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“much fitter for the winters of this country..”
Insights into Winter Footwear for Cold Climate Reenacting

s winler approaches | am again

reminded of my tmals and

tribulations in finding adequate
winter footwear, For the first four years of
my winter reenacting and trekking
experience, | tned a different form of
footwear every year, Finally, | found a
soution that seems fo have both the
highest ulility and Is the most comect for
my persona,

For much of the colonial penod
in Morth America, both miltary and
chvilians adopled native-shyie footwear for
winler Use. Among  my slomping
graunds of the Great Lakes, we see
moccasing wom in winter by everyday
Canadlan habitants, fur traders,
voyageurs, and even as issued miitary
wear, This s true not only here but in
other wintry places as well, The question
then becomes, "“Whal did these winter
maoccasing ook lke and how were they
constructed to keep feel wam? Some
quotes from a number of histoncal
documents might help us answer this.

Ouring the snows we all
French and Natfves, made use of this
kind of footgear fmoccasing], in order fo
wakk upon owr Snowshoes When
winter had passed, we resumed ol
French shoes, and the Nafives weni
barefooted  (Father Paul Leleune
1630s) (1)

Shoes fare] made of a simple
hicle, without & heel and without a hard
feather sofe, The hide (= pressed around
the foes of ihe foof. where i is sewr with
cords of gut fo @ smafl leather tongle.
Then afl the flaps are gathered up with
strans made of the same hide, wiich are
then passed through spaced holes and
tize! above the hee! afler crossing at the
front of the ankle, Some of them make
fheir shoes go up o middeg, [0 be fess
hothered by snow... (Joseph Frahcos
Lafitaw 1720s) (2)

Their shoes, atthough only a
simple prepared skin, are very wanm,
and the snow is so dry that £ doss nol
wel, They wrap their feet with pleces of
blanket, and the sides of the shoe form a

half boot which prevents the snow from
getiing in, while ther feet would freeze
with Ewropean shoes, as many hiave
unhappily proved. (Plerre Fouchot
1750s) (3)

These sfippers are generally

The author with warm faet, North of Lake Superior.

by Isaac Walters

made of e skin of beaver, aff felk or
moose], caffl, sheep, or other plant
feather, halfdressed: each Moggosan &
of ane intire [sic] plece, joined or sewed
up the middie of the vamp, and closed
behind e the qguarters of a shoe; they
have no addiional sole or heel-piece,
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the bottorn. then pul @ square pliece
[vamp] at the toe, pass a fite thong as
around a purse and fo, their shoe s
made. The French never wear any
others in winter, since one cannot go out
except with snowshoes under the feet, to
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very functional for winter wear, especially
when used with snowshoes as
mentioned in the last quate. The fla
vamp and lack of a top, certer-searn
makes for a comfortable fit as well as a
fight gnp in the tied bindings of the:

]
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A pattern of a chausson shown in Garsault.

snowshoe.

Common winter moccasin mistakes

1) Adding a second or
harder sole — There are a couple
problams with @ harder sole.  The first
mistake Is that pecple think that this will
help create extra insulation between thelr
feel and the snow.  The thick leather
aclually has very litle insulative value.
Instead, add one or more extra soles of
wool to yvour liner, This will provide better
insulation and wil also be a mome
comforable. Remember that layers are
always goad in cold weather. Net only do
wou get the value of more thickness of
woal, but you also get trapped ar
between the layers. This rapped ar
becomes wvery important and effective
insulation as well. Another drawback of
having hard soles is a lack of traction. A
softer leather sole will better form o your
food and will ulfimately give you better
traction in the snow.  Finally, most of our
earlier guotes  specifically mention soft
leather and no additional scle.

2.) Making the moccasin foo
big — A moccasin made too big will be
cumbersome for walking, will create
more noise when walking, and il
prevent you from fitting into snowshoes
{atthough if they are big enough, they
become snowshoes themselvesl). A
wel made winter moccasin should not
be much larger than your nommal
moocasing Remember, your moccasins
will mes! likely stretch to a larger size with

B LEsa,
1‘1’]']1 3) Wearing moccasins
'\ and liners that are too
tight — This can be
L caused by too small a

moccasin, or more
! commonly by wearing oo
mich inside the moccasin
The tighter the fit, the mare
poblems that you  will

have with blood-low and
' the colder your feet wil
become. This is also tue
of modem footwear
Many tmes | have had
frends gel coid feet while
hunting because their
many layers of socks did
nol aliow wiggle room. |
like lo say thal if you can
comiorably wipgle your
lces inside of your
footwear, you are probably
safe,

4.) Greasing your
moccasins — | have found that greasing
my moccasing only slightly puts off the
inevitable, If it is wet oul, your feet WILL
get wet. Having greased moccasins just
creales a moccasin that will not dry as
quick and will tend o be more slippery
when walking about  Alsp, greasing
lends to help keep moisture in. This can
be a big problem when Indng 1o keep
your feet warm. A final nole is that there
is litle documentation on the praciice of
greasing moccasins. It was done, at
least on a couple of occasions, but it was
probably not the nom.  Our modem
thought is that dry feet are wam feet, but
perhaps this was not the thoughts of our
ancestors as keeping feet dry was naarly
impossible. The following gquaote
fustrates what 5 more fkely o have
been the mindset of our forefathers.

I have no doubt that the warmth
kept tup by the addiional covering wom
finside] the moccasing was the means of
couritenng the il effects of the wel And |
befieve that so long as the feet can be
kept warm, no hamm wall ever ensue from
damp: i &5 the cold which does the
mischief (George Head 1629 (17)
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