buildings.81 Edward Larrabee joined the project in 1963 and had to coordinate 
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archaeological work with the competing schedules of the engineering teams, leading to 

debate over the purpose and direction of the project as a whole.82  

Ultimately, a small permanent archaeological team excavated the areas intended for 

rebuild, working closely with historians, architects, and engineers to reconstruct the 

landscape, personal histories of previous inhabitants, and the patterns of their daily 

lives.83 The high water table on the peninsula where the fortress is located makes for poor 

drainage, something that must have been an annoyance for those living in the fortress 

during its original occupation but one which, combined with rising sea levels, was a boon 

for archaeologists in the twentieth century. The water seepage flooded foundations and 

cellars, among other dug-in features, which preserved organic materials that have not 

survived elsewhere.84  

Only a quarter of the town has been excavated, the rest left as undisturbed as possible. 

Periodic maintenance efforts have been underway since then to combat the effects of 

erosion and environmental damage.85 Further rescue operations have been triggered as 

necessary, in so much as official funding permits.86 A survey of the remaining site was 

performed in 1986 and while funding cuts have reduced the number of personnel working 

with the site, work has continued.87 Most of the reports that have been generated are 

internal, however, and have not been published in publicly accessible ways. The over five 

million artifacts collected are available to researchers at the fortressô archives.  

The majority of Louisbourgôs inhabitants were not Acadian, and the four excavated 

properties known to have had Acadian occupants have also all had non-Acadians in 

residence. The uncertainty of provenance and the blurring of time periods that can happen 
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on a site that was periodically rebuilt and disturbed makes identifying Acadian-owned 

objects more difficult, but not impossible.  

Malpeque Bay / Low Point / Pointe-aux-Vieux (CdCx-5) 

Located in Low Point in the northwest of Prince Edward Island, overlooking 

Malpeque Bay, the archaeological site designated CdCx-5 is also known as Pointe-aux-

Vieux, an Acadian settlement occupied between 1728 and 1758. The homesteads here do 

not appear to have been destroyed during the deportation, which took place in then-Isle 

Saint-Jean between the years of 1755 ï 1758. Rather, hearing the news from mainland 

Acadia, many Isle Saint-Jean settlers packed up and left before being forced out, leaving 

their houses empty apart from the minor detritus of thirty years of living.88 Discovered 

when ocean and weather erosion exposed bones and ruins, the Malpeque Bay settlement 

was the focus of an emergency recovery excavation in the spring of 2009, followed by 

more concerted efforts at a house site between 2009-2011.89 Artifacts from the 

excavations are still being processed, and what is there gives us a powerful insight into 

life outside of the Acadian thoroughfares, a more distant satellite settlement that 

nevertheless maintained connections with hubs like Beaubassin.  

Spearheaded by provincial archaeologist Helen Kristmanson, the first test excavation 

uncovered a bake oven and some domestic artifacts as well as the remnants of a small 

house typical of those built by Acadians. The site was located near a range of useful 

natural resources, including stands of trees for timber and a spring of fresh water.90 That 

detritus, however, has made the difference in preservation. The local diet, heavy in 

shellfish, ensured that the calcium from the shells neutralized the acidity of the soil and 
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slowed the rate of decay for artifacts deposited nearby. A number of finds have been 

turned up in the area of the excavated house, including trade beads, a small thimble found 

near the hearth, multiple bale seals including one with the image of a lion, buttons, aglets, 

and buckles.91 While the evacuation at Pointe-aux-Vieux was slow and the residents were 

able to take most of their belongings with them, the nature of the sheltered basement and 

the small deposits has left behind evidence of their use of domestic space. 

1.2.3 PRACTICAL METHODOLOGY 

This thesis develops a methodology for investigating clothing artifacts when those 

artifacts are no longer present, bringing together previous analytical work with a more 

concrete process for triaging and incorporating the available information. As the rising 

field of material culture studies regularly demonstrates, a great deal of information about 

individuals and about cultures can be determined from examination of their physical 

contexts. Research into material culture begins with the assumption that there are 

predictable, causal relationships between a personôs environmental, social, and historical 

contexts, and their actions.92 Dress and textile artifacts, as researchers including Adrienne 

Hood and Joan Severa have shown, are certainly no exception.93 Choosing between iron 

or copper scissors, wearing skirts or trousers, weaving patterned fabrics or plain, all have 

triggers behind themðexternal motivations that go beyond matters of personal taste.94 

Any item changed by human hands contains evidence of desires and behaviours that led 

to the manipulation, creation or destruction of the object in question. 

Artifact assemblages give us access to the physicality of material space in a way that 

even the most descriptive of prose cannot approach. The differences in range of 
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movement allowed by different cuts of coat, for instance, changes the nature of the 

wearerôs body, and their ability to move through different spaces.95 That change 

invariably alters the ways in which people physically interact with one another, and in 

turn, with the communities around them. The impact of the feedback from outside 

viewers in turn generates changes in the self-impression and expression of the 

community.96 The untied stockings of Acadian farm labourers, for exampleða common 

adjustment freeing up the body for physical workðwere perceived by English observers 

as evidence of lax morals and laziness on the parts of the wearers.97 The very physical 

nature of objects can be understood as having direct and potentially measurable impact 

on both the nature of the bodyôs engagement within a space, and cultural responses to that 

engagement. We cannot study the one exclusively without attempting to understand and 

incorporate the interactions and influences of the other.  

The important question, and one which has been at the forefront of dress studies 

scholarship almost since the disciplineôs inception, is how to identify those triggers. 

Object-directed studies focus on the physical evidence which can be gleaned from a 

unique object, while fashion studies are more likely to begin with a collection of 

garments or accessories of the same or similar types. Igor Kopytoffôs conceptualization 

of the ñcultural biographyò of an object or collection of objects brings both together, 

exploring the collections of meanings an object accumulates as it moves through different 

contexts.98 The metaphor of material entanglement provides a similar perspective, with a 

focus that moves far beyond the material and into surrounding cultural landscapes. 
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Analytical Stages  

In Entangled: an Archaeology of the Relationships Between Humans and Things, Ian 

Hodder describes human cognition as reliant on material things.99 The ways in which we 

think are dependant on physical objects as focuses and triggers for ideas. Along with that, 

we have the habit of rearranging items to inspire cognitive connections, as with the 

regrouping of scrabble tiles to find new word possibilities, or sorting out the straight-

edged puzzle pieces to help conceive of the bigger picture.100 Managing the quantity of 

information involved in even a carefully constrained thesis required careful 

implementation of data collection and analysis strategies, and the development of an 

interface that would allow for this kind of manipulation of electronic objects.  

Availability of information required some fluidity in movement between different 

stages of the processðchiefly between primary data collection and context evaluation. 

Unpicking complex connections and tensions between things also means staying in a 

constant phase of re-evaluation as new information comes to light, making the naming of 

stages as arbitrary in some ways as the boundaries set around the question in the first 

place. Stage one was data collection from physical and textual sourcesðfinding the 

things which are solid and extant and turning them into electronic artifacts within the 

same analytical space.  

Stage two was assembling the direct contextual information about the settlements, 

people, and materials directly associated with each of the recorded things. This focused 

on the physical and was accomplished through primary and secondary source research, 

including excavation reports, environmental studies, genealogical evidence, and other, 
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similar work.101 Stage three explores the more ephemeral nature of beliefs and cultural 

pressures, including further entanglements between material details and the social, 

cultural, religious, economic, and political contexts of an early modern French colonial 

presence.102 This again drew on primary and secondary sources, this time extending 

geographically, politically, and temporally throughout the Atlantic, the religious and 

cultural tensions that came from France, New England, New France, and Miôkmaôki, 

interpersonal relationships and contemporary perspectives on morality, modesty, gender, 

life stages, and other conceptual structures.103  

This method can be imagined as charting the progressive ripples from a handful of 

pebbles cast into a pond. The centre of each concentric expansion is a particular item or 

line of text from the database. Each successive rippleðor stage of explorationðcarries 

us further away from the original thing, expanding our understanding of its surroundings. 

Simultaneously, each set of ripples contacts, bounces off of and changes the other ripples 

with which they intersect. Moving back and forth between the stages is a necessary part 

of the process as more colliding waves and their effects are exposed. Beginning with the 

micro and moving progressively outward to the macro level, we can extrapolate the total 

picture. At the same time, identifying new ripples and understanding their impact can 

give us suggestions for the shapes and sizes of the missing pebbles.  

The preliminary research stages for this thesis involved discovery. Many of the 

artifacts excavated from Acadian sites are in different locations across the province, some 

only partially catalogued or conserved. Once collections were located, with the 

immeasurable help of Parks Canada archaeologists and support staff, the staffs of the 

Nova Scotia Museum and Fortress Louisbourg, archaeologist Sara Beanlands and 
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Doctors Lavoie and Cottreau-Robins, I sorted through the materials for each site and 

isolated the items relating to dress, personal adornment, and textile manufacture. Other 

items were found by contacting small museums across Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, 

and in one case, filing a freedom of information request for the conservation records. This 

process included sorting through a dozen drawers at Louisbourg, more than twenty boxes 

at Parks Canada, and visits across the province to the museum at Grand Pré, the 

archaeology lab at Université Sainte-Anne, and multiple visits to the archeological 

collections at the Nova Scotia Museum.  

Most of these collections are not recorded in electronic form and existing catalogue 

sheets are in a wide variety of nonstandard formats. During the data-collection process I 

supplemented the information on those sheets and the collection records with field notes 

from the original excavations, as well as notes from the conservation labs on the 

composition, origins and likely dates of the materials. Artifacts which related to 

grooming but not to adornment, or which might have been carried on the body but whose 

primarily function was not clothing-related (combs or pipes, for example) were omitted 

in the name of restricting the scope of this thesis. Items associated with Acadian use but 

which could not be firmly dated prior to 1755 were eliminated from the study, which 

excluded a number of items from museumsô historical collections. Artifacts which were 

likely to be textile-related but not identifiable as Acadian (as with some of the scraps 

found at Louisbourg) were similarly cut. 

Tracking entanglements between things requires the ability to place them in 

juxtaposition in new ways, and so a robust data management plan was required from the 

beginning. Beginning with an Excel spreadsheet for a database, each item was given a 



 

40 

unique catalogue number which could then be cross-referenced with details such as 

colour, materials, and condition.104 In order to fill in some of those details it was 

necessary to catalogue all the supporting data and research available on the sites included 

in this study, including (but not limited to) field notes, internal governmental reports, 

organizational documents from the museums and Parks locations, interviews with 

primary investigators, and published materials both physical and electronic. Textual 

references found in primary source documents including inventories and descriptive 

passages were entered in similar ways. Those necessitated the addition of new fields, 

including author and direct quotations, while omitting accession numbers and other 

archaeological data. In all, the database currently has 871 entries totalling over a 

thousand individual items, the vast majority of which are from known archaeological 

contexts. An electronic version of this catalogue can be found in Appendix B. 

Stage two involved detailed research on the individuals and families associated with 

each site, the geography and environment, and the particular histories of each settlement. 

In this I was greatly aided by the work of David Christianson, Marc Lavoie, and Charles 

Burke on Belleisle and Beaubassin, Andrée Crépeau, Brenda Dunn and Stïphane Noël on 

Melanson, Helen Kristmanson at Pointe aux Vieux, and the staff at Fortress Louisbourg 

including Anne Jonah and Elizabeth Tait, and their vast volume of research on the history 

of the fortress and its inhabitants.105 Where items in the database could be related to 

specific families or individuals, those associations were also recorded.  

Stage three requires outward movement from the immediate to the immaterial. The 

items in the database provide the entry point to discovering the sociocultural pushes and 

pulls that engage with them. Items must be understood not just through their physical 
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characteristics, but for the signs and symbols they have accumulated during their use-

lives, the meanings and weight that they held for their specific producers and chain of 

users, and the representational power that they currently possess. This can only be 

understood by pulling on the threads connected with those concepts; using spur buckles 

as an entry point to understanding the early modern conception of gender presentation, 

for example, or the connections between embroidery scissors and concepts of leisure. The 

specific contexts of dress and adornment inform this discussion at its core.   

The Context of Dress and Adornment 

When considering small finds, we need to look at them as more than the sum of the 

simple functions they provide. At its most rudimentary level, a needle is usually evidence 

of sewing. The nature of consumption patterns and the availability of choice, however, 

make the presence of an item reveal more about the social worlds occupied by the 

original owners. Arjun Appadurai describes consumption as being inherently ñsocial, 

relational and active rather than private, atomic or passive,ò and objects once regarded as 

trivial can be the sources for a great deal of information.106 Kopytoff expands on this, 

considering artifacts to be more than physical objects. 107 Rather, each can be identified as 

having a culturally constructed role or roles of its own. Objects acquire and develop 

specific meanings over their lifespan, accumulating relevant experiences as they pass 

through multiple hands. By tracing the paths an object takes, we can begin to unravel the 

layers of meaning an object or class of objects accumulates over time. 

One caveat to consider when attempting to relate artifacts to specific activities and 

locations within a household is the existence of caches and hidden-object behaviours in 
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colonial (and beyond) era housing. Groups of domestic artifacts gathered together on a 

site may be considered in the context of cached or hidden objects, where residents place 

items within the walls of a house in order to ward off bad spirits or to attract luck. The 

bulk of these types of assemblages, however, included witch bottles, paper documents or 

books, shoes or other clothing articles.108 While buckles were found at Belleisle in a 

space that has been tentatively identified as a storeroom, they do not appear to have been 

attached to shoes at the time of their interment.109 The Melanson assemblage includes 

sherds of broken pottery, a button, beads and a bale seal, not items generally associated 

with caching.110 The context suggests domestic remains for both rather than deliberately 

concealed objects.  

Beginning from the assumption that methods of human communication do not have to 

be intentional or even necessarily immediately conscious, dressðconsisting of clothing 

and adornmentðcan be recognized as a vital medium. Dress works as a boundary marker 

between groups, and as a mediator between the body and the outside world. Individuals 

choose dress meanings on multiple levels of consciousness, including both personal 

choice and culturally-determined ñappropriateò clothing. Economic and trade factors, 

production methods and movement of items, the ways in which clothing engages with the 

human body and with the built and natural environments all have an impact on what 

people wear, and how. While methodologies have been proposed, there is so far no ñone 

true wayò to perform material culture studies, or by extension, dress studies. This leaves 

the field open to experimentation and exploration, and a chance to bridge the work being 

done on analysis of individual items and societal-level enquiry. Object-driven projects 

give us deeper insight into the social history of individual items, drilling down into 
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worlds which may not be recorded in text, while community level assemblage analysis 

gives us a better view of inconsistencies and moments of social disjunction. 

People are inherently intersectional, a blend of a dozen different factors influencing 

everything from production choices to personal daily wear. It is impossible to entirely 

extract the environmental from the cultural, the origin from the settlement, the political 

from the economic. Moreover, texts are skewed in their perspective and inherently 

biased, artifacts limited in scope and bounded by the realities of environmental damage 

and rates of survival, inventories potentially redacted and only showing us a slim cross-

section of society. When clothing choices depended on access to textiles through 

production and smuggling, on adjusting to local environments, on the cultural influences 

of five or six different aesthetics meeting in one shared space, every one of those factors 

contributed to the overall whole and must be gently teased apart to be fully understood. In 

an interdisciplinary project the limitations of each form of study can be partially repaired 

by the others, allowing more connections to be drawn. 

1.3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

An interdisciplinary thesis such as this one requires a broad research background as 

well as one with considerable depth. As such the nature of the literature review must be 

to encompass not only the disciplines directly involved, but the nature of 

interdisciplinarity itself. What follows is a series of discussions of the predominant 

conversations in each field, along with the sources most relied upon for the discussions 

underway in the various fields today.  
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1.3.1 INTERDISCIPLINARY THEORY 

The current discussion regarding interdisciplinarity as a solution for increasing 

specialization of academic disciplines has been ongoing since the 1960s. C.P. Snow 

registered concerns about the breaking down of academic inquiry into physical scholars 

and literary academics, with little communication between the two.111 As Moti Nissani 

defined it in 1997, interdisciplinary research involves the bringing together of two or 

more disciplines in academic thought.112 The creation of new knowledge comes out of the 

ways in which those disciplines are combined, whether for research, educational 

purposes, or artistic expression.113 That concept has been expanded over time, with 

differentiation made between trans-disciplinary work, multi-disciplinary, and cross-

disciplinary, all with their individual strengths and drawbacks.114 Interdisciplinarity as a 

concept gained acceptance in the twenty-first century, with graduate programs and think-

tanks encouraging the use of interdisciplinary theories in modern scholarship.115 

This separation between the academic and the practical can be seen clearly in the 

realm of fashion and textile studies. The production of textiles and clothing has long been 

dismissed as óarts and craftsô or, with the undertone of persistent ingrained misogyny, as 

womenôs work (as compared to design, a male-dominated field, which has the respect 

given to intellectual pursuits). Even modern academics fall prey to careless error in 

otherwise very well-researched works when they focus on the economics and 

marketplace significance of textiles, without consulting the craftspeople who have spent 

lifetimes building physical expertise in those same commodities. A major theme running 

through this thesis is the direct impact of the physical world on socio-cultural 

development, an argument that is interdisciplinary at its core. This dissertation is also 
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trans-disciplinary by some definitions, in which the distinction is between the integration 

of academic or practical knowledge from different fields of study.116 The physical 

knowledge of textile workers and dress specialists is vital to the arguments offered below, 

and the differentiationða means of ranking academic knowledge as separate and perhaps 

superior to applied knowledgeðcauses more problems than it solves.  

Critiques of interdisciplinarity have focused on the dilution of knowledge that may 

come with the process, and the potential for lessened rigour, as it is difficult for a single 

researcher to stay abreast of developments in multiple fields.117 Critics also point out 

misconceptions in the base concept of academic ñsiloing,ò questions of the long-term 

sustainability of interdisciplinary work in the modern university environment, and the 

unforeseen impacts of rising enthusiasm for this form of academic reintegration.118 

Objections on the basis of difficulty of review, few funding opportunities, career 

difficulties, and limited number of outlets for interdisciplinary scholarship, however, will 

self-correct over time as more incoming  scholars engage with interdisciplinary tools.119  

Material Entanglement  

While material entanglement theory stems from current work in historical 

archaeology, it is by its very nature an interdisciplinary concept. Entanglement theory 

attempts to restore a psychological and social context for objects, people, and relationship 

networks by reintegrating as many of the original connected elements as possible, from 

trade networks through to colour meanings and contemporary literary metaphor.120 It also 

moves away from identifying objects and influences as discrete discussion points, and 

attempts to integrate each along with the feedback loops that restrict the theoretically 
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infinite possibilities.121 Early conceptualizations of entanglement were grounded in 

colonial archaeology, and in a search for new ways to understand the traditional 

colonizer-colonized dichotomy.122  

Ian Hodder argues for a new view of the interrelationships between humans and 

objects, where constraints, affordances, and dependences lock them into both specific and 

constantly shifting sets of relationships with one another.123 Hodderôs addition of 

temporality to actor-network theory and his explorations of the networks of causality and 

influence give us new vocabulary to discuss the intricacies of life, even when many of the 

specifics may be unknown.124 Material entanglement theory potentially remains at its 

most useful when it is used to deal with questions of interacting networks, and the 

tensions that come into play when two or more webs of entanglements collide.125   

1.3.2 ACADIAN HISTORY 

The history of Acadia first garnered widespread interest following the publication of 

Longfellowôs Evangeline in 1847.126 The long-form poem was deeply sympathetic 

to the Acadians, portraying them as innocent victims of British cruelty and depicting 

them in a pastoral, almost feudal light. Early anglophone writing on Acadia focused 

on the deportation as a defining event and while usually critical of the deportation 

itself was often more sympathetic towards British decisions.127 Francophone writing 

around the same time presented duelling images of feudal-era Acadians as either 

obstinate and ungovernable people who resisted the intrusion of external 

administration, orðas in Abbé Casgrainôs work on the regionða cheerfully 

obedient and deeply religious flock.128 Acadian writing about the deportation itself 
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began with Acadian historian Édouard Richardôs book Acadie. Reconstitution dôun 

chapitre perdu de lôhistoire dôAmérique in 1895.129 

Both anglophone and francophone work continued through the early twentieth 

century, with texts moving outward to examine Acadian connections with other 

colonies.130 Émile Lauvrièreôs 1924 history of Acadia was the first full French-

language history of the Acadians, Gaspé historian Antoine Bernardôs books 

following soon thereafter.131 Interest increased in the mid-twentieth century 

increased following the Acadian renaissance, archaeology and the social history of 

the Acadians tracing the development of Acadian culture chronologically, through 

migration patterns, genealogical work, and material culture.132 Bona Arsenaultôs 

historical and genealogical survey of Acadia came at the end of this period, as did 

Andrew Hill Clarkôs geographical history of the region.133 

In the 1970s, alongside the boom in Canadian heritage archaeology that 

accompanied Canadaôs centennial, work expanded on the collection and unearthing 

of new sources on the Acadians and evaluating old ones in new ways.134 The group 

known as the ñAcadiensis generationò envisioned a history of Atlantic Canada 

treated as more than a subsection of Canadian or British imperial history.135 This 

group included Naomi Griffiths, John Reid, Margaret Conrad, Andrew Hill Clark, 

and Jean Daigle, among others. Their interest in regional histories added new 

complexity to older ideas about Acadian society and shone new light on notions of 

Acadian agency.136 A movement away from the economic studies so popular in the 

mid-century accompanied this shift into discussions of social histories, alongside a 

reintegration of marginalized voices, including those of women and Indigenous 
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peoples.137 Growing interest in genealogy and family histories encouraged the 

growth of individualized and localized publications on Acadia. Stephen Whiteôs 

Dictionnaire Généalogique des Famillies Acadiennes was the magnum opus for 

this area of research, and both popular and amateur historians drew on his work.138 

Francophone surveys of Acadia multiplied around the same time, Maurice Basque, 

Georges Arsenault, Yves Cormier, Phil Comeau and others covering the history of 

Acadia in both broad and narrow strokes.139 Nicolas Landry and Nicole Langôs major 

work Histoire de lôAcadie, updated in 2014, was first published in 2001 and quickly 

became an essential reference.140 Following the turn towards localization and 

specialization, the 1990s and early twenty-first century saw trends in Atlantic history 

swing back toward a broader view. Part of this recontextualization involved 

reconnecting the disparate and enriched pieces of Acadian history into a broader, trans-

oceanic picture.141 Explorations were also made of a number of aspects of the 

Acadian economy, trade relationships and environment, which laid the groundwork 

for future work on Acadian cultural life.142  

Definitions of Acadian identity were embedded in the questions being asked about 

Acadiaôs place within the Atlantic world, and Naomi Griffithsô sweeping work From 

Migrant to Acadian : A North American Border People, 1604-1755 was the culmination 

of her argument that the Acadian identity had formed during the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries, and persisted after the deportation.143 Cecile Vidal argues for 

a self-concept solidifying around the time of the Conquest, while for Gilles Havard 

Acadian identity was primarily created through the trauma of the deportation in 1755.144 

Historian Carl Brasseaux suggested that the Acadians were the first European group to 
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develop a distinct new identity in North America, one partially altered by the new 

physical and cultural landscapes in which they found themselves.145 Griffiths has 

argued for the development of an enduring Acadian social identity alongside political 

identity, as a result of the balance that the settlers tried to maintain between opposing 

French and English imperial pressures.146 Hodson, Kennedy, and Faragher have all 

challenged this interpretation in various ways, exploring the intricacies of identity 

formation both prior to and following the trauma of the deportation, while Ronnie-

Giles LeBlanc looked at the deportation as a series of events taking place across most of a 

decade, rather than a single trauma.147 

The changes in Acadian historiography, moving from folklore to political 

overviews to close-in examinations of social behaviours, all have the effect of 

distancing the image of the Acadians from the mythology developed by the 

introduction of Longfellowôs Evangeline to the popular imagination.148 Interest in 

the folklore of Acadia and the impact that has had on the historiography of Acadia 

has picked up in recent years, questioning the very nature of the traditional 

archetypes and the ways in which historians have engaged with them.149 The 

deportation, previously used more as a chronological benchmark, has been re-

evaluated, along with work exploring Acadiaôs role in the greater Atlantic world.150 

The newest frontier in Acadian historiography is the concept of the frontier itself, 

and how the ways in which Acadia itself is and has been defined change how we 

consider Acadian culture and lives. Gregory Kennedyôs 2014 book Something of a 

Peasant Paradise begins this shift, moving the Acadians out of popular imagination 

and returning them to their French roots, rejecting suggestions of Acadian 
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exceptionalism and distinction prior to the deportation.151 John Reid, Jeffers 

Lennox, and Allan Greer, in the meantime, have challenged the older definitions of 

borderlands, marches, frontiers and even property tenure systems altogether.152 The 

predominant thread in these most recent works is a reframing of the time period 

usually called ócolonialô as one which was in actuality much more heavily 

influenced by the collisions between European empires and Indigenous nations. 

Moving away from a narrative which focuses on the colonies as primary actors, 

these texts take on different ways in which pre-existing powers intersected and 

influenced one another, acknowledging the presence of a strong Indigenous world 

that had its own perspective on the arrival of foreign empires. Within these webs of 

relationships and intersecting tensions, Acadia emerges as a much less defined and 

far more liminal space, in which empires, nations and peoples engaged with one 

another at the fringes of state control.  

1.3.3 INDIGENOUS HISTORY  

Until recently, the majority of works on Indigenous history had been written from the 

outside looking in. The only written documentation available on contact-era Indigenous 

lives had been left by European explorers, whose biases were both apparent and 

subtextual. Miôkmaw history has traditionally been recounted and maintained through 

oral history, which has not historically been allocated the same level of consideration in 

western academic spaces. Some of these oral histories are now being recorded and made 

available as electronic resources, though the act of recording itself changes the ways in 

which those histories can be communicated.153 Recent movements toward a 

decolonization of the academy have opened discussions on the place of different source 
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types and approaches, as with Marie Battisteôs work on reframing the humanities in 

general.154  

European explorers and colonists who encountered the original inhabitants of 

Miôkmaôki in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries described them as curiosities, 

culturally, politically, and economically unsophisticated inhabitants of a resource-rich 

environment.155 Writers including the Sieur de Dièreville, Samuel de Champlain, and 

Marc Lescarbot describe the Miôkmaq with an air of curiosity, and these early records 

remain some of the few sources for information on Miôkmaq lifeways at the time. In the 

nineteenth century, Baptist minister and missionary Silas Rand spent years studying the 

Miôkmaq from an early ethnological standpoint, recording linguistic information, oral 

histories and folklore.156 The Indigenous nations of North America were erroneously 

viewed as a vanishing people at this time, and ethnological work trended toward 

cataloguing a terminal culture, usually with an eye toward the benefits of conversion to 

western ñcivilization.ò   

Early to mid-twentieth century writings by authors like Wilson Wallis, Bernard 

Hoffman, and Alfred Bailey grappled with issues of identity and the ramifications of 

colonialism.157 The perspective was still primarily western and colonial, however, many 

histories relying far more on the archived writings of Jesuits and French explorers than 

the Peopleôs own words. Resistance against the Indian Act in the 1950s and the White 

Paper in the 1960s, along with the accompanying social upheaval and land claim 

processes, changed much of the dialogue surrounding the Canadian First Nations.158 

Historical scholarship began to reflect those changes in both approach and tone.  
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Bruce Trigger and William Wicken took the lead in re-examining the colonial 

narrative, and they revised it with the aim of redressing old wrongs.159 Some texts were 

still primarily ethnographical in nature.160 Other complex analyses that emerged from the 

mid-late twentieth century took Miôkmaw perspectives more into account, returning the 

Miôkmaq to a central role in their own histories, as with Harold Prinsô discussions of 

Miôkmaw cultural survival and resilience.161 The re-examination has continued in the 

work of settler researchers, with publications taking apart old mythologies and 

assumptions in every field from linguistics to geography and concepts of land 

occupation.162 Thomas Peace has looked at Acadian-Miôkmaq relations both in his 

doctoral thesis and in later research papers, arguing for a diversity of reactions and 

interactions across different regions of Miôkmaôki based on differing uses of shared 

spaces and resources.163  

The most important change in Miôkmaq historiography, however, came with the rise 

of Miôkmaq scholarship, as researchers such as Olive Patricia Dickason began to 

reconstruct the history of Indigenous peoples in Canada from the inside out.164 Her work, 

along with that of Daniel Paul and William Wicken, has interrogated the impact of the 

political changes of the eighteenth century on Miôkmaw communities. Research by 

Miôkmaq authors is vital because of their authorship from inside the community, as well 

as for the strides authors like Paul and Shalan Joudry are making towards decolonization 

of the format of academic writing.165 Now re-integrating oral histories and practices of 

Two-Eyed Seeing alongside written documentation and archaeological findings, 

Miôkmaq scholarship is in itself becoming holistic and interdisciplinary.166 
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1.3.4 DRESS AND MATERIAL CULTURE STUDIES  

The archive has, for the past two centuries, been the general purview of the historian. 

The main focus of the discipline has been using the documentation left by previous 

generations to tease out events that have shaped the current state of the world, and to 

understand the processes of change which led a system from one state to another.167 The 

benefits that texts give, however, can also be their limitation. Covert and overt bias is an 

intrinsic part of any written record, whether because of an issue of restricted literacy, 

problems in human communication, the writerôs access to information, or manipulation 

of facts to further political or personal agendas.168 Sparser documentation leaves room for 

conjecture, and it is here where other forms of evidence play a greater role. 

Material culture studiesðthe study of objects and how they can expose human social 

history and cultureðevolved in the later twentieth century out of a series of concurrent 

streams of inquiry. Historians looking for information on smaller-scale economic trends 

looked to consumption studies, while art historians, curators and archaeologists began to 

seriously explore the layers of cultural meaning embedded in the objects they recovered, 

collected, and interpreted.169 Research into the nature of objects as commodities drew on 

theories of capital and production, tying the concept of an objectôs value into its use 

within monetary exchange.170  

Fernand Braudel and the French school of historians focused on the implications of 

individual choices in their economic histories, encouraging this newer interest in the 

small-scale and personal.171 A shift in focus in the 1980s from the means of production to 

the end users of goods was bolstered by a concurrent rise of interest in consumerism 
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studies.172 Social history followed suit, historians such as Peter Burke turning attention 

toward the processes of history and the systems of social engagement which were 

historically the purview of anthropology.173 Anthropological theory entered the field 

through the work of scholars including Mary Douglas and Arjun Appadurai, forging a 

new interdisciplinary bridge.174  

From there, the study of consumer behaviour pushed out along three specific 

trajectories: how the movement or possession of material goods indicated or conferred 

status, how demand for fashionable objects changed manufacturing and other economic 

patterns, and the role of the individual in constructing meaning for objects within their 

spheres of awareness.175 Kenneth Amesô interpretations of objects as texts for the reading 

of daily life honed that focus on construction of meaning, drawing in theories of social 

communication and semiotics which would become a much heavier focus in later object-

directed research.176  

Archaeologist Lewis Binford emphasizes archaeology as the appropriate site to begin 

explorations of this kind, despite resistance from other disciplines. He describes the 

potential present in the way cultural systems were reflected in a societyôs material 

goods.177 Three goals within archaeology that can be extended in turn to object-driven 

material culture studies, James Deetz argues, are, ñthe reconstruction of culture history, 

the reconstruction of past lifeways, and the identification of the processes of cultural 

change.ò178 Ann Smart Martin describes all of these artifacts as coming ñwith their own 

grammar,ò one that can be read and understood once enough context is known.179 It is 

through a combination of physical analysis and cultural reading of both conscious and 
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unconsciously communicative items that unwritten social relationships, hierarchies, and 

priorities can be made visible.180  

We may reasonably comfortably situate the point of disciplinary transition from 

economics and consumption studies to object-based research in the mid-1980s, when 

material objects became seen not only as by-products of political and economic action, 

but as collections of symbols, fused into physical, tactile form.181 The interdisciplinary 

model of object-driven historical research began to truly find its legs in the late twentieth 

and early twenty-first-centuries. 

Object-based research  

There is a distinction between object-centered analysis and object-driven analysis. The 

former had been the purview of art historians, curators, and archaeologists for decades 

prior to making the interdisciplinary links. Close examination of a single object was 

generally descriptive at this stage, with research focused on the materials, methods of 

production, condition, and general aesthetics of an item, while archival work focused on 

filling in the historical context.182 The shift toward a more sociological form of 

examination moved concurrently with the shift from economic to consumer studies in 

history and the ñnew new historicismò of the early 1990s.183  

At its core, object-driven research takes an item or an assemblage of similar objects as 

its starting point, treating themðas Ailsa Craig describesðas ñvessels of meaningò 

rather than agency-free carriers for meaning.184 The discipline is primarily concerned 

with the process of finding and explaining the connections between objects and human 

experience: objects become source texts in their own right, explored for evidence of 
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social relationships.185 Anthropology and material culture studies scholarship has turned 

toward the wide range of information which can be gleaned from object-driven analysis, 

particularly in modern anthropological contexts.186 In historical archaeology, 

entanglement theory has been a subject of much recent discussion. Material culture 

studies takes objects as a starting point, while entanglement theory looks at the webs of 

connections which range between objects, humans, and the relationships of dependency 

and possibility that result.187 

A number of theoretical takes may be considered in the study of dress, including 

symbolic interactionism; semiotics, or the reading of symbols embedded in objects; and 

class or gender-based analyses of consumption.188 Each of these frameworks draws new 

information out of clothing and choices in dress, which can then be utilized during the 

kind of object-based analysis used by art historians, curators, archaeologists, and textile 

specialists.189 Textiles are now understood to contain as much symbolic meaning and 

transformative power as any other ritual or utilitarian object.190 

The notion of embodied information and physical communication draws upon 

semiology, but also engages with historical projections of clothing as an extra layer or 

boundary to the body.191 Dress becomes an individual communication within a broader 

culturally-imposed ñgrammar,ò an indicator of training and socialization required for the 

creation of socially acceptable personal appearance.192 Choice of clothing both affects 

and is affected in turn by the entanglements that individuals and groups have with their 

political and domestic environments. Sociologist Dick Hebdige supports this suggestion, 

framing dress choice as part of a continuing conversation about power and status 

relationships, self-fashioning, and moral pressure.193 Extant articles of dress can bring us 
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as close to the once-corporeal body as diary entries can to the original mind of the author, 

a surviving shed skin that maintains the shape, habits, and priorities of the person who 

lived within. 

Western theoretical frameworks, however, tend to place strong emphasis on a 

disjunction between the material and the immaterial, and C. Pinney points out the 

assumptions in that artificial divide.194 Object-driven social analysis bridges the gap built 

in to that problematic ontological dualism. Jules Prownôs concerns about the difference in 

deliberate and unconscious communication through art and everyday objects are 

addressed in Tara Hamling and Catherine Richardsonôs recent edited collection, also the 

first volume of analysis to bring material culture into the forefront as a means of 

exploring pre-modern lives.195 The value of objects as primary sources for everyday lives 

in particular requires reconsideration of the ways in which the immaterial can be revealed 

by the material, particularly revealing for the lives of those not commonly uncovered in 

traditional documentary research.196  

Early discussions of dress also followed economic lines, considering fashion as a tool 

used to indicate social status and rank, prevent the blurring of socio-economic 

boundaries, and as part of a pattern of jockeying for social power.197 The incorporation of 

Ferdinand de Saussureôs theories of signs and semiology and Barthesô application of 

semiotic research to fashion writing shifted the conversation from clothing as passive 

object to active participant in the production and dissemination of beliefs and values.198 

Hebdige brought this notion of encoded subtext deep into physical spaces, where objects 

contain and disseminate embodied messages of their own, while literary analysis often 

reads clothing items as agents of physical and spiritual change.199 These embodied 



 

58 

messages can be reflected into the world of dress, where the placement of boning or the 

uses of different closures reshape the boundaries of physical movement.200 

The Problem of Method  

One of the major discussions in both material culture studies and entanglement theory 

is that of defining a repeatable methodology. A number have been proposed and tested 

over the previous three decades, though none have, as of yet, been generally accepted.201 

Most begin with an object or collection of similar objects of which a series of questions 

can be asked. Those questions range from the very physical (material, size, etc) through 

to the social place (affordability, availability, etc).202 Refinements to the method tend to 

focus on making the questions more specific rather than questioning the need for question 

lists at all.203 Critiques of object-driven analysis come from various directions. A 

discussion from Schlereth and Ames introduces questions of data survival, the 

representational nature of surviving objects, and most particularly, the repeatability of 

this particular subset of subjective analysis.204  

Interdisciplinary theoretical structures (for there is not yet one established scaffold or 

methodology for explorations of this sort) may focus on the broader picture, as seen in 

studies of consumption and movement of goods, or on object-based research which digs 

deeply into the life cycle of a single item or connected group of items.205 Integrated 

theories have suggested a ómesoô level of theory that rests at the intersection of these 

respective macro- and micro-levels of analysis, allowing for a focus on the community 

level, and the intersections of human beings with theoretical systems in a more concrete 

way.206  
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There is, as of yet, no solid and universally-accepted methodology for dress studies, 

nor even for object-based material culture studies, but there have been a series of 

attempts made to develop a repeatable process.207 Beginning from a museum and 

conservational context of physical analysis, dress studies scholars have incorporated 

contextual analysis, literary analysis and symbol systems, quantitative analysis, studies of 

production, documentary and database work, and combinations of all of the above.208 

Much of the debate has focused on how to balance the various intersecting parts, 

foregrounding objects while at the same time keeping the discussionôs focus firmly 

rooted in the spaces between the physical, historical, and theoretical.209  

While knowing how, when, and where an item was used and how it was valued is 

important, we need to continue on, and dig deeper into the symbolic values it embodies, 

and systems in which it participates. The drive in the search for a methodological 

framework has, in part, been informed by a desire to eliminate as many biased factors 

from consideration as possible, creating a repeatable, consistent scientific structure for 

future projects.210 The narrowing focus presents a problem, however, in that the more 

rogue factors we try to eliminate, the more of the complexity is stripped away. 

Entanglement theory provides a potential remedy, positing a framework which embraces 

the complicated nature of material culture.  

Dress theory  

The first suggestion in western academia that dress could be used as a source for 

information on socio-economically-driven behaviour, gender, and consumption came in 

the 1830s with author Thomas Carlyleôs serial novel Sartor Resartus (The Tailor 
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Retailored), featuring a protagonist whose magnum opus was a dissertation on the 

influence of clothing.211 In the early 1900s sociologists Thornstein Veblen and Georg 

Simmel suggested that it was possible to place fashionable dress within a formal 

theoretical framework.212 The place of fashion fully within a feminine realm at this stage, 

however, contributed to the sense that fashion and dress studies were shallow, or even 

frivolous, and true attention was not directed this way again until much later in the 

century.213  

Dress studies evolved from the intersection of material culture studies and textile 

studies, primarily out of work performed in the 1980s and 1990s by scholars such as 

Anne Hollander, Adrienne Hood, and Anita Rush.214 Hollanderôs work on the 

intersections of dress, bodies, and art focused almost exclusively on the ways in which 

textiles and the body intersected in visual art. Her foray into dress studies, however, 

established absolutely the importance of the semiotics of dress in fashioning an 

understanding of the world.215 Anita Rush synthesized the growing argument at the time 

that changes in dress could be linked directly to social phenomena.216 Around the same 

time, Anita Campbell was evaluating the viability of domestic and textile-related sources 

for use in object-driven research and material culture studies, opening up the potential for 

not only theoretical but hands-on engagement.217 The consumerism-driven narrative 

thrust of social sciences in the 1980s appeared in dress studies as analyses of fashion, 

demographics, and changes in the marketplace.218 These economically-driven analyses 

grew commensurate with the rise of ñpower-dressingòðthe very title of the phenomenon 

suggesting the inherent meaning ascribed to the styleðand ñfast-fashion,ò focusing on 

the social histories of particular classes of commodities.219  
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Those works blossomed in the last decade of the twentieth century, and the Spring 

1990 volume of the Material Culture Review was entirely devoted to research with 

textiles as source objects.220 Dress studies appear to have launched into the academic 

mainstream at this point. Adrienne Hoodôs literature review and discussion in that same 

volume decries the lack of integration of artifact study with traditional historical research, 

and lays out a potential methodology for the same.221 That search for a consistent method 

echoes that seen with material culture studies as a whole, a variety of techniques 

proposed which began with the same type of physical analysis.222 Variations included the 

impact of the body and the imprint of that body on garments and associated artifacts, and 

the body itself as a vital locus of information for costume studies.223 Severa and Horswill 

determined that the changes made in clothing both by and to accommodate the moving 

human body could be read in an analyticalðand more importantly, replicableðway.224  

Janet Arnoldôs intensive study of surviving articles of early modern English clothing 

developed meticulous records of the cut and patterns for garments, as did both Elisabeth 

McClellanôs study of early settler dress and Dorothy Burnhamôs similar work with 

Indigenous North American dress.225 Laura Peers and Laurier Turgeonôs separate 

archaeologically-based works studied the use of single objects as the embodiments of a 

journey, rather than a single moment in timeðAppaduraiôs ñcultural biographyò in 

action.226 Sociological and anthropological theory was not yet a deep part of this 

interdisciplinary study. On the other side of the humanities, textiles were approached as 

sources for ethnographic research and visual anthropology, in some ways reminiscent of 

the economic fashion study of the previous decade.227  
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The move towards theoretical work can be seen in the late twentieth and early twenty-

first century, with theorists including Alexandra Palmer and Mary Brooks expanding 

object-based studies into a more multidisciplinary framework, integrating close object 

study with images of the object, use patterns, documentary, and archival evidence.228 

Garments themselves were being read as texts, elements of literary critique informing 

projects, and object-driven research and conservation expanded into interdisciplinary 

spaces, with mixed results.229 In response to accusations that historical research did not 

involve the application of theory, Pederson, Buckland, and Bates discussed the nature of 

dress studies theory overall, drawing on existing material from literary critique, sociology 

and social anthropology as a starting point.230  

Given the vastness of the subject in question, there is a certain inevitability to the 

multiple theories and methodologies that have emerged in dress studies over the past 

fifteen years. The search for the core components of the field continues in some spaces, 

while others work at the edges, incorporating premises from other disciplines on an as-

needed basis.231 Current research directions include focus on global and trans-national 

movement of designs; on the embodied nature of dress and dress research, re-integrating 

the practical experience of construction and wearing of garments; exploring curatorial 

and display spaces and the connections between clothing and the built environment; and 

extensions of research methods previously focused on western dressðconsidered for a 

long time to be the only real ñfashion,ò in counterpoint to the ñstaticò nature of folk or 

ethnic dressðto other regions of the world.232  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis contains four different streams of thought that weave together and 

complement each other. First, as is primarily discussed in chapter two, the idea that 

clothing choices and aesthetics do not emerge from a vacuum. A variety of influences 

shape decisions about what to wear. Geography, climate, environment, religion, social 

pressures, age and expectations surrounding gender all contribute, as do factors including 

access to materials, participation in local and international trade, and the economic status 

of the individuals responsible for purchase and production. Identifying and understanding 

those factors is vital to any discussion of dress, which styles become popular in a given 

time and place, and how individual aesthetics and choices are shaped.  

Secondly, based partially on context and partially on current streams of thought in 

material culture and dress studies, this thesis presents a methodology for determining the 

nature of clothing worn in a given context when the articles themselves no longer exist 

for study. This methodology relies on artifacts discovered in both archaeological and 

historical contextsðfound in the ground and passed down through the generations, 

respectivelyðas well as a complete review of available documentation and exploration 

of the contexts described above. When the wardrobes themselves cannot be found, this 

data can be used systematically to find the edges of the missing pieces. This is explored 

in chapters three through six.  

Thirdly, this thesis interrogates both the competing notions of Acadia as a series of 

isolated settlements of French-accultured colonists on the outskirts of empire, and the 

suggestion that Acadian culture was a fully realized ethnicity distinct and separate from 
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surrounding peoples prior to the deportation. The evidence suggests, rather, that the 

Acadians in at least some Nova Scotian settlements were engaging with contemporary 

fashion and the transatlantic marketplace. Their contexts indicate more participation in 

colonial French and English culture than previously indicated through examination of 

documents alone. Adding the evidentiary base of the artifact assemblages opens up new 

directions for discussion, and provides evidence that Acadians were consciously using 

clothing as a means of communication, as well as a tool for cultural and economic 

connection.  

Finally, the environment, geography, and new cultural context in Acadia had triggered 

a series of changes in the Acadian vernacular. Driven by different values than those seen 

in the seigneurial system that continued to exist in New France, and at least a little bit 

inspired by their amiable contact with the First Nations, Acadian dress styles changed to 

better reflect their new conditions in their new world. Beyond that, the evidence also 

suggests that there was more than one Acadian dress vernacular, as the assemblages 

found differ between the sites examined here. Beaubassin, Belleisle, Melanson, and the 

Acadian families resident in Louisbourg are all that little bit different from each other. 

That set of differences might well have continued to grow and develop over time, but the 

process was indelibly altered thanks to the traumatic events of the deportation.  

These changes demonstrate a shift away from early modern French emphasis on 

particular styles and manners which helped define the social structure of the Ancien 

Régime. Literature and manners instructions of the time emphasize the role of dress and 

comportment in defining and demonstrating identity, and the emerging Acadian clothing 

culture disrupted those closely held systems. In so doing, Acadian dress was partially 
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responsible for the growing perception of Acadians as a group whose values had drifted 

from those of the continent.  

This thesis examines the nature of the Acadian clothing vernacular through the 

materials and documentation pertaining to four main archaeological sites, with 

supplemental evidence from others as appropriate. It will show that a new and distinctive 

style of dress was developing prior to the deportation, but that style was much more 

nuanced and influenced by contemporary New England and French fashions than 

previously believed. Some of that style was tied to trade patterns, some to geography, and 

some tied to potentially deliberate code-switching based on presentation to external 

viewers.  

The following chapters will examine the geographical and historical contexts of the 

locations, the archaeology and how much of the sites have been explored, then move into 

the goods themselves, individual and familial connections and relations, and the 

possibilities for movement between the sites. Far from being isolated, the Acadians were 

indelibly connected to the wider Atlantic commercial network, and the global network of 

things. Studies have been done along these lines on foodways, glass, and architecture, 

and now this thesis adds clothing and dress-related artifacts into the discussion. The 

things worn on the body, whether made locally or imported, have a great deal to say 

about the world in which the Acadians lived, and the ways in which they engaged with 

that world and the other groups of people living in it.  

1 Hon. Brook Watson to the Reverend Andrew Brown, 1 July 1791, cited in James Hannay, ȰThe 
Acadian French,ȱ in Collections of the Nova Scotia Historical Society, ed. W. B. Tobin, vol. 1, 1881, 133. 
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CHAPTER 2: GEOGRAPHY, ENVIRONMENT, AND 

COMMERCE 

[S]ince the English have been masters of the country, the residents who were 

lodged near the fort have for the most part abandoned their houses and have gone to 

settle on the upper part of the river. They have made their clearings below and above 

this great meadow.1 

 

When it comes to dressing oneself, context matters. Human beings do not make 

choices in a vacuum, and factors such as the climate and weather, the availability of 

materials, and social expectations all directly influence what people wear, and how they 

wear it. These preconditions can be ancient and all-pervasive, like wet winter weather on 

the north-east coast, or individual and short-lived, as with a wool allergy. Identifying the 

surrounding preconditions for a region and a people, however, is the necessary first step 

in building a comprehensive picture of the restraints and affordances which influenced 

them.  

This chapter argues that the geography, climate, political, and social environments 

surrounding French settlers in Acadia played significant roles in the evolution of their 

dress culture. Over the course of the decades between settlement and deportation, 

different groups of Acadians began to differentiate themselves and their dress from each 

other, as well as from France, New England, and New France. This differentiation was 

not, as Griffiths has suggested, primarily spurred on by emerging political agency, but by 

a complex intersection of environmental and social factors.2 These included the different 

physical environment from their original homes in south-western France, as well as the 

changing nature of their contact with the Miôkmaq, the distances between Acadian 
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settlements and seats of imperial power, Acadiansô commercial position and trade habits 

vis-a-vis New France and New England, and the influences of the dominant cultures 

present in the regions from which the original migrants came. Along with all of that, the 

nature of the families themselves must come into play. Rather than view these groups and 

their changing senses of self from the top-down, as part of a larger political system, or 

focusing on the wealth of genealogical data, this discussion focuses more on the networks 

of families and individuals who made up the core populations of the habitations in 

question.3  

Environmental conditions play a large role in what materials are practical and 

available, and these conditions can include everything from the geography of a region 

and its climate and landscape, to the available flora and fauna.4 The moisture content and 

pH of the soil determines what crops can be grown, for example, as does the quantity of 

labour available for varying types of agriculture. The presence or absence of calm 

harbours and cleared trails alter the possibilities for trade, and the size and abundance of 

fur-bearing animals determine whether one hide or twenty is needed to cover an adult 

human body. Those preconditions alone, however, are not enough to explain dress 

choice. The economic realities of a region also play a powerful role, both in the 

availability of traded materials, the diversity or homogeneity of access to resources, and 

the nature of existing networks of exchange. Once we have a sense of how materials 

could be accessed, then we must look at the culture surrounding the medium of dress. In a 

settler context, that includes the culture from which the colonists originally came, as well 

as the cultures of the original inhabitants of the region where they settled and the level of 

exchange that existed between them. Dress and adornment have been used throughout 



 

87 

human history to convey specific impressions of the self and the group, and those 

constructs, along with gender roles, socio-economic strata, age roles, and the nature of 

the intended audience for that visual communication all come into play. In order to 

understand what people wore and why they wore it, we must first explore the world in 

which they made those choices. 

Acadia is often described as relatively isolated, a border land kept separate by the 

multiple-week travel times from Quebec and France, and the relative dangers of sailing 

on the capricious Bay of Fundy.5 The geographic isolation, it has been suggested, made 

Acadian farmers increasingly vulnerable and self-reliant.6 Kennedy paints a portrait of 

large farms working in semi-independent but parallel streams, where trade was infrequent 

and fluctuating, engaging with New England was a matter of necessity rather than choice, 

and itinerant traders supplied small amounts of necessary goods that the farms could not 

provide for themselves.7 As this chapter will discuss, however, the region was far from 

being an uninhabited, isolated area. Siknikt (the Chignecto Isthmus) in particular had 

been a hub for trade and engagement with the outside world both prior to and following 

the arrival of European settlers.  

Acadian occupation spread upward from La Hève and outward from Port Royal in the 

mid through the late seventeenth century, settlers establishing a series of homesteads and 

villages along the rivers, marshes, and coasts. The traditional interpretation of 

engagement between the existing Miôkmaw communities and the new arrivals was one of 

peace and mutually beneficial engagement, including intermarriages, mixed settlements, 

and military assistance against the English.8 The documentation does not favour large 
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Figure 2.1: Map of selected Acadian settlements and major locations. 
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numbers of intermarriages between non-elite Acadians and the Miôkmaw community, 

though some families undoubtedly maintained closer relationships than others.9 Naomi 

Griffiths describes the arrangement as one of mutual interest, the groups originally 

tendering assistance and later drifting apart as their political goals diverged.10 Kennedy 

envisions a scenario where contact was more limited, especially prior to 1710, when 

military necessity forced a more active alliance against the British.11 More engagement 

certainly took place at fur trading hubs like Beaubassin than would have been seen at 

predominantly farming-focused sites like Belleisle, but even then the answer is not so 

clear-cut.  

The environment shaped the emerging Acadian material culture, varying by location, 

access to imported goods, local natural resources, and examples to imitate. Similar in 

some ways ðand in some very differentðto the land they had left behind in France, 

newly-planted French settlers found that they needed to adjust to fit their new home as 

much as they adjusted their lands to fit them. Andrew Hill Clarkôs study of the impact of 

geography and terrain emphasizes the physical aspects, as studies like Jean Daigleôs do 

the economic.12 The history of occupation and land use influenced trading practices and 

resource access. Understanding all the moving pieces and reconciling them with the 

material culture evidence changes those traditional images of Acadia.  

2.1 MIôKMAôKI
13 

The Miôkmaq Nation has inhabited the north east of North America for at least 

11,000 years, a date supported by both oral history and archaeological record.14 Referring 

to themselves as LônukðThe Peopleðone tradition says that groups originally migrated 
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from the south-west of Turtle Island, the continent of North America.15 Miôkmaw oral 

history references three separate pre-contact cultural periods which generally correspond 

to established archaeological sequences and material culture, and one which straddles the 

pre-contact and contact periods and the associated societal disruption.16 Terminology 

developed by the Confederacy of Mainland Miôkmaq, the Nova Scotia Museum, and 

community elders names these periods: 

Saqiweôk Lônuk - the Ancient People (11,500 - 8500 BP)  

Mu Awsami Saqiweôk - the Not so Ancient People (8,500 - 3,000 BP) 

Kejikawek Lônuk - the Recent People (3,000 - 450 BP) 

Kiskukeweôk Lônuk - the Historic/Modern People (c. 1000 CE - present)17 

Miôkmaôki extended over 130,000 km2, including Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, 

parts of New Brunswick, Northern Maine, and into the Gaspé Peninsula in Quebec.18 The 

territory was divided into seven districts, each under the control of a district chief.19 The 

Atlantic Maritime Ecozone, of which Miôkmaôki is a large part, experiences cool 

summers and mild winters overall, as a result of proximity to the Atlantic Ocean. The 

relative humidity is high, and the area prone to storms and hurricanes.20 The soils are 

highly acidic, which impedes the preservation of organic materials except in 

extraordinary circumstances, but which supports mixed coniferous and deciduous forest, 

and a wide range of flora and fauna. Many areas of the highlands are ill-equipped for 

farming and the short growing season makes agriculture difficult.21 The lowlands, 

especially the marshlands of the Chignecto Isthmus and the Bay of Fundy, are much 

better situated for agricultural use.22 
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The People living in Wabanaki Confederacy territory in the pre-contact Kiskukeweôk 

Lônuk period were predominantly semi-nomadic.23 Their annual routine moved them 

from coastal regions in the summer further inland in winter, and subsistence activities 

included fishing, hunting, gathering, and small-scale horticulture.24 Their society was 

egalitarian and matriarchal, with leadership resting in a hierarchy of district chiefs, grand 

chiefs, and elders.25 Social units were comprised of blood relatives and friends, with 

smaller hunting parties of close family breaking off when necessary. Large groups 

gathered over the course of the year for larger-scale resource gathering and social 

exchange.26 Earlier works on the occupation of Miôkmaôki can display a Eurocentric bias, 

describing the pre-colonial area as a ñperipheryò with little activity of cultural innovation, 

but more recent scholarship, particularly that which considers Miôkmaw voices, has 

corrected that outdated evaluation.27 Agricultural work cleared land for berry growth and 

maintained stable game levels. A cultural mandate for sharing resources and communal 

oversight of lands encouraged policies of stewardship and harvesting only enough to 

account for current needs, rather than viewing land, flora, and fauna as profit-generating 

commodities.28  

While not nearly as extensive as the practices of fire ecology and fire hunting among 

Indigenous groups further south, the People did have the small-scale practice of very 

carefully managed controlled burns to change the landscape ï clearing space for berry 

bushes, and firing meadows to improve fertility.29 Desirable plants were planted and 

maintained for small-scale use, and regular campsites enriched with compost and burned 

wood over thousands of years of occupation.30 Agricultural activities took place 

throughout the year, including the tapping of maple trees for syrup, and the growing and 
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harvesting of tobacco.31 Suggestions have been made that the People also farmed crops 

like pumpkins and beans, trading them with the Abenaki further south.32 Hunting grounds 

were allocated by district chiefs, and prior to the fur trade, protocols were in place for 

game management.33 

While the number of villages and families within Kmitkinag (Nova Scotia) at any 

given point is unknown, estimates of the population for pre-contact Kiskukeweôk Lônuk 

give numbers of about 3,500 - 6,000 people, while others have suggested as many as five 

times that amount.34 Their seasonal rounds following the harvests included hook, spear, 

weir, and basket fishing in the spring and summer, shellfish harvesting, and collection of 

seabirds and eggs during the spring, summer and autumn.35 Winter hunting revolved 

around moose, beaver, bear, otter, caribou, and other mammals.36 Travel was primarily 

along waterways, using cedar and birch bark canoes.  

Descriptions of the Peopleôs dress at the time of contact come solely from European 

perspectives, subject to inherent bias and misunderstanding of what they were seeing. 

Seventeenth-century writings from Nicolas Denys, Marc Lescarbot, and Abbé Biard 

describe wardrobes based around leather, a preference that began to shift once woolen 

strouds were made available as trade goods.37 Denys described menôs main garments as 

loose tunics made from white moose-skin, decorated with red, violet, and blue dyes 

painted on to the surface in a wide variety of geometric and representational patterns, the 

colours sealed by pressing with a heated bone in a manner that Denys compares to the 

gilding process.38 The tunics were tied rather than sewn, and worn open over a loincloth 

and leather leggings.39  
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Womenôs clothing was similar in makeup, albeit covering more of the body. The 

moose-skin tunics were tied over both shoulders and tied around the waist with a girdle. 

This was worn with knee-length leggings and sometimes with separate sleeves, tied on at 

the back.40 Moccasins were made of old moose leather, elaborately decorated with quill-

work embroidery in red and violet.41 Quillwork and other embellishments were common 

and prized by French onlookers, as were accessories made from local materialsðshell 

and seed beads, local copper, stone, bone, teeth and claws, and brightly-dyed quills.42 The 

ochres and dyes used for painting garments as well as bodies were made from locally-

grown roots, bark, and berries.43 Smaller furs such as otter, martin, squirrel, and beaver 

were used by everyone for winter wear, and cold-weather cloaks were made of bear, deer, 

moose or lynx.44 

European contact came first in small doses, meetings with Basque and Portuguese 

fishermen in the early sixteenth century introducing new trade goods into Miôkmaw 

circles.45 The arrival of Jacques Cartier in 1534 began an era of wider trade with France, 

and by 1550 French fishermen were common sights on the coast and in the Gulf of St. 

Lawrence.46 The fur trade developed alongside the fishery, and these changes began a 

permanent disruption in established patterns of exchange and land use.47 The People 

became dependent on materials being brought in by Europeans, particularly once the 

quantities of game began to deplete thanks to over-trapping and European encroachment 

on hunting grounds.48 Migration patterns changed along with the advent of trading posts, 

the introduction of alcohol, and the behavioural shift from hunting for food to hunting for 

trade.49  
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The arrival of French settlers in Kmitkinag in the 1630s effected more changes, both 

to land use and to exchange and engagement. The precise level of contact and 

communication between the People and the Acadians is unknown but some knowledge 

exchange took place over the following century and a half, connected both to proximity 

of living spaces and the needs of the fur trade.50 Official records of the Miôkmaq 

population from the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries era are few and far 

between, references surfacing in the occasional census and official correspondence, and 

accurate population estimates and comprehensive records of settlements do not exist.51 

What can be generally assumed from the references which do survive is that contact 

between the People and French settlers began relatively amicably, with land peacefully 

co-occupied thanks in particular to different requirements from the landscape.52 Tensions 

would begin to grow as the cartographic fiction of óAcadiaô began to usurp the concept of 

óMiôkmaôki,ô and the People were drawn further into the imperial struggles for 

domination over the region.53   

Culturally, the levels of exchange grew as more settlers arrived, and then diminished 

in later years as conflict increased, land use came under interrogation, and Miôkmaw and 

Acadian priorities diverged.54 Intermarriage between Acadian men and Miôkmaw women 

took place in earlier years, though the question of the prevalence of intermarriage has 

remained a point of debate. Olive P. Dickason and Naomi Griffiths have argued for a 

larger number of unrecorded marriages, primarily between women of the People and 

Acadian men, while William Wicken has suggested that there were somewhat fewer than 

has been popularly believed.55 Attempts to use DNA testing to resolve some of the 

questions have encountered problems with the reliability of commercial services and the 
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data pools required to make confident matches.56 What is known is that while colonial 

officials discouraged mixing, social ties still developed in settlements like Beaubassin, 

where contact was more frequent.57 Different settlements saw different levels and types 

of engagement between the Acadians and the People, those variations influenced by 

access to resources, the local geography, the populations, and the level of contact 

between them.58  

Miôkmaq settlements listed on the 1708 census appear at Port Royal, Cape Sable, La 

Hève, Minas, Musquodoboit, Cape Breton, and Chignecto, totalling 836 persons.59 This 

is undoubtedly only a fraction of the number of Miôkmaq living in the region, as not even 

the agriculturally sedentary Acadians are fully enumerated on the official censuses. In 

additions, these were summer villages rather than full-year settlements, occupied 

primarily for trade and community exchange.60 Populations moved through the spaces 

rather than settle there permanently, and they were visited by clergy as well as European 

trading partners. Jesuit missionaries invested a great deal of energy into the conversion of 

Miôkmaq communities, and many of them served both Acadian and Miôkmaq groups 

during their postings to Miôkmaôki.61  

Social engagement between many groups of the People and the Acadians lessened 

following the British conquest of 1710, and while military alliances against the British 

saw Acadians and Miôkmaq working together, British policy and retaliations against 

Acadian communities increased tensions between the twoðparticularly in the 1740s and 

1750s.62 The 1720s saw rising conflict between the People and the British in Miôkmaôki, 

though the majority of the physical conflicts in the escalation between 1722-1725 took 

place in New England.63 The Peopleôs drive to push the British out of the region led in 
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some cases to the Acadians being targets for British retribution, due to the perception of 

their continued alliance.64 Hostilities broke out between France and England again in 

1744 and the People and the Wabenaki were caught up in the conflict, which ended with 

the signing of a set of peace treaties with the English in 1749, 1752, and 1760/61, but the 

ways in which the provisions of those treaties were enacted or ignored set the stage for 

future problems.65 

2.2 FRENCH SETTLEMENT AND EXPANSION 

The first settlers in Nova Scotia landed at La Hève and moved north to Port Royal in 

the late 1630s. The homesteads spread out across the salt marshes on the Bay of Fundy, 

incoming farmers using dyking technology to claim and desalinate the land at the mouths 

of the rivers and streams.66 Agricultural rhythms were ruled by the Fundy tides, the 

pressures of water and silt settlement creating a tension between damage to the dykes and 

fields, and re-fertilization of the settling soils inside them.67 The first seventy years saw 

slow immigration from various regions of Europe, the majority of the new settlers 

coming from the west and south-west of France.68 While some families were connected 

with European aristocracy, the bulk of the newcomers were labourers, soldiers, and 

tradesmen.  

Originally centered around Port Royal, political conflicts and population pressures 

encouraged migration away from the centre. Settlers moved along the coast of 

Sipekneôkatik (central Nova Scotia and the Minas Basin) and west to Kespukwitk 

(Annapolis), as well as north and east into Siknikt (Shepody River, New Brunswick, and 

Amherst). They preferred smaller kin-oriented villages, often centered around single-
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family clusters, rather than larger urban environments.69 Their engagement with the local 

Miôkmaq was stronger in the first decades of settlement, while priorities for both groups 

shifted in later years. Some settlements had greater levels of contact, including Miôkmaw 

family members and neighbours, while others were more isolated.70 The contact may be 

described using Rani Alexanderôs label of ñcultural entanglement,ò a ñlong-term, gradual, 

and non-directedò process of social and material change as the result of the slow spread 

of Acadian settlement into Miôkmaw territory.71 These situations of mutual influence, 

neither based on conquest nor assimilation, created a new set of relationships that 

changed social and cultural relations, patterns of production, and eventually the 

participantsô concepts of self.72  

Close to 2500 Acadians were living in the region by 1711, about five hundred settled 

around Port Royal.73 Griffiths argues that the twenty to thirty years prior to the Treaty of 

Utrecht in 1713 and the handing-over of the region to British control, was the core of 

Acadiaôs golden ageðthe point at which Acadian culture and identity began developing 

into something distinct from that of the settlersô origins.74 Her argument focuses on 

political autonomy as the core of that identity shift, one which solidified later with the 

evolution of the deputy system under the English.75 The material culture from this time 

period and later shows more complex connective tissue between the Acadians and both 

New England and France.  

The next few decades following Utrecht saw shifting population counts around the 

region as families moved away from Port Royal and spread outward. The British 

presence did not integrate the Acadians into English society nor did Anglos enter into 

theirs, contact generally restricted to trade and politics. Church records show few 
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marriages between British and French residents in Nova Scotia, though Acadians 

continued to marry French-speaking non-Acadians and some families made marital 

connections with Massachusetts.76 Marriages took place between the settlements, with as 

many as a third of Acadian marriages involving a spouse from outside their own 

settlement.77 Prior to 1710 Acadian women married French officers from Port Royal with 

some frequency, a pattern which continued at Louisbourg after the founding of that 

settlement in 1713.78 

Community support based on kinship networks was important, with responsibility for 

less able members of society falling on their families and by extension their settlements, 

populated with kin and near-kin. Marriages created and reinforced existing kin-ties, 

strengthening connections and the system of labour-sharing that was common across 

Acadia.79 As Watson wrote, describing marriage customs:  

Whenever a marriage took place the whole village set about establishing the 

young couple, they built them a log house, and cleared land sufficient for their 

immediate support, supplied them with some cattle, hogs, and poultry, and nature, 

aided by their own industry, soon enabled them to assist others.80  

New immigrants to the region married in to already established networks and 

connected families, some of which had been associated by marriage prior to the foundersô 

arrival in Acadia in the 1630s.81 In 1686, Governor Perrot described the common practice 

for older Acadian parents to divide up their property among their heirs in return for a 

promise of continual elder care, and spend their remaining days in the household of one 

of their children.82 These multi-generational households were common in Acadia and in 

southern France (less so in northern France), and gave younger parents access to easier 

childcare and more hands available for light domestic and farm labour.83 Settlement 
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layouts and contemporary descriptions show farms with multiple outbuildings, some 

easily large enough to hold looms and textile workshops.84 

Average family size estimates tend to rest around six to seven children per couple, 

with approximately 75% surviving to adulthood.85 Complete families in the 1752 census 

(defined as families where one partner is dead or the mother is older than 45) had an 

average of 6.75 children, and incomplete families an average of 4.1 children, with no 

family having more than ten.86 Children tended to be born approximately two years apart, 

with some cases of twins and even one of triplets, the timing suggesting that Acadian 

women spent a year nursing each child, with fertility returning after weaning.87 Wet-

nursing would have led to shorter birth intervals, suggesting that it was not a generally 

used practice. Clarkôs calculations suggest an average of about twenty arpents per farm in 

1693, an average skewed by a number of very large farms forming up around that time.88 

Subdivision of land between adult children and general movement meant that by the time 

of the 1707 census most of the families were cultivating between four and twelve arpents 

of land, if they had land of their own.89 

The traditional image of Acadian settlement as a land of simple agricultural labourers 

appealed to the imperial designs of both England and France.90 In seventeenth-century 

France, particularly those areas from which Acadians had originally emigrated, grain was 

rarely sold as a cash crop.91 Rural incomes in places like Brittany often relied instead on 

the sale of womenôs labour and that of the goods produced by the female heads of 

household.92 Once agriculture had become well-established in places like the Minas 

basin, however, grain exports became an income-generating activity for Acadia, as did 

livestock sales for Beaubassin.93 This different income stream freed up womenôs labour 
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to be deployed in new directions, not directed toward spinning and weaving materials for 

sale, but for community use and personal enjoyment. This change in focus demonstrates 

some of the shifting priorities of a newly emerging social identity alongside a newly 

forming political self. 

2.2.1 MELANSON  

The Melanson settlement was established circa 1664, with the marriage of Charles 

Melanson dit La Ramée, son of Pierre Laverdure, and Marie Dugas, the daughter of Port 

Royal armourer Abraham Dugas.94 The pair settled on a large piece of land in the District 

of Kespukwitk, on what is now known as the Queen Anne Marsh on the Annapolis River, 

approximately six kilometers west of Annapolis Royal.95 Melanson remained small, with 

only nine households at peak occupancy. The relative affluence of the residents, however, 

along with the surviving maps which allow archaeologists to identify specific residences 

and the preservation of materials from the destruction by fire of the Dugas house in 1707, 

all contribute to making Melanson a useful window onto earlier Acadian settlements. 

Most importantly, unlike Beaubassin and the Acadian houses in Louisbourg, the 

Melanson site remained undisturbed by later settlement activity following its destruction 

in 1755. The preserved site allows for a more accurate archaeological record of domestic 

life. 

Geography and Environment 

The Melanson site is in the Annapolis Minas Lowlands Ecoregion, part of the Triassic 

Lowlands which span the entirety of the Annapolis Valley.96 It lies about ten kilometers 

from the Digby Gut, where water flows from the Annapolis Basin to the Bay of Fundy. 
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The Annapolis region has significant salt marshes along the coast, with large shellfish 

populations in the mud flats.97 Local temperatures are mild thanks to the generally 

sheltered nature of the area, though snow lasts longer in the winters than further east in 

the Valley.98 The region is generally suited for agriculture, particularly once the 

marshlands were dyked and the water drained, as Charles Morris described in 1748:  

the Villages [are] divided from each other with long intervalls of marshes and 

they at great distance bounded by Hills covered with Trees the Natural growth of 

the Country [.] here may be seen rivers turning and winding among the Marshes 

then Cloathôd with all the variety of Grain.99 

The People 

The region was settled by brothers Pierre and Charles Melanson and their families in 

the late seventeenth century. The brothers were the sons of a French Huguenot and his 

English wife, and some of the loyalties at the settlement were impacted by that original 

heritage. Charles Melanson and his wife Marie Dugas were wealthy respective to other 

settlers, owning the second largest land concession in Acadia and the largest herd of 

cattle.100 They had fourteen children, eight of whom settled on homesteads nearby. 

Cousins by marriage to families living in Boston, Belleisle, and at Fortress Louisbourg, 

the Melanson family were at the top of the regionôs social ladder.101  

One daughter, Marie Melanson dite Laverdure, married David Basset, a Huguenot 

trader, and moved with him to Boston.102 Following imprisonment in France for 

smuggling prisoners of the Governor of Plaisance to Boston, Basset returned to become 

the master of the English ship Porcupine, raiding French sites and privateering up and 

down the east coast.103 Basset was one of a large group of traders who brought illicit  New 
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England goods to Acadian settlements in the twenty years prior to Utrecht. Another 

daughter, Cécile Melanson, married trader Abraham Boudrot, an important merchant 

with strong ties to Boston, who nevertheless settled near her parents in the expanding 

Melanson settlement.104 Following her husbandôs death and her subsequent remarriage, 

the widow Boudrot moved away. Their brother Charles brought wife Anne Bourg to live 

in Melanson around 1701. The Melanson-Bourg house was first excavated in 1983 and 

was the source of the bulk of the domestic finds from that excavation.105 

Anne Melanson, sister to Charles and Cécile, returned to the settlement somewhere 

around 1700 following the death of her first husband. She soon remarried and established 

a household with second husband Alexandre Robichaud and her four children from her 

first marriage.106 Anneôs first husband, Jacques de Sainte Étienne de la Tour, had been 

local nobility, inheriting shared seigneurial rights from his parents Charles de Saint- 

Étienne de la Tour and Jeanne Motin. De la Tourôs shares went to his children by Anne, 

and Anne Melanson was occasionally styled ñLady Anneò as a result of her association 

with the de la Tour family. The connections between the Melanson family, Boston 

money, and the variously elite status of the local seigneurs placed the Melansons in the 

middle of the economic and political tensions that swirled around the area, especially in 

the first decade of the eighteenth century.  

Charles-le-fils and Anne Bourg 

The oldest son of Charles Melanson, Charles-le-fils married Anne Bourg dite Jeanne 

of Port Royal somewhere around 1700.107 Charles Melanson and Anne Bourg were part 

of the intricate network of Acadian families that connected the settlements. Among other 
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ties, his brother Michel was married to her sister Elizabeth, those Melansons liv ing in 

Beaubassin.108 Charles and Anne likely settled in Melanson rather than someplace like 

Beaubassin due to the death of Charlesô father sometime between 1698 and 1701. 

Bringing their household back to the Melanson homestead meant additional support for 

Charlesô widowed mother, Marie Dugas, whose next oldest sons were a good ten years 

younger than Charles.109 By 1714 there were nine households in Melanson.110 This was 

also the high point for population in the Melanson-Bourg household, as it began to 

decrease the next year with daughter Marieôs marriage to Charles (dit Boisjoli, dit 

Bellefontaine) Godin in 1733. Eldest son Charles had married Anne Granger in 1727.111 

Three more marriages soon followed, Anne marrying Joseph Landry in Port Royal in 

1735, while the two brothers, Jean and Pierre, married in 1742 and 1746, respectively.112 

Son Joseph, who never married, likely remained living with his parents as he was 

deported with them in 1755 and died in Quebec in 1757.113 

The Melanson-Bourg household was very well-to-do, according to the property 

recorded on the 1707 census.114 Their wealth was regularly diminished, however, by 

attacks from the English. Both attackers and defenders regularly killed livestockðthe 

attackers to use for fresh meat, the defenders to prevent the attackers from taking it.115 

Three generations of Melansons are believed to have been deported on the Pembroke in 

1755, becoming part of the group that rebelled and seized the ship.116 They eventually 

made their way to Quebec where many died shortly thereafter, thanks to waves of illness 

that swept through the Acadian refugee community.117  

A map made in 1708 by engineer Pierre-Paul Delabat allows us to place the various 

members of the Melanson extended family in their respective houses (see Figure 2.2).118 
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Labelled with the names of the individual families, the map also enables us to see just 

how close the respective dwellings were to one another. Both the Melanson and Belleisle 

sites show houses built in a strewn landscape pattern, buildings erected on convenient 

sites as the need arose, a common pattern for colonial and frontier settlements.119

 

Figure 2.2: Detail, Partie de la banlieue du Fort Royal de Lacadie du cost de Lisle aux Chevres [manuscript]. 

1:10,400. Pierre Delabat, 1708. Edward E. Ayer Digital Collection (Newberry Library)   

Closest to Port Royal of the settlements discussed here, at the mouth of the harbour 

entrance, those living at the Melanson settlement had easy access to the fort, the official 

seat of government in the region, and to cultural influences coming in from Europe along 

with those governmental officers. The Melansonsô close association with the La Tour 

family gave them a certain amount of political cachet, and perhaps some impetus to more 

fully dress the European part. Their dress items, discussed in later chapters, show some of 
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the members of this settlement had access to and interest in accessories commonly used 

by European elite. 

2.2.2 BELLEISLE MARSH 

The Belleisle marsh held an Acadian settlement and farming community, with 

inhabitants recorded from before 1679. The marsh was over 700 hectares in size, which 

gave ample room to support the farms which dotted the area by 1748, most of which were 

destroyed during the expulsion.120 On excellent land and near to a large metropolis, 

Belleisle became one of the greatest settlements in the region during the Acadian 

occupation.121 The settlement, built approximately eleven kilometres east of Port Royal 

on the north side of the Annapolis River, was the subject of major archaeological 

excavations between 1983-1985 and 2004-2005.122 The area remained undisturbed by 

further activity after 1755, leaving the site in good condition for future exploration.  

Geography and Environment 

Close to and in the same ecological zone as Melanson, the Belleisle tidal marsh made for ideal 

land to test techniques of reclamation and large-scale dyke-wall construction. The farmers living 

in and around Port Royal had brought with them an understanding of freshwater and sea coast 

marshes, and techniques of reclaiming the land that had been refined in regions like the Poitou 

for generations.123 The high tides of the Bay of Fundy brought advantages as well as challenges, 

the high-rising waters keeping the banks free of trees and encouraging the meadows which had 

so enthralled Lescarbot in 1606.124 
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The People 

Marc Lavoieôs extensive survey of the property records and censuses from the region 

shows that the marsh was populated by a small number of families, either already linked 

by blood or marriage or soon to become so.125 The 1688 Gargas census lists ten houses 

and seventy-four people residing at Belleisle, twenty-four of whom were adults, and the 

Mitchell map includes twenty-four houses in the vicinity by 1733.126 There are some 

well-known Acadian names among the residents of Belleisle, including Michel Richard 

dit Sansoucy, merchant Michel Richard dit Lafond, and militia officer Pierre LeBlanc.127  

Guillaume Blanchard owned and worked a property in Belleisle until leaving to travel, 

founding Village des Blanchard (in modern-day New Brunswick) 1699.128 He died in 

1716, and the census of 1734 lists the land as being worked by Guillaumeôs son René, his 

brother Antoine, and Pierre Gaudet dit Will Denis.129 Pierre and Antoine Blanchard had 

other properties in Belleisle but René Blanchard had no other land under his name, and 

most likely continued to occupy his fatherôs house in a pattern of generational inheritance 

that was common in the Port Royal area.130  

René Blanchard married Marie Savoie, the daughter of his neighbour Germain, and 

together they raised thirteen children.131 Blanchard died in 1754, while Marie Savoie 

survived the deportation and died in Duxbury, Massachusetts, in 1767.132 The Blanchard 

family managed a number of plots of land in Belleisle between them, René, Antoine, and 

brother-in-law Pierre Gaudet dit Will Denis in charge of four different allocations by 

1734.133 This made them influential in the settlement, if not necessarily elsewhere.  
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Two of the Blanchard-Savoie children, a son also named René and daughter 

Marguerite, never married and likely remained at the homestead. René Blanchard le fils 

disappears from the records after his baptism, but Marguerite Blanchard and her mother 

both reappear in the civil registry of Duxbury, Massachusetts following the expulsion.134 

Marguerite Blanchardôs status as an unmarried woman makes her stand out both in 

Acadia and in early modern culture in general. Approximately 90% of rural labourers in 

France married and the rates in Acadia were higher, with ñvirtually all young men and 

womenò espoused.135 Living together at the house in Belleisle following René-le-pèreôs 

death, the widow Blanchard and her daughter then travelled together into exile.  

As of the census of 1707, Germain Savoie was farming the land to the east of Pierre 

Gaudet Sr., the house partially excavated in 2005.136 Savoie took the land over from his 

father François, who had been cultivating it since the middle of the seventeenth century. 

Savoie and his wife Marie Breau dite Vincelotte had at least eleven children, one every 

two years or so in a regular pattern common among Acadian women.137 Germain-le-père 

died in 1729 and his sons, including Germain-le-fils, took over working the land.138 

Property transfers between fathers and sons often happened on the occasion of the sonôs 

wedding, which may also have happened here.139 Of the sons who appear in the records, 

the second-born, François-Xavier Savoie, married Marie-Josephe Richard, whose first 

cousin was Marguerite Richard (of Lot 2E in Louisbourg, see page 124), solidifying the 

connection between the families.140 Marriages within the settlement were common, the 

children of near neighbours marrying each other with some regularity.141 

By the time the residents of Belleisle were expelled in 1755, Germain-le-père and 

Marie Breau had passed away. The two sisters for whom we have records married and 
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moved to Port Royal and Beaubassin, respectively, their families also travelling to New 

Brunswick and Quebec following the Expulsion. François-Xavier Savoie and Marie-

Josephe Richard had twelve children, seven of them girls. Many would have married and 

moved out by the 1750s, considering the high rates of marriage and young ages for 

spouses standard in Acadia at the time. It is not known who resided in the house at the 

time of the deportation, but of all the brothers, only François-Xavier, Jean, and Charles 

were still alive and resident in the Annapolis region by 1755.142 

Belleisle was not an isolated community, sitting just outside of the banlieue of Port 

Royal and Fort Anne. The residents travelled to Port Royal for church on Sundays, 

mingled and married with those from other cities and settlements. Unlike the Melanson 

family, however, the families living there did not have strong familial and social 

connections to the English or to the local gentry. Many were financially comfortable, but 

the stratification that still existed in Acadian society led to a different relationship with 

social display than seen in other areas.143 

2.2.3 BEAUBASSIN 

Documentation survives for Beaubassinôs inhabitants despite the settlementôs physical 

distance from Port Royal, though parish registers are incomplete. A series of 

archaeological explorations have revealed physical evidence of Acadian settlements, 

some of which remained undisturbed by later English and Planter activity, and a new 

social network analysis of the region has turned up some interesting cultural patterns.144 

What the assembled evidence shows is anything but an isolated or mostly self-sufficient 

French village. By the first half of the eighteenth century Beaubassin was a thriving 
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community involved in proto-capitalist trade, engaging with New England and 

Louisbourg for more than imports of tools and necessities.145  

Geographically more distant from centres of imperial influence than Melanson and 

Belleisle Beaubassin was outside of the radius of territorial control of both the French and 

the English, and as such, had more social freedom to establish new practices.146 Set in 

what archaeologist Sara Beanlands has dubbed the óOesgag Triangle,ô the space between 

the Miôkmaq settlements of Oesgag, Weehekage, and Oegôgômigeg, the region played 

host to the fur trade and was an important contact zone between the Acadians and the 

Miôkmaq.147 The 1686 census showed about one fifth of the population of the area was 

Miôkmaw, and they remained a significant local presence.  

 
Figure 2.3: The hillsides of Beaubassin, looking west from the Parks Canada trail over the village site. 

Photograph by author. 

Shipyards and mills sprang up thanks to the easy access to good lumber in the region, 

and the largest ship ever to be built in AcadiaðJacques Vigneau dit Mauriceôs 100-tonne 

vesselðwas under construction in Baie Verte in 1754.148 A flour mill and saw mill were 
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among the earlier buildings erected, constructed from parts brought in by New England 

merchants.149 Beaubassin developed a livestock-based economy, engaged in trade with all 

of the major players in the region, exported goods to other Acadian regions, and included 

members of prominent wealthy Acadian families as well as those still eking out a 

subsistence living. Despite its position on what would become a theoretical boundary line 

between French and English territory, and despite being essentially ignored when it came 

to matters of Empire, Beaubassin was not an outpost, but a linchpin.150 Subsistence and 

luxury goods passed through, Acadians dressed in clothing that followed current fashion 

alongside garments made according to their own particular vernacular, shipbuilding 

operations sent boats out, and bartered materials and cash influxes kept the local 

economy growing. 

Beaubassin shows us a society that was more isolated than urban regions in France and 

New England, certainly, but which was neither self-sufficient nor interested in becoming 

so. Rather than turning inward, residents of Beaubassin engaged in a multi-faceted 

material culture, drew influences from the different groups surrounding them, adapted to 

the local environment and in turn developed their own particular and identifiable 

vernacular. This marked them not only as Acadians, distinct from other French groups 

but still able to engage in a form of óconditional French-ness,ô but also distinct from the 

other major Acadian groups in Port Royal and Louisbourg.  

Geography and Environment 

The Acadian village of Beaubassin was located at a strategically important point on 

the Isthmus of Chignecto, in the overall region also known as Beaubassin. The narrow 
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seventeen-mile span between the Bay of Fundy and the Northumberland Strait made the 

region the best choice for portages between the two waterways, a pathway used by 

Indigenous peoples for generations before European contact.151 Four rivers drain into the 

Cumberland Basin, running through narrow river-valleys and picking up fertile sediment 

along their twelve to fifteen-mile long travels.152 Forested highlands separate the river 

valleys, providing a source for lumber.  

The village was founded between 1671 and 1674 by Acadian migrant Jacques 

Bourgeois from Port Royal, and by 1750 the isthmus as a whole was supporting a 

population of more than 2500.153 Predominantly French-speaking Acadians, the 

population of Beaubassin also included a handful of immigrants from places like Ireland 

and Portugal.154 A number of small settlements spun off from Beaubassin, including the 

recently-excavated community at Pointe-aux-Vieux, or Low Point, on Malpeque Bay in 

Prince Edward Island.155 Beaubassin is perhaps most widely known for the method of its 

destruction, the village itself burned to the ground by Abbé Le Loutreôs followers in 

1750.156 This was hardly an uncommon fate for Acadian settlements in the early 

eighteenth century, but the main distinction to be made is that unlike other settlements on 

the isthmus Beaubassin village was targeted by theoretically ófriendlyô fire.157 There were 

fewer residents still living in Beaubassin than might have otherwise been the case, as 

many had already moved to the region north of the river, a region administered by the 

French since the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713.158  

The English built Fort Lawrence in 1750 on the southern side of the river, on the land 

originally occupied by the village, and the French constructed Fort Beausejour in 1751 on 

the opposing bank.159 The other Acadian settlements on the south side of the Missaguash 
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were abandoned once Beaubassin was destroyed and Beausejour built, while those on the 

northðPitkoudiac, Chipoudy, and Memramcookðwere folded in under the 

administrative umbrella of Fort Beausejour.160 This split has for all intents and purposes 

become the modern Nova Scotia / New Brunswick border.  

 
Figure 2.4: Detail, Bellinôs map of Accadie, 1756. BAC-LAC H12/200/1757. 

The Tantramar (Tintamarre) marshes on which the settlement was founded are made 

of fine, tidally-deposited silts and clays which built up over millennia to form level, 

fertile, saline, and slow-draining areas.161 Fresh water lakes and ponds are common 

around the edges. The warm waters of the Northumberland Strait and Baie Verte in the 

north are separated from cold tidal waters of the Cumberland Basin and Chignecto Bay in 

the south by the Chignecto Isthmus, and the local climate lends itself to fog banks, 

moderate-temperature and humid summers, cold, snowy winters, and cool, wet autumns 

and springs.162 
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Prior Miôkmaw use of the area had been primarily for the collection of shellfish and 

other marsh resources, and the fertile soils of the Fundy salt marsh allowed for the 

planting of shallow-rooted crops in the lands reclaimed by dyking.163 The region would 

have been very attractive to newcomers seeking to enclose and work agricultural lands. 

The meadows were deemed most appropriate for the raising of cattle, as seen in the 

number of contemporary sources praising the region for precisely that. Administrator 

Jacques de Meulle was impressed by Beaubassin in 1686, particularly by the grassland so 

extensive that it ñcould feed one hundred thousand head of cattle,ò and its ñrolling hills 

covered in fine hardwood forests.ò164 The wetlands and marshes of the southern region of 

the isthmus were more fertile than the rocky, mixed-forest uplands, and the Acadian 

settlers made their homes on the edges and low elevations of the uplands.165 Dyking the 

salt marshes to claim and desalinate the land turned them into crop-capable fields within 

an already unique ecosystem, providing more than sufficient arable soil to support 

settlement.166 Antoine Cadillacôs 1692 memoir described the Beaubassin area as having 

ñmeadows as far as the eye can reach from all the shores. There are numbers of little 

rivers with small valleys, and with pasture-lands to support an infinite number of 

cattle.ò167 Settlements were already in existence by this point, approximately five leagues 

(~28 kilometers) from the portage to Baie Verte.168  

Ecology and sustainability aside, Beaubassin was an attractive settlement point for 

logistical reasons. De Meulles describes a trip of approximately six weeks from Quebec 

to Beaubassin in October and November of 1686, and another two weeks beyond that 

from Beaubassin to Port Royal by ship, making Baie Verte and the portage to Beaubassin 

a natural route and stopping place for travellers from New France.169 The five hundred 
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and fifty kilometre run from Baie Verte to Louisbourg through the Northumberland Strait 

was also safer than bringing ships through the Cumberland Basin with its unpredictable 

tides. Acting as a crossroads between Acadia and New France, Beaubassinôs central 

location gave it greater reach and influence with other Acadian settlements than the more 

distant Port Royal.170 

The People 

The first European settler on the Chignecto isthmus was Jacques Bourgeois, who sold 

off land in Port-Royal in 1672 and moved northeast between 1671 and 1673.171 

Bourgeois was a surgeon, farmer, and marine merchant with a number of boats to his 

name. The move may have been in reaction to the newly-signed Treaty of Breda (1667), 

which saw the return of French officials to Port Royal and a change in the power of 

Bourgeoisô father in law, Guillaume Trahan, as local community leader.172 Or it might 

have simply been part of the general Acadian migration out of Port Royal in the 1670s 

and 1680s.173 Whatever their personal reasons, Bourgeois, together with his wife Jeanne 

Trahan, three of his sons and two sons-in-law, made his way northeast in the early 1670s 

to establish a new settlement on the Tantramar marshes.174 Bourgeois would have been 

familiar with the area thanks to his prior involvement in the fur trade, and had contacts  

with local Miôkmaq groups.175 After some shuffling back-and-forth between Beaubassin 

and Port Royal, by 1686 Bourgeois had made a permanent move to Beaubassin.176  

The 1686 census, the first enumeration for Beaubassin, shows a hundred and twenty-

seven settlers resident on the isthmus, across 426 arpents of cultivated land.177 By this 

point twenty-two houses had been built on hills near the wooded uplands, and de Meulles 
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describes each settler as owning three or four main buildings to house themselves, family 

members, and livestock.178 Wealth and holdings varied dramatically between the families 

in the region, from the family of Robert Cottard, with his wife, one young son, two 

arpents of land and a handful of livestock, through to the seigneur, Michel le Neuf de La 

Vallière, with sixty arpents cultivated, fifty-three large animals (cows, pigs and sheep), 

and his own gunsmith hired to care for his seventy different firearms.179 Some land was 

held in absentia by those living in Port Royal and cultivated locally, but the bulk of the 

fields were held and worked by those living at Beaubassin. The majority of families held 

thirty or forty arpents eachðapproximately 25-34 acres.180 A map from 1686 (Figure 2.5) 

shows settlement activity on the south bank of the Missaguash river, near Fort Lawrence 

Ridge, but the identities of those homeowners are unknown.181 

 

Figure 2.5: Carte geralle du voyage que Monsr. DeMeulles intendant, Jean-Baptiste-Louis-

Franquelin, 1686. BAC-LAC H2/900/1686.182 

 La Vallière received the seigneural grant to the isthmus in 1676 and moved there 

himself in 1705.183 Over the years he facilitated the emigration of settlers from Canada.184 

These new arrivals adopted Acadian methods of farming, and many women in particular 
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married in to the growing settlement centered around the original families from Port 

Royal.185 While trade with New England was a relatively common thing, the English 

having been granted fishing permits in the region, the relationship was not always kept 

amicable. The settlements in Beaubassin were attacked and burned by Benjamin Church 

and a group from New England in September 1696, despite pleas from Germain 

Bourgeois based on the history of close trade between the groups. Bourgeoisô house was 

spared, along with a few others nearby, but the rest of the region was sacked.186 A second 

English attack followed in 1704, the English burning crops and houses alike.187 

Beaubassinôs extensive meadows made the environment ideal for cattle, and beef 

production played a major role in Beaubassinôs economy.188 Farmers from Chignecto 

transported cows into Cape Breton through the late seventeenth and early eighteenth 

centuries, much to the dismay of British officials.189 By 1707 the shift in agricultural 

focus from crops to livestock seemed to be well underway, even as the census region 

narrowed from all of Chignecto in 1686 to Beaubassin specifically. The number of heads 

of livestock had more than doubled across all the enumerated categories by that year, and 

sheep had multiplied by a factor of five.190 Some of these were undoubtedly kept for 

meat, though osteological evidence from Pointe-aux-Vieux found a greater quantity of 

cows and shellfish remains than sheep or goat bones.191 

The settlement grew relatively rapidly, with a dramatic increase in population after the 

region came under British control in 1710.192 Jeffers Lennoxôs discussion of the pre-1710 

period defines Acadia as a collection of settlers making homes on indigenous-controlled 

lands, within nebulous and ill-defined colonial borders.193 Beaubassin follows that model. 

It is after this date that Beaubassin hit critical population mass, becoming ðand 
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remainingðthe third largest French settlement in the region, following Minas and Port 

Royal.194 The geography of Beaubassin played a vital role in the choice of locations and 

the ways in which resources were used, the lumber mills, relatively short portage to Baie 

Verte on the Northumberland Strait, and marine access to both Port Royal and 

Louisbourg would come to define the role of the settlers there. 

Diversity and Indigenous Relations 

The population of Beaubassin was a mixed group beyond the Acadians from Port 

Royal and La Vallièreôs French imports from Canada. Emmanuel Mirande dit Tavare, a 

Portuguese sailor from the Azores, married Jacques Bourgeoisô daughter Marguerite 

sometime between 1675 and 1680. Roger Caissie, an Irishman, married Marie Françoise 

Poirier of Port Royal circa 1668, and their family were among the first settlers in the 

Beaubassin.195 Michel Haché dit Gallant, of mixed Indigenous and French descent, 

married Anne Cormier, the daughter of the Beaubassin militia captain, somewhere 

around 1688-1689, and they settled in Ouescoque.196  

The so-called ñIndian censusò of 1708 recorded a hundred Indigenous persons living 

in Chignecto as a whole, though those communities were not in regular close contact with 

the Acadian population.197 Multiple concerns arose from the proximity of the 

communities, including the availability of alcohol and differing attitudes towards 

modesty and sexual morality.198 Conflicts grew between the Miôkmaq and the Acadian 

settlers over land use and ownership of livestock, particularly escaped cattle or 

wenjooteam, the ñFrench Moose.ò199 The fur trade brought the groups into contact more 

often in the communityôs early years, a common pattern for smaller and newer 
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settlements.200 Thirty-four Miôkmaq were baptised in Chignecto in the earlier years of 

European settlement and were given Acadian godparents during the ceremony, but only 

four similar baptisms occurred in the entire century that followed, suggesting lessened 

engagement.201 Acadians also had some contact with the Malecite of the Saint John River 

Valley, another source for furs and outlet for trade goods.202 The French colonial 

government had vested interest in maintaining a relationship with the Miôkmaq, one 

which included gift-giving.203 

Intermarriage, if it took place in any formal way, does not appear in the written 

records. No Miôkmaq names appear on the multitude of censuses taken of the Acadian 

settlements at Beaubassin. Other than Michel Haché, whose half-indigenous ancestry was 

noted in his baptismal record, the surviving parish registers show only European names 

among the newly married couples.204 Acadian men recorded as bachelors, or those living 

in the woods and unrecorded on the censuses, may well have had unofficial arrangements 

with Miôkmaq women which would not appear in contemporary documentation.205 

However these relationships may have proceeded, they do not seem to have happened 

often enough or in great enough numbers to have shifted the gender balance in the 

Acadian settlements through the loss of young bachelors, or to have produced many, if 

any, children out of wedlock.206  

Social network analysis suggests that, following a dispersal period in the 1720s, the 

social hierarchy in Beaubassin strengthened and solidified during the final period of 

demographic growth prior to the deportation.207 Beaubassin was not socially staid 

through the generations of occupation. Status and power relations rearranging as time 

went on, as newcomers entered Beaubassin society, and other family groupings moved 
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on. Unlike Clarkôs assertion in the 1960s that sophisticated European fashions were 

restricted to the areas close to Port Royal, Beaubassinôs residents engaged in 

contemporary style and engaged directly with the Atlantic marketplace.208 

2.2.4 POINTE-AUX-VIEUX, MALPEQUE BAY 

 Families came in to Beaubassin and some eventually then migrated outward again. 

The reasons are varied. Population pressure and the search for more easily available land 

may have been a motivation, though the intricacies of social networks and the in- and 

out-groups may have presented some incentives to move on.209 In the 1720s, the families 

of Pierre Arsenault, his son Charles, and Jean Lambert made their way from Beaubassin 

to Malpeque Bay in the northwest of Ile Saint-Jean.210 Malpeque Bay is a wetland region, 

a series of salt marshes in a shallow coastal lagoon.211 The warm, protected waters 

harbour a variety of fish and shellfish, as well as an abundance of shorebirds and 

waterfowl.212 The Gulf of St Lawrence has a moderating effect on the weather, as well as 

encouraging steady breezes and higher winds.  

 Censuses trace the growth of the settlement from one family cluster to a thriving 

village of thirty-two households by 1752, the Arsenault family cluster expanding into a 

wider set of linked nuclear families and associates. The bulk of the growth came in the 

1740s, with migrations from the Acadian mainland proceeding at an ever-increasing 

pace.213 According to Laroqueôs census of 1752, much of the land at Pointe-aux-Vieux, 

as the settlement came to be called later, was held under grants from Robert Potier 

Dubuisson, subdelegate of the intendant on Ile Saint-Jean, and kingôs lieutenant Louis Du 

Pont Duchambon.214 Land passed from father to son or to son-in-law, as seen in other 
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settlements, with a number of the younger residents living on land originally deeded to 

their parents.215 Pointe-aux-Vieux was a young settlement and for the short time that it 

remained can, in some ways, be considered a subsidiary of Beaubassin culture.  

 
Figure 2.6: Detail of Prince Edward Island and the Northumberland Strait, Nova 

Scotia. Drawn from surveys by T. Kitchin. Engraved for the London Magazine. 

1747. Note some Indigenous settlements are missing (as per Lennox, p. 152.) 

BAC-LAC, H3/200/1749. 

The first census to record European settlement at Pointe-aux-Vieux was the census of 

1728, commissioned by the French government out of Isle Royale. The population was 

extremely small, the settlement new, consisting of seventeen people from two Acadian 

families divided among three households moving out of Beaubassin: Pierre Arsenault, his 

wife Marie-Anne Boudreau and their six children, his adult son Charles with his wife 

Cecile Breau and young daughter, and Jean Lambert, with his wife and four minor 

children.216 The Arcenauds (also Arsenauld, Arsenault, and Arsonneau, among other 

spellings) remained in the region and became the core family group in the settlement, 

while other families moved in and out over the course of the next thirty years of local 

occupation.  
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By 1752 the settlement had expanded to thirty-two households, many of them 

including or linked by kinship to members of the Arsenault clan. This is the last record 

we have of most of these families, many of them lost to history following the disruptions 

of the late 1750s. The Acadians of Ile Saint-Jean were better able to prepare for their 

move, having been warned by the events in Grand Pré three years earlier, and it appears 

likely that the settlers at Pointe-aux-Vieux packed and movedðlikely to New 

Brunswickðrather than remain and wait for deportation orders. The relative isolation of 

Pointe-aux-Vieux did not stop the settlers from engaging in trade and commerce, as 

multiple items uncovered during the excavations reveal. Bale seals indicate the purchase 

of imported fabrics, jewellery and trade beads suggest their interest in external goods as 

well as personal adornmentðlives lived not on the frontier, but a thriving spoke attached 

to a local hub.217  

2.2.5 ACADIANS IN LOUISBOURG 

Founded in 1713, the French military outpost of Fortress Louisbourg was a later 

addition to the coastline of Nova Scotia. Initially known as Havre à lôAnglois, in 1719 

Louisbourg became the location for the central French colony on Isle Royale and the 

home for French fishermen who had moved from Newfoundland.218 The fishing port 

subsequently grew to become a major commercial port and a strongly defended fortress. 

The walled fort itself was built in 1720, and survived as a garrison for the French Navy, 

protection for Quebec City, and a sea link to France.219 English conquest in 1745 gave 

them control of the fortress until it was ceded back to the French in 1748, and English re-

conquest in 1758 finally saw the fortress demolished.220 The inhabitants were primarily 

French soldiers and officials, fishermen originally from Newfoundland, and eventually, a 
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number of Acadians who married into French families or who came to live and work at 

the fortress alongside the French majority.  

Documentation from the site of Fortress Louisbourg is quite extensive, as are the 

archaeological reports and curated reconstructions. Louisbourg was an urban centre at its 

height, in contrast to the rural farming settlements typified by Belleisle and Melanson.221 

Demographically more diverse than is often assumed, Louisbourg was home to a 

moderately sized community of Black menðboth former slaves and those born freeða 

few hundred Germans and Basques, a small community of Spanish soldiers at the 

garrison, and a range of individuals many of whom might not show up in the church or 

court recordsðincluding Catholic Irish, and at least one Jew.222 The overriding culture 

was French, and heavily informed by official and trade connections to the metropole. 

The original settlement on the site comprised only one hundred and sixteen men, ten 

women, and twenty-three children, but by 1737 there were 1,436 civilians living in 

Louisbourg, added to a garrison of approximately 550 military men.223 As early as 1707 

the French authorities had tried to bring Acadian settlers in to swell the numbers, but few 

accepted the invitation. Reports from the garrison suggest that the isolation made a 

posting there an unpleasant temporary duty rather than an attractive option for permanent 

residency, the steady ratio of eight to ten men to every woman not helping matters.224 The 

presence of markets, notaries and other services alongside the garrison did make 

Louisbourg a useful destination for those already local. A few Acadian women married 

French government officials and military officers who had been stationed at Port Royal, 

moving with them to Louisbourg following the British takeover. These Acadian women 

partially integrated into local high society, even socializing with the governor.225 Other 
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Acadians travelled to the fortress as merchants or for work such as carpentry or domestic 

service.226 A handful of houses in Louisbourg were occupied by Acadians or French 

inhabitants with Acadian spouses, four of which were excavated during the 

reconstruction of the fortress by Parks Canada. Beyond the archaeology, these families 

are special because of the availability of written documentation in the forms of probate 

inventories, something unknown elsewhere in Acadia. 

 

Figure 2.7: Plan de la ville de Louisbourg suivant le toise qui a este fait lôan 1734. Courtesy of Parks 

Canada and Fortress Louisbourg. Acadian houses marked. 

Each of the four properties presented some form of evidence related to textile 

manufacture or manipulation. Town lot 2E in particular, the site of a house on Rue 

Royale, is the source of all six pairs of scissors which can be positively dated as earlier 

than 1755.227 Lot E on Block 2 has been designated the Detcheverry-Dugas Property, 

and ownership passed through a few hands between 1722 and 1768.228 The most 
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interesting are long-term occupants Joseph Dugas and his wife Marguerite Richard, 

followed by her second husband, merchant Charles St. Etienne de la Tour, the 

grandson of his famous namesake.229 Joseph Dugas was a carpenter and first cousin to 

Charles Melanson le fils, resident of the first excavated house at the Melanson site (see 

Chapter 2.2.1, Melanson). Dugas died in a smallpox outbreak in 1733, and his widow 

Marguerite, grand-daughter of Sansoucy, married Charles St. Etienne de la Tour in 

1736.230 The family appear to have continued to live on Lot E until 1745, when the 

property was occupied by the incoming English governor.231 The position of Lot 2E on 

Rue Royale, close to the bastion and the Maison Lartigue, put it on a busy thoroughfare 

near the heart of the city. 

 

Figure 2.8: Detail of 1734 map, Acadian houses marked. Yellow: Seigneur Property. Red: Benoist Property. 

Purple: Detcheverry-Dugas Property. Green: Cressonet Property. Courtesy of Parks Canada and Fortress 

Louisbourg. 

Acadian women married French officers and moved to Louisbourg, and their sartorial 

presentation changed accordingly. Jeanne Thibodeau, an Acadian woman originally from 
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Annapolis Royal, married Mathieu de Goutin, the French-born lieutenant général civil et 

criminal, and colonial secretary, the first Acadian woman to marry a French officer.232 

The match was the subject of critique, as de Goutin was from a minor noble French 

family.233 Despite their differences in originðthe governor lamenting that de Goutin had 

married ñà la fille dôun paysanòðthe marriage appears to have been stable, and produced 

thirteen children.234 They lived in France between 1711 and 1714, returning to Isle 

Royale when de Goutin was appointed as kingôs notary for the colony.235 He died that 

year and Thibodeau remained in Louisbourg with her children.236 She died a wealthy 

widow in April 1741 and her probate inventory displays the kind of material environment 

appropriate for a woman of rank.237
  

Three other Acadian women left inventories behind. Marie Josephe Le Borgne de 

Belleisle was the niece of Jeanne Thibodeau and wife (and later widow) of Jacques 

Philipe Urbin Rondeau, a notary and agent of the treasury of the Marine.238 Marie moved 

from Port Royal to Louisbourg and engaged in trade and sales, particularly of textiles and 

dressmaking supplies. The inventories made after Rondeau and Le Borgneôs deaths 

separate out personal belongings from damaged goods from saleable merchandise, giving 

us a glimpse into the kinds of import/export activities and commodities available to the 

network of Acadian women and their families in the fortress and beyond.239  

Anne Levron of Port Royal married Pierre Benoist, an apothecaryôs son and an ensign 

in the Louisbourg garrison, in 1713. They set up house in Louisbourg in 1722, in a 

section of the fortress town which would become a centre for Acadian life.240 Levron is 

notable as one of the few Acadians known to have owned an enslaved man. Charlesô 

primary occupation would have been outdoor tasks on the property, cutting wood and  
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Figure 2.9: Some genealogical connections of interest  
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tending to the familyôs fires and stove.241 He appears as property in Levronôs probate 

inventory, one of more than two hundred enslaved individuals held in Louisbourg.242 

Marguerite Terriau was twenty-four when she became thirty-one-year old Pierre 

Bouisseauôs second wife.  His first marriage had been childless and Marguerite bore nine 

children, three of whom died in infancy. Pierre died in 1755 and his belongings were 

inventoried together with Margeuriteôs, as was common practice under French laws.243 

Together, their inventories open a world of documentation unavailable to us for the other 

Acadian locations.  

One major point of interest regarding the relationship between Louisbourg and the 

Acadian settlers was Louisbourgôs position as a hub for trade, both legal and contraband. 

The volume of goods moving between Acadia, New England, and Louisbourg was 

treated by many contemporaries as primarily a problem of economic control. New 

England traders brought cod, French wines and brandy, tobacco, and sugar up from the 

West Indies, in return for food, building materials, and tools.244 Acadian farmersô role in 

the exchanges was the supply of provisions, specifically livestock and vegetables, in 

return for tools and domestic materials including textiles and ceramics.245 Trade that had 

formerly been focused within Minas moved to Louisbourg to take advantage of the 

bigger markets, and contact circulated further through the area as a result.246 Charles 

Morris described the movement of goods between Louisbourg and the Minas Basin in 

1748:  

Vessells from Cape Britton Spring and Fall come to Minis... bring Wine, Brandy 

and Linnings which they can afford four pence and Six pence in a Yard cheaper 

then our [English] Traders can Possible doe, And Take from thence nothing but 

Wheat & Cattle which they Kill there & Salt up and from Chignecto... They Drive 
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Cattle over to Bay Vert and from thence Transport them... The French Inhabitants 

haveing the sole Trade with the Indians & what our Traders get is intirely from 

the French.247 

Summation  

Vibrant parts of a closely interlinked community, Acadian families throughout the 

Maritimes were connected by blood and by trade.248 As John Reid originally described, 

they lived at an intersection of spaces, a crossroads between the French, English, and 

Indigenous peoples where both goods and ideas circulated with relative freedom.249 They 

had access to supplies entering from England, France and the continent, as well as from 

New England, both before and after such trade was legal. The Richards, Dugas, 

Blanchards, Melansons, and indeed the Belleisle Savoies, formed a kinship network that 

transcended the bonds of ancestral villages.250  

Beyond that, their living environments played a strong role in the ways they presented 

themselves to the outside world. Embroiled in the politics of the fort and connected 

through marriage to the seigneurs and to Boston trade, the Melansons engaged with 

European and colonial power to a greater extent than more-distant Beaubassin. At 

Beaubassin, a region which had a stronger Indigenous presence long after other regions 

had been more completely colonized, the Acadians looked to their trade partners and 

nearest neighbours for style and materials cues, the fur trade and closer contact with 

Miôkmaq families shaping their aesthetic in different ways.251  

Belleisleôs settlers and the Acadian families at Louisbourg, while linked by kinship 

ties and similar in terms of wealth, engaged with fashion very differently. Louisbourg 

was a French urban environment, one in which Acadians moved but did not control, and 
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their dress choices, as will be shown in later chapters, reflected that rural-urban 

difference. Louisbourg also had far greater access to trade goods than Belleisle, and the 

patterns of that trade and commerce in general shaped the material culture of the 

settlements in different and complementary ways.   

2.3 COMMERCE 

Traditional mythology surrounding Acadia portrays the settlements as isolated 

farmsteads, eking out a pastoral living far away from the dramatics of seventeenth- and 

eighteenth-century imperial politics. This derives from seventeenth-century descriptions 

as well as modern nostalgia, as we see from the Abbé Raynal: ñThe neutral French had 

nothing else to give their neighbors, and made still fewer exchanges among themselves ; 

because each separate family was able, and had been accustomed to provide for its own 

wants.ò252 Despite this description of self-sufficiency, however, trade was a vital part of 

the Acadian economy as well as a means of maintaining and strengthening contacts with 

other communities.  

This section examines the realties of trade in three regions with an Acadian presenceð

the Chignecto Isthmus, the Minas Basin, and Fortress Louisbourg. It argues that each 

region played a role in the kinds of goods circulating through Acadia, the network of 

merchants, their families, connections, and suppliers entangling Acadia in a web that 

extended from Montreal to Indonesia. The goods and ideas that moved along that web 

brought new possibilities and entanglements of their own.   

Trade has a variety of functions, from the very practical and surface level goods-and-

services subsistence level, through to the more esoteric and nebulous. A single exchange 
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is never only about the specific items being bought and sold. Each item passes through 

and is transformed by the process of becoming a commodity, the act of acquisition itself 

marking the goods as something different, often more valuable, than a homemade 

equivalent.253 Fundamentally, the movement of goods through a space impresses the 

space upon the goods, and the goods upon that space.254 The arrival of copper kettles with 

Basque whalers in the sixteenth century, for instance, changed the material landscape of 

the east coast First Nations. Not only did it alter direct physical behaviour such as burial 

practices, but the presence of the copper kettles added the visual beat: óhere is something 

new.ô óHere is something From Away.ô255 Trade goods can be understood as a means of 

staking out territory. The presence of certain items in a network indicates that the origin 

points of those goods have influence, even if only in the minds of rivals. English strouds 

become a signpost for the British empire in this way, taking a space in the textile market 

denied to French woolens.  

Borders of contact regions pushed outward along with the goods even when not 

followed by the people, some of the signifiers of foreign-ness remaining even as goods 

and their primary meanings changed hands and shapes.256 Bringing French-ness into 

Miôkmaôki, European traders and the settlers who followed were part of a wave of visual 

takeover, the new people-shapes on the land different in silhouette, colour, and detail than 

anything that had been seen there before. Those visual cues followed them into the 

forests, where explorers and traders also took on the clothing and body modifications of 

the Indigenous peoples they encountered.257  

Many Europeans felt a growing anxiety about the young men who shed their clothes to 

join the Miôkmaq, a reaction that had its grounding in early modern understanding of how 
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clothing shaped and built both individual and collective identity.258 Those anxieties 

suggested that the action of putting on Miôkmaq clothing could move young men from 

one cultural identity to another, making them lose their European natures under the 

influence of leather breechclouts. The reverse was also considered true. Encouraging the 

Miôkmaq to wear linens and dress in European fashions was seen as a means of 

ñcivilizingò them, alongside religious instruction and conversion. Like with the sixteenth 

century English, sending linen shirts to Ireland to ñcivilizeò the Irish, Indigenous children 

were given fashion dolls dressed in European clothing (see figure 2.9), and gifts of shirts 

and yardage were common.259  

These attempts did not prove effective with everyone. While Abbé Biard had 

described Miôkmaw use of French clothing in 1612, in 1691 Father LeClercq explained 

Miôkmaw womenôs disdain for most articles of European womenôs fashion: 

They say they cannot make themselves like this dress, and that it would be 

impossible for them to walk or to work freely with the clothes of our 

Frenchwomen. In a word, they are so enamoured with their own, that they are not 

willing even to hear ours mentioned.260 

Rejecting the physical pressures of stays and long skirts, the Miôkmaw women whom 

LeClercq encountered maintained their own styles of dressðundoubtedly more practical 

in woodland spaces. Under this model, spreading European clothing as the ideal and 

bringing the visuals of French clothing into Indigenous spaces became a challenge for 

psychological territory. Identification with the French by way of French goods, and more 

so, the changing of the Miôkmaq inner self into something Frenchified, became a marker 

of psychological conquest for one side. Those taking the goods and reworking them to fit 
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within their own perspectives and processes, on the other hand, may have seen that 

transformation in an entirely different light. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.10: Detail from Mother and Child of the 

Secotan Indians in North Carolina. John White, 

1585. (British Museum, London) [Public domain] 

 

Acadia became an outpost of empire in this way, the settlers a vanguard intended to 

bring the land under control. Maps were used to create and reify geographical boundaries, 

as Jeffers Lennox has so deftly explained.261 In the same way, dress placed a European 

stamp on the land, the sight of farmers in skirts and trousers creating the pastoral 

landscape so closely associated with modern civilisation in the period.262 The baroque 

curves and gingham squares of imported textiles brought the aesthetic of India and 

Indonesia to Acadia alongside those of England, Italy, Spain, and France, the visual 

evocation of distant shores alongside the continued intrusion of European gentility into 

Indigenous spaces.263 
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Trade and Dress  

Acadians began with wardrobes comprised of imported fabrics and garments but did 

not remain exclusive to them. They made their own textiles, but those materials did not 

entirely replace imports, particularly those such as silk and cotton which could not be 

made locally. Settlements furthest removed from the forts held on to wool for longer, 

while Acadian women in more urban areas had added more silks and cottons by the 

second quarter of the eighteenth century. They also incorporated local materials and 

goods, weaving the threads of local and Indigenous fashions into their own vernacular. 

These changes from the fashions of the French countryside changed the impact of the 

Acadian presence. By letting go of some of the markings of imperial clothing culture, 

incorporating what they learned and found around themselves, they created their own 

language in this different battleground. This can be seen as an act of resistance toward 

imperial incursion, a modification in the plan as though to say ówe are different now, we 

are from Europe but no longer of Europe.ô  

Changes in Acadian dress over the course of their occupation relied partially on their 

own skills as homesteaders, but also heavily on trade. Mercantile trade was less overtly 

about empire-building than diplomatic trade envoys, but the results remainedðobjects 

becoming commodities, moving into new spaces, and taking on multiple and varied 

meanings as they changed hands.264 The paths the goods took, the hands they passed 

through, and the intents of the ends users all contributed to the meanings they 

accumulated along the way. Jean Daigle mapped out Acadian trade patterns and partners 

between 1670 and 1711, and other patterns can be traced through later documentation 
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from trading partners, materials from the port at Fortress Louisbourg, and the 

archaeological record.265 

Documentary evidence shows the extended web of Acadian connections to the outside 

worldðthrough trade, legal action, and family connections spreading out to Louisbourg, 

Massachusetts, and beyond. Travel time between Port Royal and Boston was much 

shorter than the distances to either France or Canada, encouraging the high rate of often 

illegal cross-border trade into New England (see figure 2.1).266 Mercantilist histories have 

been well-covered for this region, and there is no need to replicate those works.267 What 

is important is understanding the types of goods being brought into Acadia, and the 

resonances that those imports had within local society.  

Jean Daigle describes Acadian trade interests as a means of staking out their 

geographical claims in the face of external pressure, a desire to bind themselves 

physically and emotionally to their land by ensuring their survival upon it.268 Goods taken 

out of the colonies, if they were not unique to the colonies, were at a distinct 

disadvantage in European markets due to the excessive cost of transport added on to the 

cost of production. If there were ñlike comoditys from England, Ireland and other placesò 

available, those would be sold at a third the markup or less, making it not cost-effective 

to ship those common goods back in return.269 It made more sense to trade local goods 

locally, into Louisbourg, Acadia, Canada, and New England, rather than run up 

surcharges which could not be earned back. Local markets and exchange became vital, 

some urban merchants like Marie Josephe Le Borgne de Belleisle promoting their goods 

through their own bodies, displaying their wares on themselves. Their presence in these 
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spaces became advertising for the fashions and accessories, and as a declaration of 

connection to the sources of production.  

Acadian self-sufficiency was a fiction, convenient in order to boost the image of 

Acadia as an isolated paradise that would soon be ready to export surpluses to the 

metropole. Some households were able to provide enough wool and linen for their own 

use, particularly in the eighteenth century once the settlements and pasture lands were 

well-established. Some textilesðknitted stockings, in one exampleðwere made 

available for trade and sale, but not in large quantities or to make any major profit.270 

What weaving for exchange did, as Laurel Thatcher Ulrich argues, was open up space for 

families to engage in more lucrative forms of commercial trade.271 Within settlements, 

where one herd or field could not supply enough raw material, groups of families could 

combine both their supplies and their labour. This was an established pattern of 

cooperation, especially in the early years when so much work was also required to 

construct the dykes on the marshes, build homes, and establish viable farms.272  

Taking wool as an example demonstrates how necessary trade was to not only the 

survival but the economy of Acadia. The old assumption has been that the Acadian herds 

were their main source of wool and woolen textiles, and contemporary descriptions 

support this belief. Villebon describes the Acadian fleeces as of very good quality and 

writes in his memoir that ñthe clothing worn by the majority of the men and women is 

made of it.ò273 His descriptions from 1699 suggest that most of the wool clothing worn in 

the Minas Basin was produced from local materials:  

As for the women they are always busy, and most of them keep their husbands 

and children in serviceable linen materials and stockings which they make 
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skillfully from the hemp they have grown and the wool produced by their 

sheep.274 

Haliburton concurred thirty years later, with a very similar description from Abbé 

Reynal: ñTheir usual clothing was in general the produce of their own flax, or the fleeces 

of their own sheep ; with these they made common linens and coarse cloths.ò275 De 

Meulles reported much along the same lines:  

La plupart des femmes font elles mesmes des Etamines dont elles sôhabillent et 

leurs maris aussy, Elles font presque toutes des bas pour leur famille et se passent 

den achepter; Ils ne se servent tous que de sousliers sauvages quôils font eux 

mesme;  

 

Il vient tous les ans dans ce leiu une barque angloise au mois dôavril qui leur 

aporte de leurs petites necessitees quôils acheptent pour des pelteries quôils ont eu 

des sauvages. Il sy fait aussy de la toille de lin.276 

The overarching narrative in all these cases is the self-sufficiency of the households, 

with the traders bringing in luxuries or ósmall necessitiesô that could not be manufactured 

locally. However, far more fabric was required to clothe the growing populaceðnot to 

mention the textiles needed for blankets, table linens, bedrugs, bags and wagon covers 

around working farmsðthan the sheep population could reasonably supply.  

Table 2.1: Wool yardage needs in Acadian settlements 

1707 census Men Women Children  Sheep Minimum annual 

yardage reqôd 

(clothing only) 

Estimated wool 

yardage available 

/ year 

Cobequid 28 22 32 121 844 305 

Mines 159 148 265 718 5342.5 1795 

Beaubassin 72 71 127 500 2492 1250 

Port Royal 160 149 238 1245 5291 3115 
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Basic articles of clothing for an average sized adult would take somewhere from three 

or four yards for a womanôs skirt or a pair of menôs trousers, to upwards of eight or ten 

for a full formal gown or menôs working outfit with jacket.277 Adrienne Hood has 

calculated that it would have taken approximately sixteen and a half yards of fabric per 

year to create and maintain a basic wardrobe for a working man, consisting of a good 

suit, five shirts, two pairs of trousers, two pairs of drawers, a waistcoat, and a coat.278 A 

womanôs basic wardrobe required thirteen yards, and by incorporating hand-me-downs, a 

child could be clothed for about three yards a year. A family of six, by these numbers, 

would need on average about forty-two yards of fabric per annum in clothing alone to 

maintain basic levels of coverage and cleanliness. 

Sheep were introduced to Canada in 1664, and prior to that all wool fabric would have 

to have been imported or brought in with the arriving settlers. The 1671 census counted 

407 head in Acadia, and bone evidence strongly suggests that these animals were being 

used for wool rather than as a primary source of meat.279 A variety of factors contributed 

to the quality of a sheepôs fleece, including the breed of sheep, the nature or existence of 

enclosures, and overall nutrition. 280 English wool is described as superior due to its 

longer staple, making it possible to use for flatter wools like worsteds, suggesting the 

French fleeces had shorter fibres.281 This is corroborated by Watsonôs description of 

seeing Acadian women ñcardingò fleece, as carding was used for short-staple fleeces and 

their resulting woolens, while longer-staple fleeces for worsteds required the use of 

combs.282 

The sheep were shorn once a year, as Perrot described in 1686, and that would 

generally net somewhere between one and two pounds of wool for spinning, depending 
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on the quality and cleanliness of the fleece and the skill of the shearer. 283 Each pound of 

wool yielded enough thread for between one to two and half yards of finished wool cloth, 

depending on the thickness of the threads, the width of the cloth, and whether the wool 

was fulled. The fulling process thickened and compressed the fabric and made it close to 

waterproof, but reduced the yardage by about one quarter both lengthwise and 

widthwise.284  

The early years of the Beaubassin settlement must have seen either a dearth of new 

clothing or a higher quantity of imported textiles, as the number of sheep counted on the 

census would not have produced enough wool to clothe the settlements.285 By 1707 there 

were almost twice as many sheep as there were people in Beaubassin. Some, usually 

younger families, had no livestock or only three or four sheep, while others had as many 

as thirty. Three brief case studies may serve to demonstrate more clearly exactly what 

those numbers mean in terms of local production:  

Roger Quessy (Caissie) and his wife Marie Poirier owned six sheep as per the 1686 

census, but by 1707 their four sons, all of them married and with children of their own, 

owned forty-six sheep between them.286 Marieôs six sheep, sheared once a year, could 

produce six to fifteen pounds of wool for spinning, yielding her potentially between 

twelve to thirty yards of finished wool cloth of one form or another. With very careful 

management and the extensive use of hand-me-downs, as well as accommodations made 

for the flax and hemp she may have been growing and processing for linen, the high end 

of that estimation is barely enough to clothe her family of seven for the year. Her 

household economy would have to be extremely carefully managed and rely on gifts, 

second-hand clothing or imported textiles to achieve a basic standard of living. The 
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Quessy family would have needed to purchase at least fifteen yards of fabric per year 

from elsewhere in order to survive.  

Their neighbours Pierre Mercier and Andrée Martinðand the ten children they had 

between themðhad no sheep in 1686, meaning that all their wool fabric would have had 

to have been sourced from elsewhere. That situation must not have been ideal, as by the 

1693 census they had acquired a flock of fourteen as well as married off their oldest 

child, reducing the number of people in the household.287 Fourteen sheep could 

potentially have given them up to seventy yards of unfulled wool for clothing, or six and 

a third yards per person per year. Not quite enough for fancy dress, but enough for each 

member of the household to have a new skirt or jacket (or knitted mittens and stockings) 

each winter and spring.  

Pierre Hebertôs family, on the other hand, had thirty sheep in 1707. Their fleece would 

have been enough raw material to be made into a hundred to a hundred and twenty yards 

of finished cloth, far more than necessary to clothe Pierre, his wife and their two sons. 

Wool is not a notable export from Acadia, so this extra fleece would have been part of 

their household economyðshared, sold, or bartered between families, either as fleeces or 

prepared rovings. Spinning was womanôs work, and the lack of daughters in the family 

meant a serious dearth of female labour to process the fleece into thread, unless Mme. 

Hebert took in daughters from other families as helpers and informal apprentices. Laurel 

Thatcher Ulrich describes that kind of household production as part of an invisible 

economy, labour contributed to a household that was not recorded, but which allowed the 

household to participate in trade and other commercial ventures nevertheless.288 



 

140 

As per the 1707 census of Acadia, the last for which we have livestock data, none of 

the settlements were producing enough wool to meet their basic needs. Even if we allow 

for a full half the quantity of required clothing textiles to be filled with linen and 

imported cottons, only Port Royal and its surrounding settlements could fulfil  their 

minimum wool needs with local production. That extra material had to come from 

somewhere, and that gap was filled by trade. Wool arrived as an import, red and blue 

cloth listed on a cargo manifest along with knitted wool stockings, and bale seals found at 

Belleisle, Beaubassin, and Pointe-aux-Vieux confirm the presence of bolts of fabric from 

multiple European sources.289 The New England colonies were forbidden to export wool 

textiles as of 1699 so all legal imports to Acadia were coming from Canada or Europe, 

and the illegal movement of textiles through smugglers was both common and prolific.290 

Metallurgical analysis and chemical studies are required in order to situate surviving 

metal goods most accurately within what Adrienne Hood and Giorgio Riello have termed 

the ñworld of goods,ò tracing their movements from forging to sale and into the hands of 

the end user.291 While that level of work is out of the scope of this particular thesis, we 

can look at the general movement of goods of the same type through the Atlantic world to 

see the types of connections these items may have brought with them into the sewing 

boxes of Acadia. While Daigleôs work focuses on the economic realities of Acadian 

trade, defining their willingness to engage with outside trade as a means of survival, the 

material culture which developed moved beyond economics and into the question of 

identification.292 The goods the Acadians brought in shaped their sensory world, the 

variety of materials and what they did with them becoming the canvas on which to create 

a new tapestry of their own.  
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2.3.1 ALLIES AND SMUGGLERS  

From earliest days of the colonyðlong before the marshes had been drained and crops 

establishedðthrough to the import of supplemental and luxury goods in the later years of 

the settlements, ships of all sorts found their way to Acadian trading posts.293 Official 

support for that trade varied as borders shifted and land changed hands, clandestine 

exchanges continuing even after various control measures were invoked. English 

merchants coming up from Boston were threatened with sanctions in the 1670s when 

fishing permits were revoked to get the English out of French waters, and Acadians 

complained heavily about losing the New England sources for ñsmall necessities.ò294  

The precarious nature of dealings with France in the years prior to 1710, and 

subsequently with England, led the Acadians to maintain their relationships with 

everyone they could in as balanced a way as possible. As empires rotated in and out and 

legalities changed, Acadian traders reaffirmed their policies of surface-level 

accommodation and backup sources of materials, through Louisbourg, Boston and 

Miôkmaôki.295 Merchants like Henri Brunet travelled back and forth between Plaisance, 

Acadia, and Boston, establishing ties between the locations.296 Acadian merchants moved 

in and out of Bostonôs harbours as well, taking goods on consignment and in some cases 

petitioning for redress for wrongs suffered across the putative border.297 Farming, 

weaving, and domestic tools that were not being made in Acadia were being brought in 

from Massachusetts in the early years especially, Boston merchants like John Nelson 

making annual trips to ñLa Baye Françoise.ò298  
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Many residents of Acadia between 1671 and 1707 traded with New England, despite 

the illegality of such trade prior to the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713.299 Governor Meneval 

was accused of encouraging English trade with Port Royal, and Villebon describes 

English ships coming to Port Royal to trade semi-openly between 1693 and 1701.300 

Clandestine trade was not isolated to the governors. Jacques de Meullesô 1685 report on 

Beaubassin describes supply runs coming in from English traders, with whom the 

Acadians traded local furs in return for tools and other useful goods.301 In 1707, a canal 

was proposed to cut across Siknikt in order to put an end to the trade, ñwhich now is all 

done by the English, and which is quite considerable, since each summer three or four 

ships from Boston, sell at whatever price they want to charge, all their merchandise to the 

inhabitants.ò302  

After Utrecht  

On 24 November 1720, Governor Philipps of Acadia wrote to the Commissioners of 

Customs, reporting on legal trade with Boston: ñTrade considerable, by four or five 

sloops from Boston, bringing English woollens and W. Indies goods for furs and feathers. 

Value £10,000ò as well as the illegal: ñFrench settlements up the Bay carry on 

clandestine trade with C. B. Garrison too weak to prevent.ò303 This was still continuing in 

1734, and L. Armstrong reported on it on 13 September: 

There is clandestine and unlawful trade in the province, to the detriment of trade 

and the prejudice of the fair trader, C. is empowered ñto Examine into these 

Unlawful practices and to take and bring into this Port all Such Vessells and the 

Masters thereof Whether they be foreigners, Strangers or subjects that are not 

qualified to Trade in this province According to Lawò : to be there further 

examined.304  
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Intimately connected to leading Acadian families, traders brought tools, fashions and 

new aesthetics back and forth across the Atlantic harbours.305 Beyond familiarity with 

trade goods, the local land and resources, and their connections with urban life, settlers 

would also have remained familiar with the tools and skills brought to Acadia by their 

great-grandparents.306 Techniques for patterning and making clothing, woodworking, 

knitting stockingsðall of these would have been part of the original migrantsô 

repertoires, the cultural knowledge of home and one of the foundations for the skill sets 

and equipment generated and used by families in Acadia decades later.307 Combined with 

new materials, new tools, and advances in technology, their styles, tastes, and techniques 

changed with that exposure.  

2.3.2 TRADE IN CHIGNECTO 

The Siknikt regionðlater redubbed the Chignecto Isthmusðbegan as an extension of 

Acadia, European involvement originally focused on mission work and fur trading. The 

arrival of Jacques Bourgeois and his familyðfollowed by LeNeuf and his colonistsðin 

the 1680s changed the balance in the area, though Beaubassin and the surrounding 

settlements did not become politically relevant to England and France until rival forts 

were built in the area in 1750.308 Like many Acadian settlements, Beaubassin was 

dismissed as unimportant in the grand scheme of things. Unlike many, its location, 

demographics, and geography made it perfectly positioned to become a trading hub and a 

centre for commerce that flew under the radar of imperial interests.309  

In 1686, Jacques de Meulles described his experiences in Chignecto with the English 

merchants who persisted in sailing north from Boston in order to sell commodities to 
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Acadian locals. His concerns focused on the problems this trade created for the future of 

New France, since the distance required to bring goods from Quebec to Acadia was far 

greater than the short sail between Boston and Port Royal, or Boston and Beaubassin. A 

canal, on the other hand, cutting across the top of the isthmus, would create ñune belle 

Rivièreò for Quebecôs ships.310 Not coincidentally, this maneuver would also diminish 

the importance of the portage route between Minas and Baie Verte, the primary route by 

which goods were moved by Acadian middlemen from one end of the region to the other. 

The suggestion was discussed at multiple points, primarily as a means of reducing travel 

time between Acadia and New Franceðand, not inconsequentially, reducing Acadian 

trade with the much-closer New England. Despite interest from various involved parties, 

those plans never came to fruition.311 

Franceôs continued perceived lack of interest in maintaining strong economic 

connections with Acadia prior to 1710 helped to reinforce Acadian connections with local 

trading partners, from whom they nevertheless received European goods.312 

Massachusetts had strong connections and interest in Acadia, both politically and 

economically, and in the early years trade connections continued to be forged and 

exploited between the two regions.313 A number of known merchants with ties to Port 

Royal and Boston were based out of Beaubassin or travelled there regularly, including 

Robert Hale of Boston, Jacques Bourgeois who founded the original settlement, and 

Zacharie Richard, son of Michel Richard dit Lafond, who also transported Acadian goods 

for export.314 Bourgeois, a surgeon and ship owner as well as merchant, was partially 

funded by John Nelson, the nephew of Boston resident Thomas Temple, himself a former 

Governor of Nova Scotia.315  
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Settlers from Beaubassin made trips into Port Royal to purchase and trade for fabrics, 

among other merchandise. Some of the goods acquired in Port Royal would then be 

brought across to Baie Verte for the next leg of the journey and sailed down the 

Northumberland Strait to be traded again in Louisbourg, along with isthmus-raised cattle 

and grain.316 European goods came in from Canada by way of Baie Verte, or through the 

Minas Basin by Boston and Acadian traders.317 In 1718, Captain John Doucett, English 

lieutenant-governor of Annapolis Royal, described trade between the French in 

Louisbourg and Acadians in the Minas Basin which undercut English traders bringing in 

the same materials: ñThe French from Cape Britton Bring Wine Brandy and Linnings 

which they can afford four pence and sixpence in a yard cheaper than our traders can 

possibly doe.ò318 The trade included textiles and had been going on in both directions 

since long before the British takeover: ñThey [the Acadians] furnishôt [the fort] with 

Cattle and other Live Stock and took in Exchange; Rum sugar Cotton Molasses Wine and 

Brandy.ò319  

The things most in demand were ñLittle ordinary Stuffsò of British manufacture, like 

ñWoolings, as Strouds, and Dufflesò320 We get more of a description of these British 

imports from Governor Phillipps in 1731, noting the textiles were ñCheifly Red and Blew 

strouds, Kerseys and stufs of various kind and Linnens.ò321 This circuit had more stopsð

the settlements at Pentagouet even after the fortôs destruction in 1674, Louisbourg, 

Boston, and Canso.322 Boston merchants like Peter Faneuil and Joshua Scottow brokered 

deals with Acadian go-betweens and proxies to get goods in and out of restricted 

regions.323  
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By the 1740s, some households in Beaubassin were producing clothing articles for 

export. In June 1743, Michel Richardôs son Zacharie took out a cargo including 30 to 40 

pairs of woollen socks ñfabriqué a laccadie,ò and five womenôs skirts.324 Hosiery was in 

demand in Montreal, a welcoming market for items like stockings.325 The difference from 

fifty years prior is noteworthy, when Charles LaTour was bringing ñTwo dozen halfe 

stockinsò in to Acadia for sale in 1696, or 1707 when the number of sheep in the 

settlement were barely enough to cover the regionôs own needs.326 Richardôs manifest is 

the only one to include manufactured clothing, though it is unlikely to have been a single-

instance anomaly. Other surviving inventories from Acadian traders listed oats, wood, 

and large numbers of livestock as commodities being delivered to Louisbourg in trade.327 

A 1715 report from Michel Bégon, brother -in-law of Jacques de Meulles and 

Intendant of Quebec, recorded that Acadian traders preferred to sell to New England 

traders rather than locally, as they received better returns. English traders were also 

offering employment, both as middlemen and as interpreters, an ñArsenauò from 

Beaubassin mentioned in particular as someone employed in that capacity.328 Other 

dealings included trade with Gorhamôs Rangers, a British-allied Ranger unit more 

normally found on the opposite side of conflicts from the Acadians, a potential conflict of 

interest which didnôt seem to bother the Rangers, or the more than half-dozen Acadian 

men with transactions in the Rangersô record books.329 

Images of maritime trade with the Acadians often involve picturesque ideas either of 

laden galleons sailing into port from France and England, or small smuggling ships 

zipping through enemy harbours under the dark of night, trying to avoid the watchful 

eyes of the opposing navies. They also engaged in far more sophisticated trade practices, 
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particular to that given time and place. Regis Brun references the multitude of small 

shipyards and mills which sprang up throughout Acadia in the early eighteenth 

century.330 Boat-builders were still being hired from Boston in 1671, the Acadian boat-

building industry not yet at the point where they could manage themselves. By 1719, 

however, Captain Doucett reported that Acadian traders were purpose-building sloops to 

be loaded with cargo, sailing them to Cape Breton, and selling both cargo and the ships to 

dealers located there.331 Letters from de Brouillan, governor of Ile Royale, to Doucette in 

that same year describe the Acadian-built vessels as ñlittle shipsé [which] they were 

obliged to sell almost for nothing to English merchantsò due to a lack of rigging.332  

 This was not always the case, however, as records show that in 1743 Beaubassin 

resident Pierre Cyr sold his 45-tonne ship óMargueriteô to fellow Acadian J Vigneau for 

the remarkable amount of 2800 pounds.333 Jean Vigneau had been involved in large trade 

in previous years, selling a single 11-tonne ship (the Sainte-Jean) to Ruellen & Chaufaux 

for ȥ1738ðmore than the net worth of many entire households in Ile Royale.334 The 

transactions are reported in terms of total cost, but it is more likely that something other 

than cash was in play. Walking back home to Baie Verte with ȥ2800 in cash on oneôs 

purse would have been difficult, if not dangerous-to-impossible at the time, but partial 

payments and sophisticated arrangements such as mortgages were certainly known at the 

time.335  

Some of that cargo was textiles, as in the knitted stockings being produced for export 

mentioned above, but the bulk of the export items moving out of Beaubassin and Minas 

were cattle. They were brought to the fortress alive (or, ñon the hoofò), slaughtered and 

salted on-site.336 Beaubassin could not and did not supply all of the beef consumed at 
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Louisbourg; Cape Breton had some of its own cattle producers, and military officers as 

well as civilians kept livestock for their own uses, including cattle and pigs.337 Using 

ships built locally gave them a cost advantage over other traders, the Nova Scotia wood 

used for masts, yards, and bowsprits was less expensive than buying shipbuilding 

materials from abroad, as was local labour.338 

Not only a pass-through and a waypoint for European goods, Beaubassinôs location in 

Siknikt, as well as its founderôs experience with the fur trade and pre-existing 

relationships, made it an ideal location for trade with nearby Miôkmaq groups. Discussed 

in greater detail below, the exchanges involved imported wools, trade silver, and furs. 

That regular contact introduced new contexts for communication through apparel, 

helping to shift the Beaubassin sartorial vernacular away from that seen in other Acadian 

settlements.  

2.3.3 TRADE IN FUNDY 

The Acadians in Port Royal were heavily involved in trade with Boston, a major 

supplier for goods that Acadians either could not or did not produce on their own.339 

Evidence from both Melanson and Belleisle confirms that the homesteads there were 

neither isolated nor self-sufficient. The wide variety of ceramics styles present in the 

assemblages, the pottery from Saintonge, and the presence of English lead crystal 

alongside French and German artifacts confirm the Belleisle settlersô active participation 

in contemporary Atlantic trade networks.340 The trade was not clandestine or hidden, but 

very much commented on even in New France. In 1671, Intendent Jean Talon wrote to 
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Jean-Baptiste Colbert with a proposal to redirect Acadian trade from New England to 

New France, by making those ñlittle necessitiesò available: 

It is necessary to stop without violence the trade which the English carry on with 

Port Royal, from whom they take every year a quantity of meat in exchange for 

some druggets and other cloths made in Boston; it would be enough, in my 

feeling, to send from France, or from here [Quebec] to Port Royal, some stuff 

[wool cloth] to fill their most pressing needs, and even some looms which the 

colonists asked me for, in order to use the wool from their sheep and the hemp 

that the earth gave them thanks to the work of their hands.341 

One merchantôs invoice from 1691 included listings for over 135 yards of assorted 

fabrics, including gingham, red and blue cloth, 155 1/2 yards of silk lace, 12 pairs of 

stockings and 46 yards of ribbon, all of it shipped from Boston to be sold on consignment 

in Port Royal.342 Other elements appearing at the sites confirm local trade relationships 

with Louisbourg or France.  

Michel Richard dit Lafond was one entry point for goods into Acadia in general and 

the Belleisle settlement specifically, his routes including dealings with Guillaume Delort, 

a trader who brought merchandise in from La Rochelle and New York.343 Abraham 

Boudrot was the son-in-law of Melanson settlement patriarch Charles Melanson, and 

another of Melansonôs sons-in-law was David Basset, married to his daughter Marie dit 

Laverdure.344 Basset was a Huguenot trader, whose ship Porcupine was based out of 

Boston.345 Other merchants brought goods for sale to Port Royal and Cape Sable, and 

some of the surviving invoices confirm that textiles and sewing equipment were among 

the cargo.346 An invoice between Boudrot and Boston supplier André Taneuil from 1691 

includes a list of the goods which Taneuil had commissioned Boudrot to sell at Port 

Royal on his behalf, including fashionable fabric, silk ribbons, silk lace, and pairs of 
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stockings.347 In September of 1695, Charles St. Etienne de la Tour carried cotton, serge, 

thread, buttons and lining, vermillion dye, stockings and shoes, and ñtwo doz: sizzersò 

from Suffolk County, NY to Cape Sable on Nova Scotiaôs southernmost tip. 

The Melanson settlement within the banlieue of Port Royal and Fort Anne is 

interesting for its strong connection to the Englishðat least by Acadian standards.348 The 

Melansons had Huguenot in-laws in Boston, which gave them more access to textiles 

from New England. In 1690 Pierre Faneuil, and David Basset, the aforementioned 

Melanson in-law, negotiated with Abraham Boudrot and Jean Martel for consignment 

sales of linens and other fabrics, but Boudrot and Martel were, at least on that trip, raided 

by privateers while travelling home.349 Six years later, Charles Melanson informed 

Massachusetts Governor William Stoughton that Boudrot was leaving for Boston, 

bringing two boats loaded with wheat and coal.350  

Charles and Pierre Melanson, the original founders of the settlement, had an English 

mother, and Charles Melansonôs continuing attachment to the English was known, 

though it did not protect them from English attack. Along with working to ensure the 

good favour of Boston magistrates, he also informed on local privateers and merchants to 

the English.351 In return, the Melanson family and their allies were described by the 

English as being ñawôd by the Garrison [and] are the most, if not the only tractable 

Inhabitants in the province.ò352 This close relationship, their relative wealth and access to 

imports, and the Melanson siteôs close proximity to the official presence at the fort 

shaped their material culture. More focused on European fashions, materials from the 

Melanson site support the narrative sketched out by the documentation and interpersonal 

politics.  
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During the English years, trade continued to come both through and around the renamed 

Annapolis Royal, and connections expanded further. The Savoie family in Belleisle produced at 

least one Acadian delegate, and the presence of Saintonge pottery in the house affirms their 

continued connection to France.353 Geneviève Massignon located the Savoiesô origins in 

southwestern FranceðMartaizé, in the Loudon.354 They had social capital, the Savoie family one 

of the largest and most prosperous in the region.355 The wide variety of ceramics styles present in 

the assemblages, the presence of English lead crystal in the Blanchard and Gaudet homes in 

Belleisle, and the French and German artifacts found in the Savoie house indicate active 

participation in the trade networks of the time.356  

Joseph-Nicolas Gautier dit Bellairôs holdings on the south side of the Annapolis river 

were not officially part of Belleisle, but his proximity between them and the Fort, as well 

as his influence and the saw and grist mills that he ran, made him an extremely important 

player in the Belleisle world of goods. Rejected in 1720 as a potential Acadian delegate 

because he was still ñtransient,ò he had by the 1730s built himself a small trading 

empire.357 Importantly, his sloops sailed to the Caribbean, bringing goods from the 

colonies there to Ile Royale as well as France, New England, and to his home base only a 

few kilometers from Annapolis Royal.358  

Gauthierôs close alliance with Sieur François Duvivier against the British in the 1740s 

undoubtedly put him in the path of Duvivierôs sister in law, Marie Josephe Le Borgne de 

Belleisle, already cousins to the Duviviers and as of 1750, married to Duvivierôs younger 

brother Joseph.359 Her strong presence in Louisbourg trade likely made them business 

associates earlier than that, the webs of kin and trade connections expanding with every 

generation and new link.  
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2.3.5 TRADE IN LOUISBOURG 

Trade in and out of Louisbourg has been covered before in other places, and trade 

between the fortress and Acadia has already been touched upon, above.360 Illicit trade in 

the region was still an issue leading into the expulsion, Mascarene complaining to the 

Lords of Trade about French trade in Cape Breton in 1741 and 1748.361 Materials also 

came in from the West Indes, Europe, Indonesia, and beyond. For the Acadians living in 

Louisbourg itself, life looked a little different than for those trading materials in from the 

outside. One Acadian in particular, Marie Josephe Le Borgne de Belleisle, played a 

remarkable role in the acquisition and production of a great deal of textile, garment, and 

accessory wealth.  

Born in Pentagouet in 1712, Marie Le Borgne died in Louisbourg in 1754, and her 

probate inventoryðas well as that of her first husbandðgives an excellent look at the 

kinds of goods that textile merchants were bringing in to the colony.362 Not only Acadian, 

Le Borgneôs mother was of mixed French and indigenous ancestry, the granddaughter of 

Abenaki Chief Madokawondo.363 Intermarriage of this kind was growing less common 

among Acadian communities as the eighteenth century progressed, but was not unheard 

of.364 Le Borgne married in 1733 to Jacques-Philippe-Urbain Rondeau, the treasurer of 

the Marine in Ile Royale.365 As treasurer Jacques Rondeau could not be seen to be 

engaging in trade, but his wifeôs participation absolved him of the appearance of conflict 

of interest.366 

The property evaluation Le Borgne had performed in 1750 included Acadians on her 

list of debtors, and at last one debt which she owed into Acadia in return.367 Joseph 
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Munier, ñaccadien,ò in debt to Marie Le Borgne for 116 livres, appears in the list of 

deportees from Grand Pré five years later. Le Borgneôs cousin through their shared 

grandmother, her parents were also his godparents.368 A reference in the minutes of the 

council at Annapolis Royal in 1734 described Munier as ñMunier a half-Indianò and a 

clandestine trader, in league with ñone Bently of Charlestown in New Englandò and his 

uncle François Meneux of St. Castin, of Penobscott.369 The difference in perception in the 

two entries for Munier is intriguing, with Le Borgne claiming Munier as hersð

Acadianðand part of her community, while the English writers of the minutes are careful 

to deny any responsibility for him at all.  

ñPierre Doucez, accadien,ò in debt to Le Borgne for 112 livres, is probably Pierre 

Doucet, though two men by that name feature on the 1752 Acadian census.370 Both lived 

in Rivière de Nanpan, a settlement south-east of Beaubassin. Both Doucet and Munier 

owed Le Borgne large sums of money for individuals, enough for forty yards of very 

good wool, fourteen of silk taffetaðor fifty -six pairs of wool socks. This would have 

been enough to cover a small collection of goods brought to sell on consignment, or a 

yearôs worth of personal expenditure on clothing. Considering the men involved, and 

Joseph Munierôs occupation specifically, it is likely that Le Borgneôs inventory puts her 

at the centre of a web of trade that linked Acadian and Indigenous buyers with suppliers 

in England, New England, the West Indies, Asia, and France. 

Le Borgne may have begun her career as a merchant with an eye toward helping her 

husband, or for her own sake. Her aunt, with whom she had been living in Louisbourg, 

was also a merchant, and many merchantsô wives and widows in the town operated as 

independent sellers.371 Louisbourg was not at the forefront of fashion, styles from the 
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metropole necessarily taking time to cross the Atlantic and take hold in the colonies. 

Fontages, lace headdresses which fell out of fashion elsewhere early in the eighteenth 

century, were still lingering in Le Borgneôs store in 1754, while the blonde lace of which 

they were constructed only became popular in the mid-eighteenth century, suggesting a 

lingering fashion made with new materials rather than old individual pieces.372  

Le Borgneôs personal wardrobe reflected the materials she sold, both in nature and in 

quantity. Her wardrobe, as seen in Chapter Five, was larger than any of the other Acadian 

women studied. For mercantile families, acts of consumption were also acts of marketing. 

Le Borgne was making a statement with her clothing, not only about her place in 

Louisbourg society, but about her ability to identify and provide the best.373 

2.4 INDIGENOUS CONNECTIONS 

Miôkmaôki was an Indigenous space for tens of thousands of years prior to European 

arrival, and some of it remained so even after the intrusion of European colonizers. 

Siknikt remained a hub of activity for Miôkmaw travel and trade, while settlements more 

distant from Port Royal and Grand Pré maintained some level of engagement even as 

political relations between Miôkmaq and Acadians grew more distant into the 1730s and 

1740s. Beaubassinôs status as a trade hub was not limited to the shipyards. The presence 

of French trade goods designed and produced for the fur trade confirms that Beaubassin 

was an important point of contact between Acadia and the Miôkmaq groups living nearby. 

These shared contact spaces were not permanent installations like the forts, but created as 

moments in time, structured by the effort to make contact and connect.374 The places of 
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intersection were defined as much by intangibles like co-operation as by indicators on a 

map.  

Miôkmaq settlements at Siknikt were some of these intersectional places, the Gargas 

census of 1688, taken in winter, showing a village already established near Beaubassin.375 

Pointe-aux-Vieux, the spin-off settlement on Ile Saint-Jean, also engaged with the nearby 

Miôkmaq village which appeared on Thomas Kitchinôs map from 1749 (see Figure 2.7, 

óInd. Vil.ô).376 While cooperation with Acadian settlers was not always smooth, and 

controversy over the frequency of mixed Acadian-Miôkmaq marriages continues, the 

evidence shows some level of generally peaceful interaction.377  

 More than that, Acadians and Miôkmaq shared mobile geographical spaces, travelling 

along waterways and engaging with coastal resources. Remains of shells at Pointe-aux-

Vieux confirm fishing activities, and Acadian boat-builders moved up and down the 

rivers as highways, permeating the boundaries of Miôkmaq space.378 That knowledge of 

the coasts and water networks moved from them into the European consciousness, when 

the British called Acadian pilots in to help them navigate the no-longer-private 

thoroughfares.379 

The contact space encouraged trade along predetermined lines, goods designated for 

the fur trade and designed supposedly with Indigenous tastes in mind shipped into the 

colonies from France, England, and the West Indes. Furs brought in by the Miôkmaq 

were used as trade goods by the Acadians with Massachusetts, changing hands outside of 

the reach of the various fur trade companies.380 Relationships extended beyond trade, 

with Miôkmaq families playing prominent roles in Beaubassin society, even into the last 
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few years prior to the deportation.381 The Sieur de Bonnaventure, commanding the 

French ship Envieux, brought cotton fabric, thread, ribbons, tapes, and pins, among other 

things, to trade for furs at Beaubassin in 1699.382 Three types of artifact in particularð

trade silver, trade beads, and bale seals from the Compagnie des Indesðspeak to the 

ongoing nature and value of the contact spaces and the exchanges made within them.  

2.4.1 TRADE SILVER 

Silver was a common metal for trade ornaments, which became popular alongside 

glass beads and wampum as adornment for local dress as well as the newer fashions 

inspired by European woollens. Brooches and buckles, beads, and hair ornaments made 

of wampum were quickly incorporated into Indigenous dress, in return for which local 

hunters supplied pelts.383 Trade silver was ubiquitous between the mid-seventeenth and 

nineteenth centuries, lightweight pieces smithed in Montreal and Quebec City as well as 

abroad.384 The trade became much more common in the late eighteenth century, however, 

so the presence of the ring brooch at Beaubassin prior to 1750 indicates a use that was 

less expected at that time than it would be even thirty years later.385  

 

Figure 2.11: Trade silver buckle found at 

Beaubassin. Photo courtesy of Parks 

Canada. 
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The basic ring brooch style was an extremely common form of trade silver, with 

almost-identical examples appearing in assemblages as far away as Ohio. The silver ring 

buckle found at Beaubassin (Figure 2.11) was one of many produced in New France and 

would have travelled to Beaubassin down the Saint Lawrence. Brooches of this type were 

used as jacket and cloak closures across the northeast, worn by all genders.386  

The use of silver as dress ornament may indicate adoption of forms of European 

status-signalling, silver replacing copper as a preferred material for ornamentation 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.387 This merging of style systems is 

seen in other articles found at Beaubassin, including trade beads partially carved into 

rosary links. The aesthetic environment created by the exchange of textiles and 

adornments was a blending, a visual indication of the social engagement of the two 

groups.  

2.4.2 BEADS 

Trade beads were an integral part of engagement with Indigenous peoples at least as 

late as 1750 in some areas of colonized Miôkmaôki. Large beads were worn in necklaces 

and bracelets as well as strung for rosaries, while small seed and glass beads were sewn 

as embellishments or as part of embroidered designs onto garments and accessories.388 

While older sources suggest that trade beads were falling out of favour by the 1730s, the 

discovery of a barrel of beads at Fort Beausejourða fort built in 1751ðindicates that 

trade beads were still in demand in the region into the mid-century.389 Glass beads 

manufactured in Venice and Amsterdam were particularly valued, though beads were 

manufactured across Europe to be funnelled into the colonial trade.390 
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The Miôkmaq prized beads, embroidering them on to caps, leggings, and moccasins as well as 

wearing them on strings around their necks, wrists, ankles and other joints.391 Amber, white, 

green, and blue beads were popular, as were long beads carved from clay pipestems. The glass 

beads at Beaubassin and Pointe-aux-Vieux are of types identified as trade beads from other sites 

and collections, though disassociated from their original context it is difficult to know whether 

they were intended for trade or were being used on clothing.  

All the assemblages in this study contain glass beads, though the quantities vary 

considerably. Beaubassin and Pointe-aux-Vieux, the sites in Chignecto and Prince 

Edward Island, had the most beads, while a good half of those at Melanson, an already 

small quantity, appear to have been part of Anne Bourgôs personal jewellery rather than 

earmarked for trade purposes. The small number of beads found at Belleisle and 

Melanson indicates that these sites may not have been locations that saw a great deal of 

Indigenous trade.392 

 

Figure 2.12: Glass beads found at Melanson, associated with Anne Bourg. On display at Grand Pré National 

Historic Site, photo by author. 
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Forty glass beads have been found so far at Beaubassin and more than sixty black, 

yellow, and white glass beads at Pointe-aux-Vieux, in a variety of shapes and styles 

similar to trade beads held in the Nova Scotia museumôs collections.393 The bead styles 

fit in with the general chronology that has been established for French colonial sites. 

Bumpy raspberry beads were present in trade bead bundles throughout the colonial 

period, manufactured in Italy and Holland and exported en masse, designed for an 

international market.394 One large wound clear bead and six donut-shaped round beads 

match types that have been dated to the 1720s ï 1730s, which matches the economic 

heyday of Beaubassin village.395  

Table 2.2: Beads found at Acadian archaeological sites 

 Belleisle Melanson Beaubassin Pointe-aux-Vieux 

Glass beads 1 11 40 60 

Seed beads  1 11  

Clay beads 

(pipestem) 

  6 possible  

Stone beads   5  

Wood and 

bone 

 1 3  

The difference in bead quantities and utility is one of geography. Melanson and 

Belleisle are within a few kilometers of Port Royal, a trade center focused primarily on 

exchange with New England. Beaubassin and Pointe-aux-Vieux were engaged in 

different networks, their respective positionsðwithin a short portage of Baie Verte and 

the Northumberland Strait, and across Malpeque Bay from a Miôkmaq communityð
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giving trade beads more purpose. The beads served a function similar to the trade silver 

when worn, and Loren argues that the presence of glass beads in quantity at a colonial 

site suggests Indigenous dressing styles in play alongside European ones.396 

Investigations into French colonial sites in Louisiana indicate that the settlers and local 

nations were wearing similar styles of beads, with no type reserved for solely Indigenous 

or colonial use.397  

 

Figure 2.13: Sites containing pipe stem beads, data from Karlins (2015), Beaubassin added and highlighted. 

Other bead finds at Beaubassin included a broken pipe stem scored in preparation to 

be cut, and discs that appear to have been carved from the remnants of other pipe stems. 

A wide-ranging survey conducted in 2015 found that pipe stem beads have a hundred-

percent correlation with Indigenous or fur-trade sites: no pipe stem beads to date have 

been discovered at European settlements that were not officially part of the fur trade.398 

Most of the sites where pipe stem beads have been found are in the northeast of North 
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America and dated between the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The western 

sites were occupied during the later eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, indicating a 

westward movement of the style.399  

The discs from Beaubassin are distinctly different in size from those found elsewhere. 

While Karklinôs sites have beads ranging in length from 11.5 ï 56mm, those from 

Beaubassin are all under 8 mm in length. The possibility exists that those without wear 

patterns could be discarded remnants of other work on pipe stems, but the consistency in 

their shape and size, proximity to other beads on site, and the presence of what appears to 

be a wear pattern on two of the discs suggests this may not be true in every case. The disc 

shape enables them to be strung and worn with the stone rosary beads and glass trade 

beads found nearby.  

Beaubassin is an outlier as a settler site which was not an official trading post, but the 

beads, bale seal evidence, and the close presence of allied Miôkmaq villages in the 

Oesgag Triangle confirm its role as an active hub within the local fur trade. The 

distinction between formal sites of exchange and the more informal nature of the trade at 

Beaubassin is embodied in the smaller, more flexible bead, appropriate for embroidering 

on to clothing as well as being strung as spacers in a rosary. Made on site rather than 

imported, clay pipe stem beads are an example of cultural transformation in action, 

repurposed out of imported European goods that had been originally designed for the use 

of an Indigenous drug.  

The malleability of clay as a material accompanies the betwixt-and-between status of 

the pipe stem beads. Turgeonôs investigation of bead use among the First Nations found 
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that beads were multi-faceted builders and conveyers of individual identity. They were 

worn on the jointsðelbows, knees, wristsðto strengthen and protect, and to convey 

power beyond the physical.400 If the hardness of the glass and stone beads influenced the 

hardness of the body, then the softer fired clay, prone to eroding between the teeth and 

easy to score and break, was of no use for symbolic protection.401 Their value lay in the 

ease of change, in the simplicity of scoring to snap and painting to colour, moving 

between contexts and crossing meanings as they went.402  

 

Figure 2.14: Pipe stem fragments, possibly beads. Beaubassin. Photo by author, with thanks to Parks Canada.  

Rosary spacers, the only beads without a prayer in the chaplet, are similarly liminal. 

They mark beginnings and endings, separating beads and groups of beads into discrete 

sections for prayer, filling the same essential function as a period at the end of a sentence. 

For both traditions the clay beads do not, then, represent power, but the counterpointð



 

163 

the malleable breathing space in contrast to which strength, hardness and power can be 

more fully seen.  

2.4.3 TEXTILES 

Alongside the buckle and beads comes another confirmation of trade goods, this one 

from abroad. A bale seal found at Beaubassin bears the arms of the Compagnie des Indes, 

or the French East India Company, which held the monopoly on the Canadian beaver-fur 

trade between 1719 ï 1769.403 Along with the fur trade, the company held monopolies on 

the sale of tobacco in France, the slave trade, and owned Louisiana.404 The Compagnie 

had a major advantage when it came to the French fur trade, in that it was the only French 

institution allowed to import the English strouds, woollens that were the most highly 

prized textiles by the Indigenous traders. The strouds, or écarlatines, were brought 

through La Rochelle to Montreal and then spread further, the cloth permitted in the 

colony only for the sake of the fur trade.405 CdI seals were found at Beaubassin and at the 

British encampment at Grand Pré, both in non-domestic contexts, which further suggests 

their presence as trade goods.406  

Indigenous traders had limited interest in French woollens, disdaining their poor 

quality and considering them cheap imitations of English wool.407 While they could have 

procured the fabric from the English, the Compagnie was able to provide the fabric for 

less. Not being subjected to English duties meant that costs were measurably lower.408 

Écarlatines circulated from their origin in the town of Stroud in Glouchestershire County 

in England to the port of La Rochelle in the possession of the Compagnie des Indes, 

where they were measured, checked for quality, and importantly, tagged with the 
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Compagnieôs seal. Loaded on ships, the red, blue, black, and green woollens were sailed 

across the ocean in holds filled with other trade goods, to stop first in Louisiana, and then 

head north to Louisbourg.409  

Being part of the circuit of the French East India Company adds a new circle of 

influence for the Acadian shores, expanding their access out of the Atlantic and into the 

global sphere. The Company had trading routes that extended into the Indian and Pacific 

oceans, including the vital textile production regions of Pondicherry and Chandanagor in 

Bengal, creating intersecting networks of production, trade and consumption.410 The CdI 

traded extensively across the Northeast, the Great Lakes area and down the Mississippi 

river, bringing in an average of 166,000 pelts per year.411 Receiving agents brought in 

goods from the ships in Quebec City and distributed them to the voyageurs, who took the 

trade goods to the trading posts. They brought the furs they received in trade back to 

Quebec City, where they returned to the Compagnie agent and were shipped onward to 

France.  

In this way, textiles, trade silver, Jesuit rings, and tools passed from one sphere into 

another, through contact zones like Beaubassin.412 The furs and trade goods sat in shipsô 

holds next to Indian calicoes and Malaysian ginghams, English wools and French silks. 

The Compagnie des Indesô trade circles linked Beaubassin with textile producers in 

Chandanagor in Bengal, Nimes in France, and Lorient in Louisiana. The settlementôs 

geography and location made it a hub, linking the Acadians and Miôkmaq in an 

overlapping diagram of trading partners, spheres of influence, and empires. 
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 French laws forbade exports to British colonies, making trade through British-owned 

Beaubassin prior to 1710 something more exciting than straightforward, and many 

Acadians were engaged in smuggling and redistribution operations. Albany was a hub for 

the clandestine fur trade between the English and Canadian Iroquois, despite Albany 

being blocked from westward trade. The desire for English goods could be fed through 

spaces like Beaubassin with less worry about interception or interference.413 While 

systems and regulations theoretically changed after British conquest, the rise instead of 

French privateers and Acadian disinterest in British rule meant that the maritime trade 

continued.414  

CONCLUSION 

The sites discussed in this thesis are as similar in some ways as they are distinct in 

others, their particular geographies, environmental constraints, time frames of 

occupation, and particularly location in respect to other settlements and transport nodes 

determining their character. The quantity and type of documentation available for each 

differs dramatically, as does the size and quality of the associated artifact assemblages. 

That diversity in and of itself helps to explain the diversity of lifestyles and attitudes 

among the Acadians living there, their cultural geographies and senses of self indelibly 

marked by the locations in which they grew and thrived. Bringing with them aesthetic 

senses honed by their former homes, the first wave of settlers understood the language of 

clothing with which they had grown up in France. Successive generations were shaped by 

other forces, different visual and cultural cues that began from but were not entirely like 

those of their parentsô generation. 
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Understanding the environments in which the settlements were built allows us to make 

some predictions regarding the clothing which was worn there. The basic outlines of 

physical protection against specific climates, the specific materials which moved through 

trade networks, and the demographics of the settlements all provide information with 

which we can begin to build our network of things. Factors taken into account must 

include a regionôs climate and geography, type of settlements, options for trade, 

population size and proximity to one another, the available flora, fauna, and mineral 

resources. Beyond that, we must add the human factor: both settlers and indigenous 

peoples and the ways in which those groups engage and intersect, alongside the cultural 

frameworks and cosmologies in which those groups operate. Knowing as much as 

possible about these factors allows us to translate the meanings encoded in their daily 

wear, the messages being sent out to the external viewer, and how those messages might 

have been received.  

The climates of the Acadiansô original homes in France and their new settlements in 

Miôkmaôki were similar in some respects, but Maritime winters were far harsher than 

those experienced in the Loudon. Comparisons of textile purchases in other French 

colonies found that New France, subject to winters of similar durationðthough colder 

and drierðthan Acadia, used far more woolens both for themselves and for the fur trade 

than the warmer, linen and cotton-dependant colonies in Louisiana and Saint-

Domingue.415 Flora and fauna in the region differed as well, fur-bearing mammals most 

famous for their role in the ongoing fur trade. Differences in dyestuffs, in the breeds of 

sheep which thrived on local forage, and in the kinds and quantities of flax which could 

be grown in Acadia all contributed to which textiles could be made locally and which 
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imported. That determined how much of a reliance on trade would be necessary to 

maintain a lifestyle that looked like the one theyôd lived in France, and how much 

accommodation could and would be made based on the materials that came more easily 

to hand.  

Purely based on climate, geography, and available materials, looking forward to 

further chapters, we should expect to see more footwear designed to withstand the wet 

and cold. We should also expect to find woolen socks and outerwear, more use of furs 

than seen in continental French clothing, as well as some evidence of influence drawn 

from the clothing of local Indigenous groups. Even if the cultures were not compatible, 

simple practicality suggests that Miôkmaq adaptations to the climate and vegetation of 

Miôkmaôki were useful to learn. Other influences also play a major role in determining 

dress choice, however, making a one-to-one correlation less likely. 

 If human beings only dressed according to practicality and environment, then clothing 

for similar biomes would be much more alike than it is. While some physical aspects 

remain the sameðlooser clothing in hot, arid regions, use of furs and hides in colder 

onesðaspects such as style, fit , and decoration are affected much more by the human 

element inside. The Europeans who settled Acadia were drawn primarily from farming 

settlements in western France, part of a western European Catholic culture steeped in 

visual and oral tradition. Prone to early marriage and large families, Razillyôs wave of 

settlers in the 1630s spread out rapidly along the Acadian marshlands, using technology 

developed in Europe to alter the terrain. Despite the distance between many of the 

homesteads and settlements, kinship networks, strong ties between family members, and 

community-centric labour practices kept the bonds strong.  
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The families who settled in the areas studied here are examples of the range of 

socioeconomic levels seen in Acadia. The lines between óelite familiesô and farmers 

blurred quickly thanks to limited choices for marriage partners, and particularly in the 

early years, marital links occasionally included marriages of French men with Miôkmaw 

women. This opened up more pathways for Indigenous production techniques to be 

brought into European households, as well as extending those important kinship networks 

into the Indigenous community. Those networks can be seen in action with Marie 

Josephe Le Borgneôs commercial trade, her personal connections to the Miôkmaq and 

Acadian communities kept alive despite her marriage to a French official. The goods she 

brought in to Louisbourg moved from her hands into the communities at Port Royal, 

Beaubassin and Grand Pré. Her position in Louisbourg, alongside others like David 

Basset trading in and out of New England, was part of the greater context describing 

Acadian access to goods and materials beyond what could be produced locally.  

In the end, spaces, neighbours, networks and tools all have a major impact on the 

styles of dress that people wear. These effects are not only in the general. Differences 

between settlements contribute to different modes of dress being deployed. Proximity to 

places of metropolitan power, emotional and political connection to particular people or 

places, trade relationships, and the role of clothing in diplomacy, trust-building and 

identity all had impact on different modes of dress being deployed in different regions of 

Acadia. With the context of these decisions now in place, we can turn to look at some of 

the specific extant items which can help us trace the outlines of the clothing that we seek.
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CHAPTER 3: SCISSORS AND OTHER HOUSEHOLD TOOLS 

[I]n that bit of white rag with the invisible stitching, lying among fallen leaves and 

rubbish that the wind has blown into the gutter or street corner, lies all the passion of 

some womanôs soul finding voiceless expression.1 

 

The environment in which textiles and garments are created has a great deal of 

influence over the types of materials available, which in turn affects the styles of 

garments which can be made from those materials. The next entanglementðone which 

changes everything about the visual texture of a garment, and by extension the body 

within itðis the series of affordances generated by the types of tools in use. Having 

wood available to build standing looms, for example, as well the space in which to build 

and work one, access to steel scissors and fine pins, and spinning technology that 

produces a certain amount and fineness of thread, all contribute to the kinds of textiles 

that can be developed and made in enough quantity to clothe a settlement. Connected to 

those physical nodes are changing assumptions about division of labour and perceptions 

of status that add cultural and political tensions to the web of interlocking relationships.  

This chapter explores the surviving production tools associated with Acadian sites and 

places them in their socio-cultural contexts. The tools used for spinning, weaving, and 

sewing restrict the types of textiles which could be produced. The styles of those tools, 

and the patterns of domestic life which they facilitated and required, reveal a great deal 

about the ways in which the Acadian domestic world functioned. Patterns of gender 

relations, social status, labour division, and community engagement are all made visible 

through the networks that centre around scissors, sewing kits, and spindles. Those 

interconnected webs follow trade patterns out across the Atlantic, rest for a while in the 
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domestic spheres of familial and community connections, and tie those to questions of 

what it means to be a settler on a farmstead in a time when concepts of leisure and power 

are being questioned.  

Acadian society functioned with a social hierarchy, even if the distinctions between 

the levels of status were on a much finer gradient than might be seen in more formally 

hierarchical European cultures. Naomi Griffiths argues for a levelling of social status that 

took place due to the small numbers of families in early Acadia.2 She suggests that the 

presence of deputies was a sign of the rise of Acadian political agency, rather than part of 

the kind of socio-economic stratification seen in seventeenth-century Europe. Maurice 

Basque, on the other hand, argues that there was a visible distinction between Acadian 

ñelite familiesò and the others, a distinction marked by social connections such as 

frequency of marriage with French officers.3 Jonah and Tait find evidence for both takes, 

suggesting that there was a social elite, but one which was far more permeable than in 

other regions.4 The material culture they examined suggests little difference in wealth and 

belongings between the elite and non-elite: ñeconomic stratification, but neither great 

wealth nor extreme poverty.ò5 

Status could be conveyed through possessions as well as occupation. Farming 

communities back in France functioned along those lines, as what James Farr describes as 

a ñprimary characteristicò of the early modern period.6 The clothes someone wore, kinds 

of food they ate, and types of vessels used for food and drink would have been 

expressions of standing as well as individual preference.7 Lewis Binford made one of the 

early major arguments in favour of using material culture as a means of examining social 

systems, in that the objectsô stylistic properties: ñhave their primary functional context in 
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providing a symbolically diverse yet pervasive artifactual environment promoting group 

solidarity and serving as a basis for group awareness and identity.ò8 Decorations and 

embellishments on an object, in other words, were a means of projecting status and 

community membership. Appadurai places similar intrinsic value on the entire object, 

calling culturally valued items, ñguardians for the status systems.ò 9 Belongings are 

gatekeepers that distinguish between those who have access to valuable commodities, and 

those who do not. 

A ranking is not a static thing, but a fluid consideration of relationships and exchanges 

that reflects the motion of social change. The wide range of inventories studied by Jonah 

and Tait demonstrate the visible status differences between Acadian households, even 

within the network of Acadian women living in Louisbourg.10 Those differences are 

occasionally visible in the consumption patterns of other domestic goods, particularly 

porcelain.11 Elaborately decorated sewing equipment acts as a status-giving commodity, 

and archaeologist Mary Beaudry has uncovered incidences of sewing tools used for the 

projection of status and influence in colonial-era New England settlements.12 Acadians 

purchased some of their tools from peddlers carrying items manufactured in Europe and 

New England, made some for themselves from local materials, and incorporated all of 

these into the rhythms of their daily lives.  

Looms were used in Acadia, though shortages of said equipment in the colony were 

reported in the 1670s in a supply request made to Quebec.13 Large weaving equipment is 

a current gap in the archaeological record, but smaller finds give us more insight into the 

processes of textile and clothing manufacturing and embellishment.14 Small finds such as 

scissors, pins, and thimbles open up a window into the large world of production and 
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maintenance of the body and its adornment. Acadians had access to ñpetites necessariesò 

and luxury items thanks to the robust trade enjoyed at varying times with New England 

and Louisbourg. Embroidery floss, silk threads, decorative scissors, and other small 

goods were available first through traders like Henri Brunet and later through 

Louisbourg, as were dyes like indigo and vermillion, and other tools including knitting 

needles.15 Aspects of fine sewing and the equipment used for that task were a crucial part 

of the definition of elite European womanhood, and their appearance in Acadia sheds 

new light on some of their value systems and means of navigating complex social 

structures in the colonial environment.16  

Sewing is commonly associated with womenôs work in the modern eye, though it has 

never been an exclusively gendered activity. Sewing tools including scissors, pins, and 

thimbles were part of soldiersô, farmersô, and sailorsô regular kits from the medieval 

period to the modern day, maintenance and repair of uniforms and gear important among 

their daily tasks.17 Embroidery and fancy work, however, while part of both menôs and 

womenôs skill sets during the medieval period, became more closely associated with 

femininityðand specifically performative femininityðin the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries.18 Artifacts associated with womenôs labour and, more particularly, labour and 

the body, gained a particular kind of importance in the early modern period.19 Personal 

artifacts like bodkins and embroidery scissors were worn visibly among the clothes, were 

focal points in portraits, and became objects of social display and status negotiation.20 

Decorative tools associated with womenôs labour added a layer of prestige to regular 

labour, items such as silvered scissors and decorative snips translating a subsistence 

activity into an elite one.21 Scissors have been found at every Acadian site to date, the 
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variety of shapes and sizes indicating different patterns of behaviour. Finds at Beaubassin 

and at the Blanchard house in Belleisle suggest a different attitude towards social status 

signalling than seen at Melanson, or with the Acadian women living in Louisbourg. 

In her book Findings, Beaudry sets out a framework with which to classify categories 

of sewing tools.22 She separates practical and necessary work such as plain sewing, 

knitting and repairs from fancy workðincluding techniques such as embroidery, 

whitework, cutwork, and other purely decorative elementsðand work intended for sale, 

which may be of either sort.23 In this schema, the types and quality of the tools used for 

production give clues as to the nature of the tasks, the quality and purpose of the work, 

and the social standing and display practices of the needleworkers. The ways in which 

sewing tools are embedded in different forms of labour opens discussion on gender 

identity, status, and community.24 

3.1 SCISSORS 

Scissors are a commodityðan object with both use and exchange valueðboth when 

they leave the manufacturer and as they pass through the hands of traders. They become a 

tool when they reach the first user, decorative versions become status symbols and 

reflections of idealized domesticity, and all have the potential to become a symbol of 

generational bonding when given from mother to daughter, grandmother to grandchild.25 

As such, they move between Kopytoffôs separate spheres: from subsistence items 

necessary for basic tasks, to prestige items, to markers of relationships and social 

exchange.26 
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The visual symbols of textile labour carried a great amount of social meaning. The 

accoutrements of sewing and fineworkðscissors, needles, bobbins and lacemaking 

pillows, for exampleðappear frequently in depictions of elite women as an appeal to 

their industry and skill.27 Scissors appear in images alongside other tools and symbols of 

domesticity throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Philip Mercierôs A Girl 

Sewing (1750) is not an image of wealth, but places plain sewing within an intensely 

intimate domestic setting, a small child looking on at the young girl engaged in working 

fine linen.28 The call-out here is to the warm world of intimate domestic labour, a 

window into something deeply sensual.  

 

Figure 3.1: Jeune fille brodant, Jean-Etienne Liotard  n.d. (c) RMN-Grand Palais (musée du Louvre) / 

Michèle Bellot 
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Images of women engaging in needlework abound in continental portraiture of the time, 

their tools focal points of the artwork and by extension of the scene. The young embroiderer 

in Jeune fille brodant (figure 3.1) has been captured in paint in a moment of preparation, 

her large tapestry needle threaded and poised to continue her work, her scissors attached to 

her apron by a blue silk ribbon that matches the colour of the threadðlikely also silkðin 

her lap. Stephen Daniels described the use of sewing tools like these in portraiture as 

ñemblems of activityò: markers of the sitterôs industry and skill.29 She is engaged in 

decorative needlework rather than plain sewing, and the ribboned scissors with decorative 

handles become a symbol of her elevated status. Rather than maintenance work or 

production intended to ensure comfort and survival, the luxuries of silk ribbons and threads, 

fancy embroidery snips and the tapestry in her lap show that she spends her time on refined 

labour instead.30
  

Tensions between productive and misused time are apparent in the way in which the 

term luxury transformed during the eighteenth century in France. John Shovlin has found 

that, prior to the 1750s, the word referred almost entirely to the unearned use of elite 

goods by those of lower status.31 Concerns revolved around the blurring of social 

boundaries, much as earlier concerns about the poor usurping the clothing of the rich led 

to sumptuary legislation in previous centuries.32 Rising access to consumer goods and 

luxury items confounded pre-existing categories of those who could afford elite goods 

and those who could not, an entanglement that changed the symbolic meaning behind 

womenôs use of luxury sewing tools.33 While blacksmiths had been present in Acadia 

since the first arrivals most of the scissors found there were likely imported, the distance 

and expense adding some extra cachet to tools already heavy with meaning.34  
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There are no images of scissors that can be directly related to Acadia, and scissors 

only appear a handful of times in inventories. The bulk of what we know about scissors 

must come from analysis of the physical artifacts. The origins, physical qualities, 

typologies, and the contexts in which scissors have been found all contribute to our 

understanding of their use, and what values they embodied.  

King Philipôs War and the subsequent unrest all but halted tool production in Maine 

between 1676 and 1740, and the majority of scissors found in American colonial 

archaeological sites were likely produced in Sheffield and shipped elsewhere as part of 

Atlantic trade circles.35 In 1696, Charles LaTour brought a cargo including ñTwo doz: 

sizzersò from Massachusetts to sell at Cape Sable, and scissors would have been available 

for purchase at Louisbourg.36 Both English and French ceramics and stoneware were 

found in Acadian houses, as well as pieces from New England, Spain, Germany and 

Holland, confirming a range of potential sources for household goods.37  

While Germany, Belgium, and Spain were centres of early modern scissors and shears 

manufacture, France in particular had a claim on the most decorative and elaborate 

designs until Spainôs craftsmen rose in popularity in the eighteenth century.38 French-

made scissors in the seventeenth century were often heavily embellished with precious 

metals, decorated with cast and inlaid embellishments, or made with exquisitely delicate 

metal sheaths as covers.39 Sheffield was the primary English location for scissor making, 

and eighty-seven separate manufacturers of fine and common scissors are listed in the 

Directory of Sheffield for 1787, but while larger scissors are associated with English 

manufacture, French scissors were known for their delicacy.40  
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Scissors are an artifact type almost predestined to be some of the rare surviving 

evidence of sewing work in colonial Nova Scotia. The collection of pairs of scissors and 

scissor fragments recovered from the sites make up one of the largest diagnostic 

populations in these assemblages. While the wet and acidic soil of the Maritimes 

consumes textiles at a rapid pace, the iron, copper, and brass used to make scissors 

survives much longer.41 Scissors associated with Acadian occupation have surfaced at 

each of the sites and records of the same appear in personal inventories, merchantsô 

invoices, and tradersô inventories.42 Every household engaged in any kind of domestic 

textile or garment productionðthat is, the vast majority of settler householdsðwould 

have possessed at least one pair of scissors. Mary Beaudryôs examination of colonial-era 

sites in New England found that the predominant ratio of finds was a single pair of utility 

scissors per site.43 The numbers are intriguingly different in Acadia.  

While scissors are standard kit, required in order to build and repair clothing, the 

variety and quantity of scissors a family owned were not solely about having an object 

with which to cut. Some of the pairs of scissors present at Beaubassin, Belleisle, 

Melanson, and Louisbourg are decorated prestige items, and the assemblages contain 

many more pairs than are necessary for general survival activities.44 The majority are 

embroidery or fine-work scissors, with no major differences in ratio between the sites 

regardless of the reason for the depositðquick evacuation, fire, or leisured packing. Only 

the quality and embellishment levels of the scissors differ, which reveals something about 

how the women living in each space considered and performed femininity and leisure.  
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3.1.1 THE COLLECTION 

Excavations at Belleisle in 1983 and 2004 revealed seventeen partial scissors or 

scissor fragments, adding up to a potential twelve to fif teen pairs. Fifteen fragments and 

pieces may add up to anywhere from ten to twelve pairs of scissors at Melanson. Five 

have been found so far at Beaubassin, and Fortress Louisbourgôs collections contain ten 

artifacts which may add up to somewhere between five to ten pairs of scissors associated 

with pre-expulsion Acadian occupation, with one further fancy set listed in an 

inventory.45 Some of these items were undoubtedly designed and used for sewing and 

tailoring, while others may have been general-use domestic scissors. Studies of scissors 

recovered from various colonial and post-colonial sites have enabled the production of a 

typology and chronology of scissor styles, with an eye toward identifying the associated 

activities. Size and blade-to-handle proportion are the key factors in that identification 

process.46 Some specialized forms of scissors have differently shaped blades which make 

for useful diagnostic features, such as the knob at the end of the blade for lace-making 

scissors, but the corrosive nature of Nova Scotia soils makes identifying some of those 

details difficult.47 

The differences between standard domestic multi-purpose scissors and tailorôs shears 

are easy to list, but more difficult to discern in practice. As anyone with a sewing-box is 

well aware, scissors originally intended for one task are often borrowed for others by 

incautious members of the household, and general-use scissors can be repurposed for 

sewing tasks. The Ministère de la Culture in France distinguishes the types of cutting 

tools found in the early modern and modern period by length: ciseaux à broder 

(embroidery scissors / snips) are less than 12 cm long, with very narrow and tapered 
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blades.48 These smaller scissors, designed to be held in the palm of the hand and worked 

with the finger and thumb, are inappropriate for continuous cutting use. They are 

perfectly designed, however, for cutting single threads or making very precise snips in 

the warp or weft of a textile, indicating use for mending, application of trim and buttons, 

or other fine work.49  

Ciseaux de coupe (tailorôs scissors / shears) generally measure from 20-30 cm long, 

with broad blades.50 Their long blades and long, proportional handles are the most 

appropriate overall for cutting quantities of heavier material, including garments.51 Cloth 

shears were the largest of the sewing scissors, and the length of the blades made it easier 

for the user to make a continually straight cut: Goodall describes a pair with an overall 

length of  24.8 cm and a blade width of 20 mm as a good example of the style.52 

Domestic scissors in the middle range are the most difficult to relate specifically to 

sewing, but their presence around other items used primarily or solely for garment and 

textile work is a strong indicator of their purpose. The line between standard domestic 

scissors and snips is more nebulous, but modern embroidery scissors tend to fall within 

the range of ~7 ï 11 cm (3.5 ï 4.5ò). A bottom boundary of 11 ï 12 cm seems to best fit 

the multiple designations, with the width and style of the blade being the secondary 

indicator of function. 

 In cases where not enough remains of the item to use size as a diagnostic, their 

context can be used to make a tentative identification. Scissors of similar style and 

different size categories are found together more often than not, including a set of silver-

plated scissors and snips from lot 7B7D8 at Beaubassin, or the pairing of sewing scissors 
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and snips found together in the Blanchard house in Belleisle.53 The combination, 

sometimes found in conjunction with pins and other sewing tools, indicates the presence 

of a sewing kit or huswife, and potentially an area of the home used for textile labour.   

Table 3.1 Scissors found at Acadian sites  

Type Size / Features Beaubassin Belleisle Louisbourg Melanson 

Snips / 

Embroidery 

scissors 

< 12 cm long, 

narrow, tapered 

blades, often 

decorated. 

3 6 8 4 

Domestic 

scissors 

10-15 cm, thin 

blades, plain. 

 5  4 

Sewing scissors 12-20 cm, 

decorated 

2 1 

Dressmaking / 

Tailoring 

scissors 

20-30 cm, offset 

bow, broad blades. 

 1  1 

Fragments Not enough 

survived to tell 

 2  7 

Total  5 13-14 9 Between 9 ï 16 

Five pairs of scissors have been found at Beaubassin to date, three of which (two pairs 

of scissors and one of snips) were silver or tin-plated to give a silvered appearance.54 The 

Belleisle scissor assemblage contains a broad mix of plain and fancy scissors, about half 

small enough to be embroidery snips. Two of the pairs of larger domestic scissors were 

found in association with snips, suggesting they were used for sewing rather than kitchen 

chores. One larger pair has an extended rivet, of the type seen in contemporary 

illustrations of tailorsô shears (see figures 3.16-3.18, below). The Melanson site contained 

many small corroded pieces of larger scissors and snips, most of those apparently plain in 
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design.55 Lot 2E at Fortress Louisbourg, the home of the Widow Dugas, provided one 

pair of mid-range scissors and four pairs of snips of varying sizes, at least one with fancy 

decoration similar in style to the snips recovered at Belleisle.  

The ownership breakdowns show disparities in style and quantity, though that quantity 

can be difficult to judge. It is possible that many pairs existed at the Savoie house, for 

example, but were removed by relations over the years, or packed and taken during the 

deportation. We have minimal chronologies available for the finds at these sites, only the 

Melanson settlement offering up one house with very clearly delineated occupational 

time periods, and so any evidence for ownership changing over time is also lost.  

3.1.2 BEAUBASSIN 

Beaubassinôs collection of scissors are styles predominantly associated with finework 

and precise dressmaking. The first scissors found at Beaubassin were uncovered 

underneath a burned layer, indicating use in the earlier stages of the siteôs occupation. 

Two pairsðone pair of sewing scissors and one highly decorative pair of snipsðcame 

from the same site. Both were plated, likely with tin, and both were retrieved and 

conserved mostly intact. The sewing scissors are undecorated save for the plating, the 

curved hafts reserved, as was common, for the snips. The scissors are identical to a pair 

catalogued by Noël Hume and dated to the mid-seventeenth century, the combination of 

wrapped loops and rectangular cross-section of the hafts confirming the earlier 

manufacturing date.56 The fancy embroidery snips have shaped hafts with distinctive 

curves and separate, symmetrical loops, indicative of later seventeenth into eighteenth-

century manufacture.57 Not quite to the decorative level of the later rococo pieces, these 
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plated snips still show an attention to detail and a level of luxury expense that elevates 

them above basic workhorse domestic scissors.  

 

 

Figure 3.2: Plated scissors and snips 7B7D8.10 and 7B7D8.11 found at Beaubassin. Photo by author, with 

thanks to Parks Canada.  

 

The pairs were found together with other household artifacts beneath a burned layer of 

earth on the south side of a structure.58 While impossible at present to associate specific 

homeowners with specific structures, the presence of the sewing tools in close 

association, and the location in which they were found, can tell us much about the use of 

space. The sewing kit was discovered along the south wall, the side of the house which 

would receive the greatest amount of sun.59 While the door to the house was not 

discovered during these excavations, it was also not in the south wall, indicating that the 

sewing kit was not secreted beneath the front stoop as has been seen in other locations.60 
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Rather, it was found likely where it had been used, the ownerðone of many women who 

lived in Beaubassinðsitting in the afternoon sun with her handwork and her mending. 

This use of public space for domestic work was common, turning an intimate activity into 

shared experience. The prime loci for sewing work prior to the advent of electric light 

were the hearth and the solar, spaces designed for the availability of light and heat. 

Moving to the outdoors, a practical solution in geographies and seasons where weather 

permits, removes the action from the closed world of the family and into communal 

space.  

 

 

Figure 3.3: Snips from Beaubassin.  Figure 3.4: Iron snips handle found in association with 

the awl at Beaubassin. Photos courtesy of Parks Canada. 

The other pairs of scissors from Beaubassin are smaller, and the two with surviving 

tips have a blade shape associated with embroidery scissors. Two pairs were found 

together along with glass beads and a bead in process of being made, and the last was 

found close to more beadsðboth glass and stoneðand a small sewing awl. The 

groupings of sewing tools close together suggests remnants of more abandoned sewing 

kits. The small size of the scissors indicates that they were used for fine handwork and 

embellishing clothes, possibly using the beads found nearby. Images from the 1740s 

show almost identical scissors available for general purchase (figure 3.5). The peddler 
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carries his wares for display in an open box along with reading glasses, shoe buckles, 

buttons, and other items related to easy domesticity.  

 

Figure 3.5: Detail from Peddler of Knives, Scissors and Combs by Anne Claude Philippe de Tubières, comte 

de Caylus, 1742. Met Museum, Harris Brisbane Dick Fund, 1953. Acc. num 53.600.588(39) 

A pair of plated embroidery scissors stands out as a second level of luxury consumer 

good. Embroidery snips in general indicate the presence of feminized aesthetic work, 

while the extra expense of plated tools adds a layer of prestige and social display. These 

scissors were badly crushed and bent at some point before the process of being discarded 

and interred, perhaps by fire. The damage incurred makes it difficult to tell if there was a 

makerôs mark or ornamentation on the handle, but the high placement of the rivet, 

approximately a third of the way down the blade, indicates an early manufacturing date.61  

The surface is plated with a silvered coating, most likely tin, which makes these small 

scissors a luxury item. Plating one metal with another is a technique which goes back 

centuries, gilded spurs common adornments for male nobles in the middle ages.62 Silver 

plating was a common eighteenth-century method used to make brass items look like 
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solid silver, and both brass and silver scissors had the distinct advantage over iron ones in 

that they were protected from rust.63 Those who could afford the luxury would sometimes 

indulge in an upgrade from wrought iron to silver, as did one successful French 

seamstress in 1770, purchasing silver scissors along with a matching silver thimble.64 

 

Figure 3.6: Plated scissors 7B16F6.08, Beaubassin. Photo by author , with thanks to Parks Canada.  

The prioritization of expensive scissorsðpossibly a second fancy set, if this is part of 

one of the two sewing kits found nearbyðindicates an emphasis on gendered tasks 

alongside socioeconomic status as part of the ownerôs sense of self. Wealth can be 

displayed through gems and buckles, through expensive fabrics and fancy stockings, but 

to go to the expense of purchasing silvered sewing tools draws in embroidery and 

finework as an expression of feminine identity. In The Subversive Stitch, Rozsika Parker 

separates the categories of plain sewing and embroidery on both the practical and 

ideological levels. While plain sewing was a requirement to furnish a household, 
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embroidery in the eighteenth century signified a higher socio-economic statusða refined 

and aristocratic lifestyle where access to leisure time for art was proof of gentility and 

economic privilege.65 The art of finework was intrinsically connected to the status of a 

household, and part of the way in which a genteel family maintained its social position.66  

Silvered scissor sets and fancy snips from multiple lots at Beaubassin reveal a system 

that saw sewing as a marker of elite womanhood. This is not the kind of activity 

commonly associated with the archetypical ñoutpostò or ñborderò labels often used to 

describe Beaubassin.67 Rather, it speaks to an investment in European social norms that 

separated subsistence living from leisure crafts and using the latter as status marker as 

well as a venue for conspicuous consumption. Beaubassin, the large settlement furthest 

away from the concentrations of European power at Fort Anne and Fortress Louisbourg, 

also included the highest number of fancy scissors in the assemblages found to date. 

Those living there appear to have been in the process of developing their own social elite, 

beyond the malfunctioning seigneurial system or ranks of the deputies, one that reflected 

in dress as well as in the tools used to produce that dress.  

3.1.3 LOUISBOURG 

The Acadian-owned lot which revealed the bulk of the scissors in Louisbourg was lot 

2E, one of four lots known to have been inhabited by Acadians. The family in residence 

at lot 2E directly before the British occupation consisted of Marguerite Richard (the 

window Dugas), her second husband Charles St. Etienne de la Tour, and six daughters.68 

Most of the pairs of scissors recovered from this site bear a striking resemblance to 

modern sewing snips designed for fine work and embroidery. All but one pair are dated 
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prior to 1750, when the original house was destroyed and the assemblage caught in the 

surrounding debris.69 The other is of unknown date but a style common to the early 

1700s.70 It must be noted that there is a chance that some items found there could be from 

the brief period of the British Governorôs occupation, 1745-1749. Any remains from that 

brief occupation would have been mingled in the rubble from the 1750 deconstruction of 

the house, a common problem with multiple-use sites.71  

 

Figure 3.7: Scissors 2L81D4-79, Louisbourg lot 2E. Photos by author, extrapolation by Richard 

Morris.  With thanks to Parks Canada.  

Of the four pairs of mostly intact snips recovered from the site, three are on the larger 

end of the category, and one much smaller (see table 3.1). Four of the scissors are iron 

and two include copper alloy rivets. They range from standard sewing scissors to delicate 

snips potentially small enough to have been used by a young child. More likely, however, 

given their extremely sharp points and the lack of other child-sized sewing tools on site, 

they were used to clip threads and other fine detail work. Two of the larger pairs of snips 

are plain-handled with no decoration, and the third has a haft decorated with geometric 

cast iron designs (Figure 3.8). Noël Hume describes this sort of decoration as being most 
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frequently found on embroidery scissors.72 The snips range in length from just over eight 

cm up to twelve cm, the larger ones very similar to those seen elsewhere in Acadia. 

 The fancy snips are not unique to the Acadians at Louisbourg, as an identical scissor 

handle was found across the street in Lot 2I, residence of the French de la Vallière family 

(Figure 3.9). These pieces are so similar that they could easily be two halves of the same 

pair, except that they are both designed for the same side. An increasing number of 

decorated scissors were being mass-produced, and it is more likely that these represent 

two different pairs cast from the same mould.73 That these same sorts of decorated snips 

also appear at Belleisle indicates similar sources for the products, or at least that Marie 

and Marguerite Blanchard had an eye for the current fashions of France.  

 

 

Figure 3.8: Scissor handle from 2E, 2L80T11-

77. Photos by author, with thanks to Fortress 

Louisbourg. 

Figure 3.9: Scissor handle 2I37-2L29P24-4. 

 

The larger iron scissors from the Richard / de la Tour house at Louisbourg measure 

thirteen cm from end to end. Only one side of the scissors survives and that is corroded, 

the tip missing. Even so, enough remains of the haft to see the light ornamentation, the 

haft curving into a baluster before connecting to the circular loop. The handle is shorter 

by comparison to the blade, suggesting it was not designed for exceedingly difficult 
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cutting jobs. The shape of the blade is of a style which Noël Hume has identified as early 

1700s, the wider blade angled obliquely toward the tip and almost resembling a modern 

dinner knife.74  

The width and length of the blade suggest general-use scissors, though a similar pair 

with almost identical haft design and blade shape in the collection of the Winterthur 

Museum have been identified as sewing scissors.75 As always, the boundaries between 

the types are blurry, and scissors designed and purchased for one set of tasks may be 

easily repurposed for another in the home.   

 

Figure 3.10: Plain snips / scissors from Louisbourg. Iron with copper alloy rivet. 

Jeanne Thibodeauôs ñscissors with a coverò are an interesting addition to the list, 

though we only have the textual description to go by. Scissor covers of the time were 

often metalwork rather than fabric or leather, though the material of Madame 

Thibodeauôs is not disclosed. The Musee le Secq des Tournelles in Rouen has a large 

display of sheaths of the sort most likely described in the inventory, and Wrightôs 

Portrait of a Woman (1770) shows a similar sheath for the gentlewomanôs scissors on the 
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table (figure 3.11).76 Thibodeauôs scissors and cover were likely similar, small tools 

meant for both use and display as status objects. The contents of her sewing basket in the 

inventory provide more information about her habits, including one hundred and fifty-one 

skeins of linen thread, six skeins of colourful silk thread, ribbons, taffeta, and braid. By 

all indications she was engaging in handwork appropriate to a genteel woman, not 

spending her time on practical or subsistence sewing.77  

 

Figure 3.11: Detail, Portrait of a Woman, Joseph Wright, c. 1770. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 

1986.264.6. (public domain) 

Louisbourg itself was part of the Atlantic trade routes, and while fashions were 

delayed getting to Ile Royale from Paris, those living in the fortress were still aware of 

and interested in following the fashions of the empire. The similarities between the 

scissors at Louisbourg and those from the other settlementsðBelleisle in particularð

suggest a shared aesthetic as well as communication and trade. Acadian women in more 

rural areas were nevertheless following the prevailing fashions in tools. The variety in 
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size indicates a variety in the tasks being performed, the presence of sewing scissors 

indicating engagement in either dressmaking, tailoring, or both. The emphasis was still 

on finework tools, and the attendant Eurocentric marking of feminine-coded tasks.  

3.1.4 BELLEISLE 

Belleisle was an older community than Beaubassin and survived a few years longer, 

evacuating only in 1755. Following up on Lavoieôs analysis from 1983, with the addition 

of two new pairs discovered in excavations in 2004, the scissors found there tell a tale 

similar to that seen at the other sites.78 As many as thirteen or fourteen pairs of scissors 

are represented in the Belleisle assemblage, at least half directly connected to 

dressmaking and finework rather than kitchen or general household use.  

The Blanchards, the family who owned the property where most of the sewing tools 

were found, were among the wealthier residents of Belleisle. Brothers René and Antoine 

held four separate plots of land, sharing maintenance with brother-in-law Pierre Gaudet.79 

Pierre Blanchard was listed as a deputy for Belleisle in 1740, empowered in a letter from 

Mascarene to organize road building around part of the marsh and arbitrate fence disputes 

between neighbours.80 The Blanchardsô wealth in the earlier censuses and Pierreôs later 

status as a deputy makes the Blanchards a nominal part of the so-called ñeliteò Acadian 

familiesðmostly defined as including the wealthiest and most politically-connected 

families, often centered around the Melansons and de la Tours.81 

Belleisle lay outside the banlieue of Fort Anne, the region that Clark described as 

ñliv[ing] in the same bucolic fashion as their cousins in Grand Pré and Beaubassin,ò 

without marks of European ñelegance.ò82 This has since been proven both true and untrue 
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at the same timeðthose in Belleisle lived in similar fashion to their cousins at 

Beaubassin, but with access to and use of similar sorts of luxury goods and status markers 

as those in urban areas like Louisbourg. The inverse of Clarkôs statement also appears to 

be true as far as sewing tools and linens are concerned: the fanciest scissors and pins for 

the finer linens were found at Beaubassin, farthest from the fort, and the goods from the 

Gaudet, Savoie, and Blanchard houses in Belleisle were plainer. The trend continues, as 

will be seen in the following section, with the plainest sewing tools of all found at 

Melanson which was also the closest site to the English presence at Fort Anne.  

 

Figure 3.12: Scissors BeDi-2-2A7-6096 from Belleisle. Photograph by author, with thanks to Marc Lavoie 

The most complete set of scissors to date was uncovered at Belleisle in 2004 in 

suboperation 1C7, the house of Germain Savoie (Germain-le-père) and his family. The 

intact scissors are heavily corroded but in otherwise good condition, 10.5 cm in length, 

with symmetrical loops. Like the Beaubassin snips, they bear a striking resemblance to 
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the snips on display in the peddlerôs sale case, though the haft is straight and the blades 

are wider. From visual examination, the separate symmetrical handles, round hafts and 

blade shape confirm a likely manufacturing date in the first or second quarter of the 

eighteenth century. As with all of the scissors recovered in Acadia so far, there is no 

visible makersô mark. In this case, if there had been one originally, it has been entirely 

concealed by corrosion.  

The second set from the 2004 excavation were found in the same lot as a sewing 

needle, suggesting some connection, though the lot also contained a great number of 

bones and domestic waste, including pottery sherds and pipestems.83 The likelihood, 

given the size, shape and context, is that these were domestic scissors used for kitchen 

and other household tasks (see Figure 3.13). Germainôs wife Marie Breau dite Vincelotte 

died in 1749, so it is possible that one or both of the pairs of scissors began life in her 

sewing kit, moving to that of her daughter-in-law following her death. 

 
Figure 3.13: Belleisle domestic scissors BeDi-2 6833 (2004; 1C7)- blades only, 8.8 cm long.  

Photograph by author, with thanks to Marc Lavoie 
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The snips from the Savoie house are relatively plain in design, from what can be seen 

underneath the corrosion. Across the path, about four hundred meters away at the 

Blanchard residence excavated in 1983, some more decorated items make an appearance. 

The overall collection here includes at least four pairs of snips, a possible pair of tailoring 

shears, and at least one set of small sewing scissors out of group of, at minimum, nine 

separate pairs. Most of the recovered hafts are relatively plain, though one pair of snips 

was found with ornate hafts and blades similar to those found in Louisbourg (Figure 

3.14).84 These snips are quite ornate, cast in a decorative style suggesting an eighteenth-

century date of manufacture.85 The rivet appears to be iron, differing from the Louisbourg 

trend for copper alloy rivets.  

 
Figure 3.14: Snips from Belleisle, BeDi-2:1955 and handle BeDi-2:256, found together in 

the Blanchard house, unit A, level 1. 85 mm long (1955) and 47 mm long (526). Photo by 

author, with thanks to the Nova Scotia Museum.  

The remains of the other pairs of scissors found at the site are in less of a complete 

state. Two larger pairs of domestic scissors of approximately the same size have been 

recovered, the handles and portions of the loops of one, and the blade and rivet section of 
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the other. The size and shape of these scissors suggest general sewing use, too large for 

snips but the blades narrower than would be expected for ciseaux de coupe.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.15: Sewing scissors from the 

Blanchard house, Unit C, level 1. BeDi-

2:488 (body) and BeDi-2:2475 (loop 

fragment). Photo by author, with thanks 

to the Nova Scotia Museum 

Another piece of a blade appears to be the middle of a set of scissors of similar size 

and shape, perhaps a little smaller (Figure 3.16). The extended rivet in the centre may be 

caused by corrosion buildup or may be the remainder of a high pin that extended out the 

side. A pre-1800 pair of scissors of excellent quality but undetermined origin in the Nova 

Scotia Museum collection has an extended pivot-pin of 0.6 cm in height, suggesting a 

deliberate design feature. Diderotôs 1771 encyclopedia entry shows tailorôs shears with an 

identical elongated rivet, suggesting a correlation.86  

The final two pieces from Belleisle are a pair of loops from different pairs of snips of 

the same general shape and size (figures 3.19 and 3.20). One loop has been drawn-forged, 

an older technique where the iron was pulled into a circle and then wrapped around to 

connect again with the haft. The other appears to have been forged as a separate piece 
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before being attached indicating that the loops are from two different pairs of scissors, 

one likely manufactured at an earlier date than the other.87 Both loops are simple iron, 

with no evidence of decoration. Of a size with the ornate pair and the snips from 

Louisbourg, these pieces represent another two pairs of embroidery snips. 

 

 

Figure 3.16: 

Blade section 

BeDi:2-1298. 

Scissors found 

at the 

Blanchard 

house, 

Belleisle.  

 

Figure 3.17: 

Profile view of 

Z2313, NSM 

historical 

collection. 

 

Figure 3.18: 

Tailleur 

dôhabits et 

tailleur de 

corps, The 

Encyclopedia 

of Diderot and 

dôAlembert, 

Plates vol. 9 

(1771). 

The presence of three different kinds of sewing scissorsðembroidery snips, 

dressmaking scissors and tailorsô shearsðat the Blanchard house suggests activities 

beyond basic garment production and repairs, carried out by more than one individual. 
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Each woman would have had her own sewing basket with tools ranging from the basic to 

the brilliant, including needles, thimbles, scissors and other assorted tools such as 

bodkins and awls.88 Assuming one owner for a pair of shears, scissors and snips, and the 

fancy snips as a gift or a special pair, we are left with enough variety and quantity for 

three members of the household to be actively engaged in textile labour.  

  

Figure 3.19: BeDi2-5313, Blanchard house, 

Belleisle. 

Figure 3.20 BeDi:2-2274, Blanchard house, 

Belleisle. 

Without large datable diagnostic features like the 1707 house fire from Melanson, it is 

difficult to track changes over time in the Belleisle assemblages. Any ownership 

speculation must rest on the data available for the time of the deportation, the point at 

which activity at the houses ceased. René Blanchardôs wife Marie Savoie and their 

unmarried daughter Marguerite Blanchard are the logical owners of the sewing 

equipment found in association with the Blanchard home. The Blanchard and Savoie 

houses are about a five-to-fifteen-minute walk apart, depending on weather and terrain, 

and the Savoie siblings were not nearly as physically close as the combined households in 

Melanson, making an assumption of shared tools and resources much less automatic.89  

The assemblage is suggestive of a craft culture in Belleisle that valued ornate tools less 

than those in Beaubassin. More removed both from the bustle of Annapolis Royal and the 
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trade routes passing through Beaubassin, they were by no means cut off from luxury 

goods, but may have been less able to access the kinds of varied and profitable trade 

which flowed through the more connected communities. The fancy plated scissors and 

snips found in Beaubassin have no equals in Belleisle, while the similarity of the snips 

found in the Blanchard house to the cast iron snips from Louisbourg possibly indicate 

their use as a gift, or as an imported luxury purchased at the Fort. While Acadian women 

at Belleisle certainly valued finework enough to own tools designed for its execution, the 

simpler designs and material composition of the scissors indicate a lower priority placed 

on this particular form of feminine-coded status display.  

3.1.5 MELANSON 

One thing we have at Melanson that is not available at the other sites is a chronology. 

The earth at Beaubassin was disturbed during the construction of Fort Lawrence, 

Belleisleôs remains are dated primarily by the 1755 destruction, and Louisbourgôs 

artifacts and inventories can only pick out specific points in time for specific individuals, 

with disruption from the English conquest. The Melanson homestead of Charles 

Melanson (le fils) and Anne Bourg has given us an undisturbed look at an occupation 

marked by specific archaeologically discoverable events. Various structures on site were 

demolished on four different occasions, from a fire in 1707 to the final destruction in 

1755, each incident leaving its own evidence behind.  

Fragments of either one or two pairs of scissors discovered in the early midden at 

Charles Melansonôs house are the earliest based on their archaeological context, but not 

enough remains of them to make any kind of identification. The house had burned down 
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at some point, likely in the late 1730s or early 1740s, resulting in a debris field which was 

not completely cleared away.90 Rather, as part of the rebuilding process, clay taken from 

the collapsed chimney flue was spread across the hearth and surrounding area. Clay was 

also used to reseal the cellar, and this action sealed in the debris left over from the fire in 

both locations. Two pairs of scissors survived from prior to 1740, the pair of sewing 

scissors caught in the clay used to reseal the basement following the fire, and a fragment 

of the handle of a plain pair of snips.  

  

Figure 3.21: Blade tips of small sewing or domestic 

scissors. 17B2C9.12, from Melanson. Photo by 

author, with thanks to Parks Canada. 

Figure 3.22: Partial haft and loop of snips. 

17B2C11.1, from Melanson. Photo by author, with 

thanks to Parks Canada. 

The remaining seven pairs of scissors and snips were found above the burned layer of 

the third structure, meaning that they were either saved from the fire or were acquired 

following the rebuild of the house, between 1741-1755. The tailoring shears seen below 

are unfortunately undated but speak to the wide range of dressmaking tasks taking place 

in the house. That very distinct pair from Melanson is what we might call dressmakerôs 

shears today, long-bladed and heavy (Figure 3.23). The missing hafts and loops do not 

permit us to judge the proportional length and the cutting power of the shears, but those 

with blades of a comparable size and shape could be domestic scissors for kitchen or 

household use, for sheep-shearing, or for cutting out garment patterns and long seams. 
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The blades are a similar width almost all the way along before narrowing to a point, a 

curve similar to the shape and proportions of tailorsô scissors portrayed in fifteenth and 

sixteenth century artwork (Figure 3.24).91 They are the wrong shape for fullerôs shears, 

which widen to a squared-off end. They would be equally inappropriate for fine work or 

lace making.92  

 

Figure 3.23: 

Shears from 

Melanson 

site. Picture 

provided by 

Brigitte 

Clooney, 

Parks 

Canada. 

(Perspective 

skewed). 

Possible 

location of 

rivet 

highlighted. 

 

Figure 3.24: 

Detail, óIl 

Tagliapanniô 

(The Tailor), 

Giovanni 

Battista 

Moroni 

(1565-1570) 

NG697 © The 

National 

Gallery, 

London 

The other pairs associated with Bourgôs household are of a different style and designed 

for a different function.93 Falling generally between ten to twelve and a half centimeters 

long, the three or four pairs represented by four individual pieces are all of a similar style, 
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with a sharply curved blade that comes to a point, and an angled stop (Figure 3.25). 

Features of these scissors correspond with various types that Noël Hume locates in the 

middle of the seventeenth century, earlier than the styles uncovered at Belleisle and 

Louisbourg.94 This style and size of scissor corresponds with the large snips found at 

Louisbourg and Belleisle. Interestingly, despite the familyôs association with the 

theorized Acadian elite group, no ornamented snips were found at Melanson. The scissors 

all had plain hafts and the surviving loops were equally undecorated. 

 

Figure 3.25: Scissors from Melanson. Photograph courtesy of Parks Canada 

The division between large work scissors and smaller snips is present in the Melanson 

assemblage just as with Belleisle and Louisbourg. The larger Melanson snips are plain, 

and more typical of the earlier style of scissors as seen in Noël Humeôs typology. The 

bottom pair in Figure 3.25 appear to be general work scissors, the high rivet giving the 

scissors more cutting power for the same pressure. The strong taper and general 
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proportions on the narrower blades above suggest that they were ciseaux à broder, used 

for fancy work.95  

The style of snips seen later in the period tends to be fancier, as tool decorations began 

to move toward the arcs and curves of the rococo.96 These may have been older pairs 

rescued from the house before or during the fire, perhaps along with a sewing basket. No 

thimbles, pins, or needles were found in the charred layer, though a handful were found 

in various layers of the midden. If Bourgôs house followed the same pattern as other 

Acadian sites then her sewing kit could have lived beneath the stoop of her front porch, 

all but one set of scissors and snips protected from the heat and flames.  

The expense of rebuilding the house would have been large, both in terms of labour 

and cost of construction goods, even with family labour to call upon. The charpente 

construction of the fourth and final structure was timber framed and the hearth and 

fireplace quite a bit smaller than the previous iteration, suggesting a conscious decision to 

scale back.97 The size of house Charles-le-fils needed for his family in the 1730s was 

unnecessary once many of his children were married, and by 1740 Melanson and Bourg 

would have needed space only for themselves, Pierreðwho would marry in 1746ð

Joseph, and the final baby, Claude, who would have been between eight and twelve years 

old. Depending on the exact date of the fire the household may still have included son 

Jean, who married in 1742.98 With fewer people to sew for we might expect Bourgôs need 

for tools to drop, and yet we find her in possession of a very well-appointed array of 

scissors, shears, and snips in the final fifteen years of her residence in Acadia.  
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The ratio of three pairs of snips to two pairs of scissors and one pair of specialty shears 

is similar to others seen across the Acadian settlements, indicating interest in finework, 

embellishments, and embroidery. Overall, the predominance of small scissors indicates 

smaller-scale production aimed at dressing an individual family rather than a production 

or putting-out system with one dressmakerôs workshop supporting many families. Bourg 

had no daughters to teach or do her finishing work, but she did have her sister-in-law 

Madeline Melanson, who did not remarry following her husband Jean Belliveauôs death 

in 1707.99 The widow Belliveauôs son Charles and his wife Marguerite Granger may have 

moved in with her after they married in 1717, or they may have taken up residence in the 

larger house (feature 7), almost directly north.100  

At Melanson in 1710, Anne Bourg had an eight-year-old son and a toddler girl 

underfoot and her sister in law had four children ranging from four to thirteen years old. 

Her only daughter was seven. Between 1707 and 1710, following the death of her 

husband, the widow Belliveau would have been relying on her brother Charles and her 

sister-in-law for assistance on the homestead. Labour was distinctly gendered in Acadia, 

with men doing the bulk of the travel, field labour, and engagement in public life, leaving 

the women to run the dairies, gardens, and domestic sphere.101 A married couple created 

the minimum economic and labour unit required to run a farm settlement, meaning that 

Madeleine would have been folded in to Charles and Anneôs labour poolðor perhaps 

they, into hers.102  

The close proximity of the widow Belliveauôs house to her brotherôs household would 

have given her and her sister-in-law the ability to task-share and divide the labour of 

running the homes and raising the children. It is easy to picture Belliveau and her young 
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daughter Marie traipsing across the grass to Anne Bourgôs house, their sewing tools and 

mending tucked into the baskets they carried beneath their arms. The women would have 

sat and sewed on the stoop in the summer sun, taking advantage of the light to complete 

their fine needlework and mending before having to move inside to sit by the fire. Trestle 

tables would have made space to lay out lengths of wool for cutting, the heavy shears 

slicing through homespun and imported strouds alike. The design made for easy balance 

and the ability to estimate seam allowances by eye, making sewing up of the pieces 

simple enough for even those daughters still learning the task.  

Three pairs of basic scissors served for lighter fabrics or smaller cuts, slicing through 

curves for armscyes and bodice seams with much greater control than the heavy shears. 

Each woman had her own, nestled beside pairs of snips to cut the finely-spun sewing 

threads. Beyond construction, the fine-tipped snips would have been useful to unpick 

tangles, trim threads and cords used to sew on the kinds of round glass beads found in a 

few places on the site. Buttons discovered in the yard might have been lost from clothing, 

but could also be lost from menderôs fingers, or a sewing basket accidentally spilled into 

the longer grass. The little accidents of life lie waiting to be uncovered, busy hands 

working their way through the stacks of mending that come from regular wear and farm 

labour, tacking split seams, patching holes, and replacing buttons lost from a husband, 

brother or sonôs waistcoat or trousers. Conversation would make the work fly faster, a pin 

or needle lost in the dust and left to lie, unnoticed, the remainders of a constant and 

vitally important chore.  

The fancy scissors and snips found at Beaubassin and to a lesser degree at Belleisle are 

nowhere to be found at Melanson. The plain nature of the scissors suggests a more 
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utilitarian intent rather than display, an intriguing distinction. It may have been a question 

of replacement cost, tied to the need to put assets into rebuilding the home that had been 

destroyed by fire. Association with aristocracy did not in and of itself guarantee wealthð

Anne Melansonôs daughter Agathe sold the seigneural rights she had inherited to the 

British in 1734 for the grand sum of £2,000.103 On the other hand, the Melansons were 

not poor, and other status-carrying items have been found there, including sleeve buttons 

and a spur buckle.  

CONCLUSIONS 

The distinctions between the styles of scissors found at the different sites may reflect a 

distinction in how womenôs identity was being deployed within the different Acadian 

communities. With their proximity to Port Royal, the Melansons were never far from the 

eyes of power. At the same time, the women living at the Melanson site had little to gain 

by presenting themselves as high-status members of the elite. Anne Melanson had 

returned to her birth family and taken a local man as her second husband, bringing her 

connections, status, and the rights to administer the La Tour estate with her as resources 

for Alexandre Robichaud, at least until her children came of age themselves. The 

household must have been an interesting one, the five daughters from the second 

marriage following the four children and their inherited status from her first husband. 

Treating all the children equally would have meant reducing expectations for the elder 

four. Possibly thinking along those lines, Melansonôs eldest daughter Jeanne took no 

dowry into her marriage in 1703, her seigneurial rights acting as her marriage portion 

instead.104 Blending in could have been more important than standing out, bringing Anne 

Melanson and her daughters back into the vernacular in which she had come of age. 
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Beaubassin, by contrast, was important because of the constant movement of goods 

through a wide variety of hands. Beaubassin was on a highway of sorts, and as a trade 

centre, it hosted groups of travellers from many directions. Traders from New France 

came down the Northumberland Strait and through Baie Verte, while New England 

traders sailed in through the Bay of Fundy to bring their goods to Acadia, and the 

Miôkmaq circulated along their millennia-old portages and trails. Being able to appear as 

European-sophisticated as possible was an asset when trading with partners from New 

France or Louisbourg, awareness of trends and the ability to access expensive goods for 

feminine-coded activities both signs of prestige. Lady Anne Melanson, on the other hand, 

both had no need to display her status to those at Fort Anne, and indeed may have been 

better off keeping to the simpler lifestyle afforded to Madame Robichaud.  

Marie Savoie and Marguerite Blanchard at Belleisle had a minimum of five sets of 

scissors between them, three of a type dedicated to fine work and embroideryðand not 

only plain ones, but decorative snips of good quality. This suggests that, like for Jeanne 

Thibodeau at Louisbourg, embroidery was a passion and a pleasure for at least one of the 

residents. Marguerite Richard, the Widow Dugas, had six unmarried daughters in the 

house in 1745 when the British took Louisbourg for the first time: her eldest two with 

Joseph Dugas, the two daughters of her second husband de la Tour, and the eight year old 

twins they shared.105 We have fragments from this site of six pairs of scissors: one set of 

larger scissors and five sets of embroidery snips.  

What we see in Acadia, contrary to other experiences of single pairs per site, is one 

pair of utility scissors per adult woman and at least one pair of snips for every adolescent 

and adult.106 Where there are multiple adult women and a traumatic departure, as with 
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Belleisle, we see plain work and fine work scissor sets for each adult woman. The fire at 

Melanson left one pair of large scissors and three or four finework pairs in the rubble, 

suggesting one main garment worker and a handful of others associated with finishing 

and embellishment. At Louisbourg, the departure may have left Marguerite and her 

daughters enough time to pack the larger items, but the snips were left behind. However 

the materials ended up where they were, we are still left with one pair of larger working 

scissors for the adult woman in the house, and five pairs of snips. 

Never just simple tools, the scissors, snips, and shears used by Acadians for clothing 

construction and decoration speak to the priorities, goals and self-image of the women 

who owned them. Some women in Beaubassin saw power and pride in silvered plating 

and in the skills which the scissors represented. The construction of a high-status 

feminine identity there would have been immediately understandable and visible to 

anyone who came through the settlement.  

3.2  SEWING KITS: PINS, NEEDLES, AWLS AND THIMBLES 

Sewing kits, collections of tools including scissors, pins, needles, and thimbles, were 

vital possessions for women in the early modern period. The amount of labour required to 

clothe a family meant that sewing kits saw daily, if not constant, use. Archaeologist Marc 

Lavoie has discovered sewing kits placed beneath the front stoops of Acadian households 

at Belleisle and sewing tools have also been found outdoors at the Melanson site. Sewing 

in the sunlight on the front stoop, the domestic world was brought into the public sphere. 

The community aspects of sewing work, textile production, and processing were a vital 

part of Acadian womenôs regular routine. Their decorated embroidery scissors bear 
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witness to their pastime and to their engagement in the global world of goods, buying 

materials from traders like Michel Richard dit Lafond and Marieôs grandfather Guillaume 

Blanchard, whose cargos of silks, ribbons, lace, and pins were an anticipated supplement 

to home-grown flax and wool.107  

There is a deep sense of intimacy in period paintings of sewing work, and the tools of 

hand sewing require physical intimacy with the material being manipulated. Stitchers 

would have needed to sit closely together, bending over the fabric by sunlight or firelight, 

needle and small scissors in hand. Their knees touched, hands brushing, making physical 

and emotional contact over the textiles later used on a marital bed, on a householdôs 

dining table, to clean the mouths of a guest, or protect a childôs delicate skin. Each hour 

spent working on a quilt or a smocked shirt meant an hour in the company of oneôs 

sisters, daughters, and friends.  

Sewing in this context is predominantly a communal activity, giving women time to 

strengthen their independent social bonds while maintaining the required levels of 

production for a functional and vibrant household.108 The webs of connection forged by 

the shared labour were not based only on barter and labour exchange, but tangled in with 

concepts of family, community, and caregiving. The physical nature of the work created 

deep and abiding investment in the well-being of the recipients, the stitchers, in some real 

sense, becoming part of other households along with their art. Blood and saliva were 

invariably incorporated into the textile, from moistening thread before threading a needle, 

or pricking a finger on a pin, dampening the cloth with saliva to work out the blood. 

Daily use of the cloths and clothes they made kept the workers in the forefront of 

memory, a tablecloth, a blanket, a quilt acting as a proxy for the presence of its creator. 
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The tools they used for these tasks, pins, thimbles, awls and needles, the bodkin that drew 

ribbons and lace through hand-worked eyelets, are tantalizing clues as to the garments 

and household draperies that have long since returned to the earth.  

3.2.1 PINS 

Prior to around 1744, pins were sold by weight, wrapped in paper. By the mid-century 

it was possible to purchase pins in boxes of specific weights. While pin-papers, which 

allowed pins to be sold in small and less expensive packets, are generally described as not 

having come in to common use until about 1785, Jeanne Thibodeauôs probate of 1741 

includes a listing for six packets of pins.109 Used by tailors and dressmakers in lower 

quantities than one would expect for pinning together garments under construction, pins 

were more likely to be used by the domestic sewer than the professional, and were used 

for duties other than sewing. Pins have been found holding together pages of manuscripts 

and books, as well as used on a regular basis to hold together articles of clothingð

particularly, by the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, womenôs clothing.110 Tin-plated 

copper pins would have been used most often for holding together dress, while the plain 

copper were certainly interchangeable in a wardrobe emergency, but would have been 

less decorative than their gleaming silver-coloured cousins.111 Three of the pins at 

Beaubassin retain their silvered plating, and others still have hints. 

The lengths and gauges of the wire used for pins differed based on the intended use of 

the pin.112 Linen hair coverings, fichus, sleeves, and apron bibs held on by pins came in 

different weights and styles, and the sizes of the pins found at the sites can give us clues 

as to the kinds and quality of textiles in use. Some of the accumulations of pins suggest 
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storage units, and in some cases the contexts indicate that the pins were part of a sewing 

kit when they were lost or disposed of. How the pins were found and with what tells as 

much of the story as the sizes, shapes, and styles.  

Beaubassin 

Approximately half of the pins found at Beaubassin were between 20 - 30 mm long 

and 0.5 mm wide. These were a style known as óshort whites,ô common pins primarily 

used for dressmaking and everyday sewing.113 Another third were long whites, over 30 

mm in length and usually around 1 mm in diameter, which were used for heavier fabrics. 

Four were twice the width and more than twice the length of the long whites, large 

enough to be used for pinning blankets or utility fabrics, including sail canvas or 

leather.114 The overwhelming majority of the pins were made of a copper alloy, the most 

common material for that purpose in the seventeenth century. The sizes fit the mean 

distribution for pins associated with seventeenth century sites, slightly longer than the 

pins used in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.115  

 

Figure 3.26: Short white pin from Beaubassin, 17B2C9.12. Type C compressed wound-wire head and mostly 

intact tin plating. Photograph by author, with thanks to Parks Canada. 
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Prior to the seventeenth century, pin heads were a large ball made of solid of hollow 

metal (pewter or brass), but by the beginning of that century the vast majority of pins 

were made by turning a wire two or three times around the head of the pin.116 There are 

three major forms for the heads of wound-wire pins, all of which are represented among 

the pins at Beaubassin (see table 3.3).117 A large quantity of older-style pins could 

suggest careful reuse of supplies originally brought from Europe. The pin collections 

found at Acadian sites, however, indicate reliance on imported pins from England, 

France, or New England.  

The prevalence of longer short white pins at Beaubassin suggests the use of coarser 

fabrics for headdresses and kerchiefs, or less concern about the visibility of pins worn on 

the body. The use of slightly cheaper, older, longer pins than the height of fashion in the 

1740s suggests that they were using older pins, either from earlier occupation or due to 

delay in receiving goods from France ï or the import of cheaper, lower-quality goods to 

the colonies than was generally available in the metropole. The variety of sizes and head 

types indicated access to multiple sources and manufacturers, and the two pins with 

A-type hand-wrapped heads indicates the possibility that some pins were being 

made on-site. The stamped head of the pins indicates imports, as there is no record 

of a pin-making operation of any scale in Acadia at the time. 

Pointe-aux-Vieux 

Over one hundred and fifty straight pins were found at Pointe-aux-Vieux, a similar 

quantity to those found in the 7B17 sub-operation at Beaubassin.118 These were not only 

used for sewing but were integral items for holding together clothing, pinning hats and  
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Table 3.2: Pin types found at Beaubassin 

Type  

(adapted from Beaudry 2006) 

Sizes Quantity  

Small pins  Ò 23 mm long, < 0.75 mm diameter 23 

Short whites 23-30 mm long, 0.75 ï 1 mm diameter 39 

Long fines >23 mm long, but < 0.75 mm diameter 17 

Long whites >30 mm long, Ó 0.75 mm diameter 20 

Data missing Original length and/or diameter unknown 21 

Total  120 

 

Table 3.3: Pin head types found at Beaubassin 

Type  

(adapted from Caple 1992) 

Description Quantity  

Type A 2 twists of wire fixed to shaft with adhesive. 

Dominant in the 15th cen. 

2 119 

Type B 2 twists of wire loosely crimped onto top of the 

shaft. Dominant style in 16th cen. 

14 

Type C 2 twists of wire tightly crimped onto the top of 

the shaft, forming a spherical head. Dominant 

post-1600. 

74 

B or C, inconclusive.  7 

Corroded or small & 

bulbous head 

Corrosion or damage makes it difficult to 

determine with naked eye or microscope. 

10 

Broken / unknown  13 

Total  120 
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aprons in place, and so forth. Pins were imported in great quantities, and there has been 

no evidence to date to prove that any were being made locally. The pin deposits at 

Beaubassin and Pointe-aux-Vieux may be indicative of the presence of stores of trade 

goods, the trade beads and bale seals found at both sites strengthening that case.120 

Belleisle  

The four pins found at Belleisle do not give us enough data points to make any 

conclusions regarding patterns of use. Three of the four were associated with the same 

feature in the Blanchard house, possibly a storage closet, and are all copper-alloy with 

soldered, wire-wound heads suggesting professional off-site manufacture.121 One broken 

copper alloy pin is fine-weight and delicate. Two of the pins are complete, one a standard 

mid-range size for sewing pins (29 mm), while the other is 54 mm long, a length 

suggestive of heavier-duty use.  

 

Figure 3.27: BeDi-2:238, a straight pin from the Blanchard house, Belleisle. 54 mm long. Photo by author, with 

thanks to the Nova Scotia Museum. 
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The single pin fragment found at the Savoie house is heavy and thick, suggesting it was 

originally of similar size to the largest from the Blanchard house.122 The long double-

white pins were used for blankets and cloaks, but could also be for farm-related labour 

such as tack repair.  

Melanson 

A handful of needle fragments and a single copper pin were found at Anne Melansonôs 

house, mostly in the area associated with the houseôs midden. Broken pins could have 

been easily tossed or lost there, the placement not revealing much about her sewing 

practices. The majority of the broken pieces found were iron, more likely to be sewing 

needles than pins, and the single copper pin recovered was very fine and delicate. Pins 

this narrow were more commonly used for holding together delicate fabrics like fichus, 

rather than for sewing purposes.123  

By contrast, thirty pins were found at Anne Bourgôs house higher up the hill, many of 

them in the yard area. These varied in diameter and length, some very fine and small, of 

the kind used for fine linens and silks, and others larger and more durable, some in iron, 

designed for domestic sewing. Tailors and professional seamstresses tended not to use as 

many pins as home sewers, holding and basting the seams together as a time-saving 

measure, so this quantity of pinsðscattered, and not confined to a single area like a 

storeroomðsuggests that the outdoors space was used for sewing on a regular basis.  

Twenty-five pins at the house of Jean Belliveau and Madeleine Melanson were also all 

found in the yard exterior to the house. The use of sunlight to sew by in the warmer 

months created less eyestrain than attempting to do the same by firelight or candlelight in 
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winters. While necessary repairs would have happened throughout the year, the rhythm of 

the seasons may lend itself more to fine sewing taking place in the spring and summer 

months, as the days grew longer, the sunlight clearer, and the chance to sit outdoors and 

take advantage of the clear natural light kinder to cold fingers. Sewing becomes a visible 

activity this way, the workload ensuring that Acadian women and girls sitting and sewing 

on their stoops would be a consistent presence in the settlementsô public sphere. 

3.2.2 NEEDLES AND THIMBLES 

More specifically associated with fabrication and decoration activities, needles and 

thimbles were integral parts of any sewing kit. Forged from wire, drilled, grooved, and 

sharpened, needles were both ubiquitous and precious, particularly for those living in 

regions where replacements for the delicate items were not immediately available. A 

sixteenth century play, Gammer Gurtonôs Needle, centres around a lost needleðthe only 

one owned in a wealthy householdðdemonstrating the needleôs symbolic and 

psychological importance to a well-run household.124 While needles were inexpensive 

enough by the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for even rural farmers to own 

multiples, their importance made their care and use a non-negligible chore. Needles were 

kept in needle-cases, some of which have been preserved at Louisbourg, or in wool 

panels in needle-books, emery and sand used to keep them from rusting.125 

By the mid-seventeenth century, two main types of thimble were in steady useða one-

piece cast cup, and a two-piece thimble composed of a ring and top.126 The top of the 

two-piece thimble was often of iron or steel, regardless of the metal used for the ring. 

Older thimbles that were soldered with tin may have seen the tin decay over time, 
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releasing the various parts of the thimble from one another.127 The spiral pattern of the 

indentations regulated over time, allowing them to be of some use establishing date and 

provenience.128 The most common form, brass thimbles were cheap and came in three 

sizes: child, maid, and woman.129 The size of the indentations on a thimble reveal the size 

of the needles with which they were expected to be used. This measure is not granular 

enough to distinguish thimbles used for specialized kinds of embroidery, for instance, but 

does permit some differentiation between thimbles designed for heavy sail work, and 

those intended for fine embroidery.130 We must be careful in associating sewing work 

solely with women. Fishermen and soldiers certainly carried needles in their kits in order 

to effect repairs, and tailors were usually men, an open thimble an indispensable part of 

the tailorôs usual kit. 

Table 3.4 Other Sewing Tools in Acadia 

 Beaubassin Belleisle Louisbourg Melanson 

Sewing Needles 38 4 - 12 

Thimbles 2 - - 3 

Needle Cases - - 2 - 

Thimbles were made in a range of sizes to suit different users and the length shifted 

over time, but the shape remained relatively consistent overall. The only major distinction 

is between tailorsô thimbles (not necessarily only used by tailors) with no built-in cap, 

and full thimbles made with a cap to cover the tip of the finger.131 Thimbles were also 

used as trade goods with Indigenous communities, either for use with sewing lessons, or 

to be cut apart and used as tinklers for dress decoration.132 England imported large 
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numbers of thimbles to the colonies, beginning with some destined for trade with 

Indigenous populations, and continued to do so through the eighteenth century.133  

By the seventeenth century even the middle classes in France were regularly using 

silver thimbles, partly due to the much wider availability of the precious metal for 

domestic use following the looting of Central American silver.134 The few surviving trade 

manifests for Acadian imports do not list thimbles among the goods for sale.135 From 

what can be seen in newspaper advertisements in New England at the time, imported 

thimbles were mostly brass, as were all the thimbles and remnants of thimbles found at 

Acadian sites.136 Sundry European goods can be found advertised in pages of the Halifax 

Gazette from 1753 and 1754, but sewing tools seem to have been filed under the ñsundry 

other goods too tedious to nameò and are not specifically mentioned.137 

Thimbles found in Acadian contexts have minimal decoration. They have no border, 

only the pitted bell and the rim. Plain rims suggest English thimbles, which tended to be 

simpler than German or French-made ones.138 The full brass thimble found in Louisbourg 

is an eighteenth-century Lofting style, shorter than later versions.139 The owner, likely a 

member of the Dugas family in the 1750s, was tuned in to the current fashion and 

probably purchased that thimble as an English import. The even machined spacing of the 

indentations on the recovered thimbles dates them all to after 1650, indicating that these 

were purchased locally and not family heirlooms of great value.140 All but one were cast 

rather than the new deep-drawn method which marked the most technologically advanced 

pieces from the mid-eighteenth century and later.  
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Thirteen needles, one intact thimble, and pieces of potentially two more thimbles have 

been found at Beaubassin, and one small thimble uncovered at Pointe-aux-Vieux.141 The 

presence of needles and thimbles is far more likely to indicate sewing activity at a 

location than the presence of pins, as thimbles are not used for any other purpose. More 

expensive and far more important than pins, needles were also primarily made of steel 

and so were far more likely to rust and decay in archaeological contexts than brass 

pins.142 Seventeenth-century professional needle makers had a series of specific types of 

needle, described in more general terms than they would later acquire.143 Randle Holmes, 

in his 1688 treatise on society and trades, listed the types with some useful descriptions:  

Pearl Needle, is the least size of Needles. 

The first, second and third sort of Needles, according to their sizes; so numbred 

till you come to ten. 

Ordinary Needles. 

Bush Lane Needles. 

Glovers Needles have square points. 

Book Binders Needles are long and round point 

Sow-Gelders Needles are flat pointed. 

Chyrurgions Needles are the same, flat pointed. 

Pack Needles, crooked at the point, and some flat, others three square; others with 

a Back and Edge (like a Knife) at point.144 

Needle sizing became standardized in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 

as the production became more industrialized, but the associations of size with specific 

activity came earlier. Certain needle types are naturally suited to certain activities, and 

whileðas with pins and scissorsðwe cannot assume that the appropriate tool was being 

used for a specific activity, it gives us a sense of the types of work that were going on at 

the time in our particular locations. 
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All the needles found at the four main sites were ordinary needles with rounded points, 

the kind commonly used for domestic sewing and repair work on looser weave or coarser 

fabrics. The recovered samples are unfortunately rusted and degraded, but the surviving 

eyes are between 2-3 mm in length, with the suggestion of thread grooves above and 

below. The generally consistent length (~35-40 mm) and diameter (~1 mm) suggests the 

needles are all of the same basic type. The fact that the only needles found so far have 

been large does not preclude the possibility of fine work, as small pearl needles used for 

embroidery and lace making may well have rusted away in the intervening centuries. 

Needles, needle-cases, and most especially thimbles have a special place in early 

modern sewing kits, their practical and symbolic value exceeding their relatively low 

prices.145 Carried in a womanôs pockets, these tools straddled the line between private 

and public, mediating personal and communal spaces.146 The presence of sewing kits 

under the stoops of Acadian homes exposes sewing as a part of the communal domestic 

space, while thimbles and needle-cases carried inside the pockets, as close to the skin as 

possible, brought them deep into a womanôs personal space. Made to fit the body, the 

intimacy of the finger inside the thimbleðsweating inside them, the metal leaving traces 

on the fingertips in returnðsuggested the sensuality of lovemaking.147 The connection 

was not lost on contemporaries, as thimbles were often given as gifts, either during 

courtship or by family members as a girl entered the womanôs working world.148 

Knowing someoneôs hand well enough to size a thimble as a gift was confirmation of that 

intimacy, thimbles occasionally becoming a preliminary or replacement wedding band.149 

A decision as closely fit as her stays and involved in all of her handwork, the thimble 
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choice was an expression not only of a womanôs working life but how she wanted that 

life to be seen. 

Thimbles were integrated into all areas of domestic life, used for measurements in 

cooking as well as for sealing letters.150 They also represented a womanôs earning 

potential, particularly in a barter-style system as seen in Acadia, where domestic labour 

was shared.151 A thimble and full needle-case indicated a womanôs ability to engage in 

the community aspects of production and enter into reciprocity with her neighbours. 

These packages of sewing tools often vanish from the written record, going unrecorded 

on inventories or listed in advertisements, but archaeology gives us some of the evidence 

that they were there.152  

Beaubassin 

All the thimble fragments found at Beaubassin have rims and regular indentations, 

marking them as post-1675 in manufacture.153 The small thimble from Pointe-aux-Vieux 

has less-regular indentations, suggesting it may be of cruder or earlier manufacture.154 

The Beaubassin thimbles that can be sized are for adult hands, made of copper alloy 

(brass), at least one is clearly machine-stamped, and the surviving pieces are unadorned. 

Other thimbles from the time period can be silver-plated or have inscriptions or 

engraving, but these are all plain and utilitarian and unlikely to have played much of a 

direct role in negotiation of social status.155 The size of the thimble found at Pointe-aux-

Vieux corresponds with the small size of some pairs of scissors found at other sites, 

indicating the participation of young women or children in the production and 
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maintenance of garments. It has a bare crown, or tonsure-style top, the side of the finger 

used for pushing the needle through the thread.  

  

Figure 3.28: Brass tailorôs thimble, Beaubassin. 

Photo courtesy of Parks Canada. 

Figure 3.29: Copper thimble fragment, Beaubassin. 

Photo courtesy of Parks Canada. 

Belleisle 

The four sewing needles found at Belleisleðone from the Savoie house and three 

from the Blanchard houseðare incomplete specimens. Their diameters range between 1-

1.5 mm, which puts them on the heavier end of the scale for standard sewing needles, 

rather than fine embroidery.156 Darning needles have a larger diameter but are best 

identified by the larger eye, which is unfortunately missing in all but one case. As far as 

pins and needles at Belleisle are concerned, the very small sample suggests the trend was 

towards utilitarian and durable. Heavy pins and needles would have been much more 

useful for basic sewing, mending, and wool embroidery or tapestry work rather than 

finework, lace-making, or sewing delicate fabrics like silk. It is therefore tempting to 

suggest that the sewing work done at Belleisle was predominantly done with utilitarian 

materials, but the problems of needle survivability and the small percentage of the site 

which has been excavated make this a dangerous assumption.  
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No thimbles have yet been uncovered at Belleisle, a gap which certainly does not 

indicate lack of use. Particularly since the needles found were on the heavy side, meaning 

that they were being used for heavier materials, the use of a thimble becomes even more 

vital to protect the hands. It is possible that they were using leather thimbles of the kind 

used in England during the medieval period, but it is more likely that the stichers of 

Belleisle took their thimbles with them when they left. Small and easy to tuck into a 

pocket, both the utilitarian and the fancy thimbles would certainly have been among the 

first goods packed, if not already on the bodies of their owners, when the evacuation 

order was received. The lack of broken pieces or discarded thimbles at Belleisle may 

indicate a more utilitarian focus there than elsewhere. Those that were used were kept 

close, perhaps less easily replaced, melted down for the brass content, or sent away for 

repair rather than being discarded when tops came loose and sides wore thin.   

Melanson 

Work is intimately tied into architecture, the size and layouts of rooms allowing 

certain kinds of labour, the placement and directionality of light determining the 

possibility of others. The hearth was the centre of the Acadian home, the source of light, 

heat and cooking during long winter and short summer nights.157 The discovery of 

thimbles under the hearth at Melanson gives tangible life to the theories of use of 

domestic spaces. One thimble was discovered in the layer corresponding to the 

destruction of the first structure on site, one which did not appear to have a hearth. It was 

discovered in context with a porcelain sherd and a seed, suggesting nevertheless that 

sewing work was being done near a space for food preparation or consumption.158 
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The other two thimbles were found in the remains of the penultimate structure built on 

the site, a house destroyed by fire circa 1740.159 Found buried near the buildingôs hearth, 

they were in close association with seeds, an expected find so close to the cooking area 

and bake oven. The oven was built into the west side of the house, leaving space for 

windows on the north and south walls. The windows of the subsequent construction on 

the site were glass, an expensive treatment compared to other houses in the area 

described as having paper windows.160 Oiled paper allowed light inside but not nearly as 

much as clear glass, reducing visibility for fine work. Sitting outside to make use of 

sunlight was one option. The constant need for clothing, however, did mean that work 

had to continue into the evening hours, and the fire in the hearth would be the most useful 

indoors source of light. This places sewing alongside food preparation in the centre of 

Acadian domestic life in both public and private spaces.  

The needles at Melanson, on the other hand, were primarily found outdoors, both in 

the yard area and in the middens. Both the midden at Anne Melansonôs house and that at 

the Bourg house produced pins and needles, both partial and intact. Given the importance 

of needles and their limited local availability, it seems unlikely that intact needles would 

have been deliberately thrown away. Bourgôs house midden also included other sewing 

and dressing equipment, including a bone bodkin (discussed and pictured below), three 

brass buttons of varying sizes, two fragments of small scissors, and a small iron ring, 

perhaps of the sort used to support thread buttons or eyelets.  

The presence of needles and pins in both middens can be explained through space use. 

Sewing outside, while useful to catch sunlight, also lends itself to the risk of losing small 

items in the grass and dirt. A lost needle or pin that fell from a garment could be swept up 
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into the nearby garbage pile without being noticed, as certainly seen with a straight pin 

and pair of pewter sleeve link buttons found in the earth used for the burial of a diseased 

pig elsewhere on the site.161 The other objects found in Bourgôs midden are less likely to 

have been accidentally disposed of, however. The bodkin especially was quite large, 

intact and easily visible, as well as being an item vital to daily dressing. Found in the 

middle layers of the midden, above the layer of tamped-down clay associated with the 

1707 rebuilding, the bodkin, buttons, iron ring, and one pair of scissors were in close 

association with a needle.162  

This collection almost certainly represents a repair or dressing kit, the kind of 

maintenance and repair items often found contained in fabric rolls called hussifs, or 

ñhousewifes,ò and carried in womenôs pockets.163 Bourg was the only adult woman in her 

household in the first decades of the eighteenth century, and the pocket or hussif likely 

belonged to her. How did her pocket contents end up in the garbage pile? The midden 

contained more than 54,000 pieces of shell and other faunal remains, as well as 

architectural debris from house destruction and construction. If caught in the household 

fire that destroyed the second structure on the site, a partially burned pocket or sewing 

roll could have ended up with the other materials cleaned out to make way for a new 

dwelling. That the pieces in decent condition were not recovered suggests that finding or 

buying replacements was not a concern. Either these were lower-quality items than others 

already in her possession, or it was less trouble and inexpensive enough to buy 

replacements than to go digging through the midden for the lost kit.  

The hussif also demonstrates the portability of sewing work. The spinning wheel and 

loom kept operators confined to the workshop and hearth, but the small, fabric-wrapped 
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sewing kits, commonly stashed under doorstops, also traveled with their owners.164 The 

brass buttons in the kit are the kind worn on menôs jackets and waistcoats, while the 

bodkin was primarily used for relacing womenôs gowns and bodices. Armed with notions 

and a needle, wearing her kit in the pocket hanging beneath her clothes, Bourgôs 

readiness is an example of the kind of emotional labour that went along with the physical 

work of maintaining a household and raising a family.  

Louisbourg 

The handworking tools found at Louisbourg, as with garments discussed in chapter 

six, demonstrate the extra access to quality notions enjoyed by Acadians living at 

Louisbourg. Their statuses as wives of officers would have contributed to access, as well 

as pressure to keep up the appearance of sophistication.165 Storing their needles and pins 

in ivory and wood needle-cases rather than fabric pincushions or hussifs, Anne Levron 

and her daughter Marianne Benoist had sturdier, showier, and less home-made versions 

of carry cases than Anne Bourgôs hussif. Made by joiners and other professional artisans, 

needle-cases with their tightly fitted screw ends were better able to protect needles and 

pins from rust than fabric needlebooks.166 Pin-poppets, a slightly shorter derivation of 

needle-cases, were used in a similar way to hold the fine copper pins used to pin articles 

of dress together.167 Their presence was another visible marker of the attention paid to 

needlework, dress, and the construction of the self. 
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Figure 3.30: Needle-case, Louisbourg (2L61C3-5). Likely b elonged to Anne Levron, Marianne Benoist, or Anne 

Jacau. Photo by author, with thanks to Fortress Louisbourg.  

Alongside the needle-cases, two intact thimbles and one piece of a third were found at 

the Dugas and Richard residences, all made of brass. The knurling on the complete 

crowned thimble, which goes up and over the top in a continuation of the impressions of 

the body, is similar in shape and style to later Dutch brass thimbles found at St. Maryôs 

City in Maryland.168 There is not a great deal of visible wear, supporting its identification 

as a relatively recent purchase. Fancy thimbles meant for show were usually made from 

silver or gold, not brass, which would have been bought and used as a working tool. The 

short band and the larger indentations on the second thimble from the Dugas house in 

Louisbourg mark it as a tailorôs thimble, likely made without a crown at all, and used by 

catching the needle on the side of the finger rather than the tip.169 These ring thimbles 

were commonly used for heavier fabrics (saddle and harness making, sail making, shoe 

making), and were often larger, to fit on menôs fingers.170 
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3.2.3 SEWING AWL 

The awl discovered at Beaubassin is interesting both for itself and for the artifacts with 

which it was found. Awls are multipurpose tools, used for boring holes in leather, cloth 

and other materials, and it can be very difficult to establish a particular purpose for an 

individual example. This small awl, with a spike about five centimetres long, was found 

close to a broken pair of snips.171 Awls, as well as the very similar stilettos, could be used 

to unpick seams and draw threads out of fabric for cutwork or whitework embroidery.172 

With the largest diameter of the spike approximately 0.5 cm, the awl is sized 

appropriately for piercing fabric to make small eyelets for lacing.  

  

Figure 3.31: Wooden and iron awl from Beaubassin. 

Photo Courtesy of Parks Canada.  

Figure 3.32: Detail from Interior of a Tailorôs Shop, 

c. 1655-60. Quiringh Gerritsz. van Brekelenkam, © 

Worcester Art Museum.  

Lacing holes were necessary closures for a range of garments in the late seventeenth 

and early eighteenth centuries. When not closed edge-to-edge with hooks and eyes, 

bodices and stays were drawn closed with laces. Menôs breeches often had a lacing 

placket in the back waist that enabled size adjustments, and knee bands could have 

eyelets if they were tied with points rather than buckles.173 Until the nineteenth century 

introduction of metal grommets eyelets were commonly worked with thread, often silk or 
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linen, and often with a metal ring inserted between layers of fabric in order to provide a 

solid base for the stitching.174 The small iron ring found at Melanson is the right size to 

be one of these.  

This provides another possible interpretation for the small iron rings which were also 

discovered at Beaubassin, though at approximately 1 cm in diameter they seem a little too 

large to be eyelet rings for the size of eyelet opened by this particular awl. The size and 

the broken wire extensions on the sides of the rings from Beaubassin (figure 3.33) are 

closer to lacing rings. Lacing rings stitched onto the surface of the garment rather than 

bound into eyelets were used on womenôs bodices from the fourteenth through the 

nineteenth centuries. A later example of a waistcoat from Colonial Williamsburg (figure 

3.34) has elaborate lacing rings with extra curlicues to secure the ring to the bodice, 

adding fashionable flair to a structural necessity.  

 

  

Figure 3.33:  Iron ring s from Beaubassin. Photo by 

author, with thanks to Parks Canada. 

Figure 3.34: Detail of womenôs embroidered jacket 

with lacing rings, c. 1780. The Colonial Williamsburg 

Foundation. Museum Purchase. Acc. Num: 2000-86. 
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Applied to the surface of the garment rather than integrated between the layers, lacing 

rings are inherently less stable and capable of withstanding less structural tension than 

eyelets pierced through the textile layers. The use of lacing rings could suggest a young 

or slim woman, or one who preferred less pressure from her garments, as lacing rings 

alone would not provide as much physical support.   

3.2.4 BODKIN 

A bone bodkin found in the midden at Bourgôs house in Melanson is a tool similar in 

some respects to both a heavy needle or an awl, though its purpose is to draw ribbons or 

laces through casings or eyelets in clothing. Both men and womenôs clothing could be 

closed with a bodkin, though their primary function was to serve as a means of easily 

lacing closed corsetry and bodices.175 Some fancy bodkins could be worn tucked into the 

coif or the apron as a piece of personal jewellery, when made in silver or brass.176 While 

bone bodkins were utilitarian rather than decorative, and unlikely to have been used in a 

jewellery context, they still played a role in the construction of female identity in the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. 

Bodkins filled the same signalling space as buckles, both necessary for the fashionable 

clothing of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but capable of becoming much more 

than functional. All of those found to date in a New England colonial context have been 

made of precious metals, mainly silver, silver alloy, and copper alloy and many were 

heavily decorated, even monogrammed with the initials of the owner.177 The Acadian 

bodkin seen here is non-decorative and was most likely made locally, missing the usual 
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sorts of decoration or attachment points for jewels or pastes seen in more expensive 

versions.178  

 

 

Figure 3.35: Bone bodkin on display at Grand Pré. Photograph by author, with thanks to the Grand-Pré 

National Historic Site and Parks Canada 

Bone smooths from use, showing the passage of time and thread with every worn 

section of the bodkin. The simplicity and materials suggest that it was home-made, 

possibly by Bourg herself from the bone of an animal raised on the farm. The local 

production of bone buttons indicates that processing for clothing items was done, and the 

long, natural shape of a simple bodkin would have been easy enough to sand down even 

for a non-expert. The act of creation was an intimate act, especially for an item she wore 

tucked into her bodice or in a pocket, warm from her body and her hands, a regular and 

required part of her daily life. This bone bodkin is neither flashy nor a sign of 

conspicuous consumption; rather, it roots its owner in her geography and her herd of 

cattle alike. 
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Mary Beaudry has tracked court cases regarding bodkins in colonial New England, 

discovering that while men also used bodkins for lacing, all of the legal actions 

surrounding the tools involved women.179 This suggests women placed more symbolic 

importance on the item, possibly because of the intrinsic value of those made from 

expensive metals, but also because of the intimate relationship the bodkin had with the 

body that it dressed. While modern maternity wear comes with a wide variety of options 

for breastfeeding access, womenôs clothing in the colonial period was not specialized for 

pregnancy and nursing.180 It would be relatively pointless, especially in Acadia where 

married women gave birth on average every two or three years, leading to most of their 

fertile years being spent in a state of either pregnancy, nursing, or both. Womenôs 

clothing laced for closure instead and could be supplemented with stomachersðcloths 

that pinned across or behind lacings to cover a wider openingðor aprons worn high, 

allowing for adjustment of size and fit as the pregnant body changed shape.181  

Nursing access demanded front-closing bodices and jackets, and a quick means of 

unlacing and lacing in order to feed a hungry infant with minimal disruption. A bodkin, 

designed to speed up the dressing process, would be a vital part of a motherôs daily kit 

and needed to be carried on her person. It spoke to her practical needs as well as provided 

a place for display and purpose. Despite the recorded fecundity and maternal survival 

rates in Acadia, pregnancy and childbirth in the early modern period were still extremely 

high-risk, the loose-laced bodice of the last few months of gestation both a testament to a 

womanôs fertilityðand a potential countdown to her death. The bodkin takes on new 

meaning in that context. When used to relace a gown for a nursing mother, the simple 

bodkin becomes a physical celebration of survival. 
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3.3 SPINNING: THE SPINDLE WHORL AND DISTAFF 

Spinning was a cultural constant for European women, a gendered task that was taught 

young and practiced throughout a womanôs life.182 How thread was spun and what kind 

of thread was being spun impacted how a woman or girl moved through both private and 

public spaces. Without any surviving textiles from the pre-deportation period available 

for examination it is impossible to know precisely what style of spinning and weaving 

was performed by Acadian textile workers. We do know from documentation and from 

surviving artifacts that Acadian women used both spinning wheels and drop spindles for 

their spinning. The spinning wheel was a standard part of a French labourerôs household 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and the slower drop spindle with its whorl 

had been a staple in one form or another as far back as the stone age.183 

The drop spindle was a simple device used for spinning fibres, made by placing a 

whorlða disk of even weight and diameterðon the bottom of a straight stick in order to 

balance the stick and generate spin. Whorls have been made from many different solid, 

durable substances, including wood, stone, and repurposed pottery. Similar discs or 

bowls without drilled holes were often used as catches for the point of the spindle for 

supported stationary spinning, creating drag as necessary or containing a wobble. While 

spinning can be done without a whorl, the use of the whorl creates smaller-diameter 

threads or cords, of a more consistent size, faster and more efficiently.  

A spindle whorl was discovered outside the Blanchard house in Belleisle, the small, 

perforated weight only 36 mm in diameter and weighing 9.3 g. The weight appears to 

have sheared in half widthwise, and likely would have originally weighed between 11-18 

grams. The size and weight of the whorl, in order to be useful, must be calibrated for the 
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type of fibre being spunðthe smaller the whorl, the faster the spin, and generally the 

shorter the staple of the fibre used with it.184 Large, heavy whorls are best suited for the 

production of flax and thick wool threads (>1 mm in diameter).185 Smaller, lightweight 

whorls have been associated in south and central America with cotton production; in the 

case of Acadian home textile production they would have been used for fine woolen 

threads, between 0.2-0.7 mm thick.186 The Blanchard whorl was made of what appears to 

be local clay, perforatedðalbeit at an angleðto allow for the insertion of the spindle.187 

The size and shape, as well as the angled perforation, suggest that it was locally made by 

an amateur, and would have been best suited to the production of very fine wool thread 

for both sewing and weaving.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.36: Spindle whorl BeDi-

2:4316. Clay, likely local. Photo by 

author with thanks to the Nova Scotia 

Museum. 

 



 

251 

The drop spindle was inexpensive and simple to make but was generally inefficient 

compared to newer technologies. It had been replaced by the spinning wheel in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by those who could afford it. The spinning wheel 

was faster and more efficient, but it restricted womenôs activities in a way that seems 

incompatible with Acadian womenôs use of public space, as well as the bulk of their farm 

chores. The lightweight drop spindles could be spun in the air while the user was mobile, 

allowing gravity to do some of the work.188 The drop spindleôs portability meant that the 

user could engage in other tasks and public social life while continuing to work the fibres. 

The spinning wheel, on the other hand, confined her to a single spot, usually the main 

room of the home. Given the ways in which Acadian women made use of the sunlight 

and outdoor spaces in the settlements, this stationary chore left the spinner disconnected 

from public life. The use of a drop spindle outdoors on the Blanchard property confirms 

that even families with means were using the less expensive tools, suggesting that the 

motivation was not poverty, but mobility. 

 

 
Figure 3.37: Woman with a distaff and drop spindle, 

feeding chickens. Luttrell Psalter (1325-1335). The 

British Library, Add MS 42130, Psalm 91, ff. 166v. 

 

Figure 3.38: Detail, Peasant Interior, by the Le Nain 

Brothers, 1642. Courtesy National Gallery of Art, 

Washington. 
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The spinning wheels the Acadians used were invented around 1600 CE, based on 

Chinese or Indian designs that entered European use in the thirteenth century.189 While no 

parts of the main body of a spinning wheel have yet been found at a pre-expulsion 

Acadian site, an Acadian distaff in the museum at Fort Beausejour is 68.5 cm in length, 

the right size for use with a spinning wheel.190 At that length it is shorter than a distaff 

designed to be used with a drop spindle, which was generally approximately 0.9 m long 

(three feet). Using a wheel and distaff, a skilled spinner could spin an average of two 

skeins of linen thread in a dayðor six skeins of wool.191 Recent experiments have shown 

that with a drop spindle, it is the skill of the individual spinner more than any variation of 

tool that determines the consistency and quantity of hand-spun wools; the human factor is 

more pronounced.192 

Linen and wool required different wheels, a small ñSaxonyò or flax wheel for spinning 

linen fibres, and a larger ñgreat wheelò for spinning wool. The flax wheel was used from 

a seated position while the wool wheel required a walking motion to provide tension on 

the fibres.193 Inventories in Salem, Massachusetts from the mid-seventeenth century show 

that of twenty-nine households that had spinning wheels listed, fourteen had more than 

one wheel in their possession, some defined specifically as ñlinen wheeles.ò194 Wheels 

were ubiquitous but relatively expensive considering their necessary role in the 

production of household textiles, the cost to purchase one in England in the early 

seventeenth century two shillings and fourpenceðbut rising to about five shillings a 

hundred years later.195  

The only evidence we have for looms in Acadia are Dièrvilleôs first-person accounts, 

and inventories which describe looms in the households of Acadian refugees in New 
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England following the deportation.196 In New England only between 65-80 percent of 

households owned wheels by 1750. By comparison, only 6-10 percent had looms.197 This 

is relatively unsurprising considering the workload required to produce enough thread to 

fill a loom, with eight spinners required per weaver.198 The looms used at the time were 

two-harness floor looms, the same style later used in both Louisiana and northern 

Acadian settlements.199 This basic loom was capable of producing two different weaves, 

a plain and a tabby, with basket-weave and other variations made possible by varying the 

threading of the harnesses.200 The tabby weave was the most common in later Acadian 

weaving, with pattern banding created through manipulation of weft colours.201 Brocades, 

satins, and jacquards were not physically possible.  

Weaving was traditionally a male-coded task, with Mathieu Martin the only weaver 

appearing in an Acadian census.202 In 1685 de Meulles wrote that there were weavers, 

plural, in the colony, the trade being passed down through the generations, but weavers at 

this stage must have become less specialized, combining their work with other 

professions, as no professional weavers are enumerated after Martinôs death.203 A 

changeover happened in the mid-eighteenth century in terms of the gendered nature of 

the task.204 Looms became more common in New England household inventories post-

1750 and production appears to have moved to the other side of the domestic sphere, 

from trained male specialists into the hands of female domestic workers.205 This shift 

must have begun earlier in Acadian circles, as by the time of the expulsion it is Acadian 

women being given the credit for weaving. The group of deportees that settled at Belle-

Ile-en-Mer in 1765-1766 had strong reputations as weavers and were given looms by the 

French government in order to ply their skills in ñtissue acadien.ò206 



 

254 

CONCLUSIONS 

Examining the tools of textile production can tell us some useful things about Acadian 

dress and about the culture surrounding their production and embellishment methods. 

Without looms and spinning wheels the evidence is limited to the smaller items, but even 

those have proven to be a wealth of information that has been previously unexplored. The 

presence of a small spindle whorl at the Blanchard house necessitates the existence of a 

spindle to go along with it, and fine wool thread as the end result. The presence of sewing 

tools outdoors leads to an exploration of the idea of work spaces, turning textile 

production and maintenance into activities that blur the boundaries between the nuclear 

family and the community.  

The pins, awl, and bodkin give us the most specific information about garment styles 

of any of the tools, while the spindle whorl and distaff speak more clearly about the types 

of textiles produced locally. The delicate pins found at the Melanson site suggest that 

residents were wearing lightweight and fine textiles, possibly linen caps and fichus for 

the women and girls of the households. The awl and rings may have ended up together 

thanks to the use of eyelets on bodices or breeches, lacing plackets confirmed by the 

presence of a bone bodkin. The simplicity of the bodkin and plain nature of the scissors at 

Melanson contrast to the silvered scissors and snips found at Beaubassin, suggestingðin 

the absence of further finds during future excavationsða difference in the way femininity 

was being constructed and presented in the various communities. This may relate to 

differences in audience: that is, for whom the display was being created.  
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Beyond the start of a catalogue of potential garments, the artifacts inform us about the 

social dynamics of textile production in Acadia. The means of textile production in 

Acadia belonged to both men and women, the locations of the finds and the styles 

discovered revealing not only the ways in which the items were used, but what meanings 

they held for their owners and onlookers. Fancy scissors meant to be seen rested in fabric 

pockets and sewing rolls alongside utilitarian thimbles, awls, and bodkins. Pins carried in 

wooden and bone poppets moved in and out, used to secure garments. Womenôs dress 

specifically was a precarious and renewable thing, pieces held to each other with pins and 

finely basted threads, the position of an apron corner, a sleeve, a cravat, shifting and 

changing throughout the day.  

As previously noted, generalizing based on the size of the assemblages is dangerous, 

especially in cases where the bulk of the site has yet to be excavated. It is impossible to 

know for certain if the tools found at each house site are representative of the original 

array of items available. Given descriptions of shared labour, however, and the 

differences between two sites sitting so closely together and belonging to members of the 

same family group, we may still make some extrapolations.  

Many comments on Acadian productivity appear in letters both from French and 

English officials. Called lazy and indolent, the official ire appears to be primarily directed 

at Acadian men for leaving the uplands uncleared and unfarmed.207 Governor Jacques-

François de Monbeton de Brouillan, replacing Villebon in 1701, wrote on arrival that he 

had discovered the Acadians of Minas to be living ñen vrais républicains, ne 

reconnaissant ni autorité royale ni justice,ò an expression of frustration at a people 

apparently chafing at his assertion of imperial control.208 Womenôs work is mentioned 
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only in positive praise for their industry, but there may be an issue of perception at play. 

Gloria Main has posited a transition point in the colonial consumer economy around 

1715, when, she argues, there was less need for unskilled labour on the farms, freeing up 

men and women alike to specialize in non-farming occupations.209 Certainly swelling 

demographics suggest that the number of workers available for farm labour in Acadia had 

increased, even considering the general distaste for hiring outside servants and hands.210 

The variation in scissor types between Melanson and Belleisle is not a sign of 

socioeconomic differences nor of access to ornamented tools. Jeanne Thibodeau and the 

Widow Dugas had the time for fancy work, as all the Acadian wives living in Île Royal 

hired servants for domestic labour.211 

Where Villebon and Dièreville saw the products of womenôs work, they did not look 

too closely at the detailsðelse why describe the Acadians as being ñin no way 

distinguished by new styles,ò when their accessories (see Chapter 5) demonstrate that to 

be incorrect. Womenôs leisure at Beaubassin and Belleisle may have taken the form of 

genteel pursuits, changing from subsistence sewing and weaving to embroidery and 

finework during the day. They sewed and spun in spaces with the potential for social 

engagement, buying and using decorative tools as a means of displaying further pride in 

their work. This maps on to the ways in which fine work was associated with higher 

status for European women, and the prevalence of fancy tools at Beaubassin indicates the 

growth of a new, local elite differentiating themselves and triggering anxious 

commentary from officials concerned about a subtle usurpation of authority.212  

The fancy embroidery scissors and the attendant silks and ribbons found in Jeanne 

Thibodeauôs sewing equipment and with Marie Savoie and Marguerite Blanchard at 
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Belleisle indicate ways in which the women defined themselves through the use of 

luxury-level tools.213 Fancy work and the attendant idealized domestic femininity stands 

in contrast to the descriptions of simple Acadian farmers given by English travellers, who 

saw ñclothes pitched on with pitchforks,ò and the practical reuse of English ñscarlet 

duffilò recycled into homespun skirts.214 They did whitework and embroidered with 

colourful silks, and while lace making scissors were not found at any of the sites in 

question, lace bobbins and contemporary testimony confirm that lace was a product in 

demand.215 They spun fine threads with light spindles and wove textiles in domestic 

settings. Silk lace was imported in quantity, but cotton and linen lace may have been 

made locally.216 

The geometric stylings on the hafts of the decorated embroidery scissors mirror the 

simple geometry of weaving and stitching, crosses, curves, and squares turning both 

handles and fabric into works of art. Jules Prown describes artifacts as ñartistic signs 

articulating a climate of belief,ò the forms of objects reflecting and personifying cultural 

subtext, and the specialized tools for fancy work are marked as fancy work themselves.217 

The social importance of decorative work is doubly underlined in the scissor design, a 

privileging of artistic expression. The sizes of scissors represented in the assemblages 

may hold further answer to the compelling question of ñwhy so manyò: the snips found in 

quantity at Acadian sites correspond generally with the number of young women living in 

their motherôs households. Servants were not employed in Acadiaða dramatic contrast to 

both the cheap household labour available in France and the enslaved people in 

households of Acadian women who married French officials at Île Royalðand the tasks 

of maintaining a household were performed by family members.218 Girls would learn 
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sewing at their motherôs knees, beginning with simpler tasks such as hemming and 

sewing long seams.  

A young womanôs textile skills were of paramount importance, the ability to ñweave a 

web of clothò considered as fundamental to the proper running of a household as a young 

manôs abilities in carpentry and farming.219 Their sewing kits included thimbles, needles, 

and pins, and needed only a single pair of smaller scissors for completion. Sitting at the 

fire and on the front stoops of their houses with their mothers, aunts and sisters, the girls 

of Acadia learned the skills they would need for their own households and gave their 

communal labour to textile production and fancy work.  

Imagine, for a moment, the Widow Dugas in Louisbourg, sitting on her stoop in 

summer or the hearth on a winterôs evening, surrounded by her daughters and 

stepdaughtersðsisters, step-sisters and half-sisters ranging in age from eight to seventeen 

and all connected in some way to the major bloodlines of Acadia. There they sit, sharing 

their hopes for the future, linen for a trousseau golden and warm upon their laps, their 

needles flickering in the fireôs glow. We can add others to this cozy group. Louisbourg 

was home to a network of related Acadian women, many married to French officials.220 

Anne le Borgne de Belleisle, first married to the merchant Jean Baptiste Rodrigue, lived 

at house 31, kitty-corner to the Widow Dugas; we may add her to the gathering, along 

with Josephôs cousin Marguerite Dugas and her children.221 Jeanne Thibodeau fits neatly 

into this network of related women as well, her brother Michel married to Josephôs first 

cousin Marie-Agnes Dugas.222 Based on the physical evidence, we might even project so 

far as to include Mme. de la Vallière, the French neighbour across the street, in whose 

house the matching scissor handle was found.223 Evidence of connection and exchange 
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persists even outside of the settlements, the networks of women keeping their community 

bonds significant, and even inside the French fortress, strengthening their growing sense 

of a new Acadian identity.224  

   The items owned in each settlement were similar in many respects, the Dutch 

thimbles, plain steel needles, and copper pins the same imported items used across the 

colonies. The differences can be most strikingly seen in the scissors and the needle-cases, 

items meant to be seen both in context of sewing work and otherwise. Finely pointed and 

decorated on the handles, silver-plated or steel, scissors played an important role in 

Acadian womenôs structuring and consideration of their roles as women and providers. 

Distinctðand yet not entirely dividedðfrom the scissors used by the women round her, 

Jeanne Thibodeauôs covered scissors reveal something about her preferred leisure activity 

alongside her beliefs about her place in Louisbourg society.  

The scissors found at the Melanson settlement, on the other hand, tell us that this is not 

the only force at play. The pairs of scissors found there are plain by comparison to those 

seen at Belleisle and Louisbourg, with undecorated hafts and clean blades and no makerôs 

mark or inlay to distract the eye. And yet we know from various censuses that the 

Melansons were among the wealthiest landowners in Acadia, so it is not for lack of 

funds. The settlement was flourishing in 1707, cultivating seventeen arpents of land 

between six family groups.225 Basque considers the Melansons to be one of the elite 

families, or at the very least one of the most locally connected.226 Additionally, analysis 

of socioeconomic differences between the ñeliteò Acadian families and the poorer 

settlements found limited differences in the kinds of goods owned.227  
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This difference is heightened when compared to Belleisle, where the clothing was 

more rustic (see Chapter 6), but the sewing equipment was fancier. This dichotomy 

disturbed cultural expectations associated with European gentility, which paired elite 

femininity with leisure sewing. The disparity between social presentation and coded 

activity between the women in the banlieue and those in the marsh would have been a 

source of tension. It was the kind of mismatch that may have increased the general 

perception of Acadians as moving away from the manners and mannerisms which were 

so much a part of continental French social understanding. It is that growing distance 

from imperial expectation and changes in social cues which suggests a forming 

perception change, and more justification for those on the outside to begin to see Acadian 

culture as something other.  
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