“…for without them there could be no smoking…”  Whole-skin Tobacco Pouches in the Great Lakes
By Isaac Walters
A universal habit among the French-Canadians (hereafter simple referred to as canadiens) was that of smoking.  Genre paintings of canadiens by such artists as Peachy, Davies, Rindisbacher, Krieghoff, and etc. rarely show canadiens without pipes.  Pipes and smoking equipment often show up in the archaeological record; as well as they and the tobacco smoked in them are also found in many written documents.  Smoking was a very common pastime for the canadien, and likely a pipe and some tabac were always within reach.
Like many reenactors of colonial French culture, I enjoy a pipe like my historic counterparts.  Correct pipes come in many shapes and forms as well as there are different tobaccos and mixes that are also correct.  Regardless of the pipe you smoke or what you are smoking in it, you have to keep it somewhere.  This could be as simple as a pocket or more commonly a pouch.  One common pouch used by canadiens is that made from the entire hide of a small animal with the fur still on.  Throughout this article, I will refer to these pouches as “whole-skin pouches.”

In a number of sources we see whole-skin pouches of skunk, otter, mink, marten, raccoon, and variety of other animals and even birds. Tobacco pouches of this sort were widely used among native groups as well by canadiens.  Native use of whole skin pouches seems to date prior to European contact and is mentioned in some of the earliest documents recording info about these peoples, and use of the pouches continues up and through the 19th century.  Some of the earliest mentions of whole-skin pouches come from the Jesuit Relations.  

…the Algonquins often make it of a whole skin,-either an otter's, a fox's, a young bear's, a beaver's, or some [120] other animal's,-so neatly stripped off that you would call it perfectly whole; for they remove neither the teeth, ears, claws, nor tail, but make an opening under the neck, through which they draw out the animal's 'body entire, and through which the Savages insert the hand into this pocket when it is well dried and cured.
 
Nearly all the Savages have a little Castipitagan or tobacco pouch. Some are made from the skin of the muskrat, in such a way that the animal seems quite entire, there being only a little opening at the head made in skinning it. Others are made of other animals.
 

This fashion of carrying tobacco and pipes seems to continue through the 18th century and is often mentioned in written documents.  Pierre Pouchot, a French officer, describes whole-skin pouches used by natives when he states, “They hung to this belt their mirrors and their tobacco pouch, which is the skin of an otter, beaver, cat or bird, taken off whole and tanned, into which they put their pipe tobacco and steel.”
  This is similarly mentioned by Peter Kalm, a Swedish botanist that travels North America in 1749. Richard Smith mentions a Mohican that also has a skunk skin tobacco pouch, and a polecat pouch is given to James Smith in 1755 when he is adopted as a Caughnawaga.
 It should be noted that polecats are often mentioned for these bags.  A polecat is a small weasel-like animal (in Europe Mustela putorius or M. lutreola) similar to a ferret or a mink.  It can also be a name for a skunk. A final comment from the written record is a nice 19th century description of these bags being used among the Dakota;

When hunting or traveling, each man carried with him a bag made of the skin of a mink, skunk, or some other small animal, tanned with the hair on. These skins were taken off entire, with the head, feet and tail attached to them, the carcass being taken out through a hole cut in the skin of the throat, and the aperture thus made served for the mouth of the bag. It was suspended from the waist by thrusting the head under the girdle, and was of great importance to the owner, for it was the only pocket an Indian had. In it were carried the pipe and tobacco, the touchwood, flint, and fire-steel. All these were important articles, for without them there could be no smoking, and what was worse, especially in winter, no fire. This was called the "fire-steel bag," and they carefully guarded against losing it or having the contents wet. They were as careful of it, when away from home in cold weather, as an elephant is of his trunk.
 

Interestingly, these pouches seem to be shown in the archaeological record as well.  In a native burial on Rock Island, Wisconsin; there is evidence of what appears to have been a mink pouch (evident by the presence of the mink’s skull) that contained a pocket knife, fire steel, and a gun flint which appeared to have been used with the fire steel. In the archaeological report, it is mentioned as being a medicine (Mide) bag, but in light of its contents, I would guess that it was likely a tobacco pouch like those already mentioned.


Whole-skin pouches are also seen in many images of natives and those that lived with them throughout the 18th and 19th century.  Some of the most remarkable of these include the following.  Sir John Caldwell is pictured with a skunk bag in the famous portrait of him dressed as an Ojibwe headman.  There is a painting of a native (often referred to as the “timeline native”) from around the third quarter of the 18th century that has a small, furred pouch hanging from his arm that could be a tobacco bag.  A painting by George Heriot from 1807 titled, Costume of Domiciliated Indians of North America includes two native men with whole-hide bags tucked in their sashes. Seth Eastman’s painting Chippewa Indians Playing Checkers pictures an otter bag with a pipe lying on the ground near one of the players. Peter Rindisbacher’s painting Drunken frolic amongst the Chippewas and Assinneboins pictures a man with a raccoon hide bag.  Peter Grant painted an image of “Canadian Indians” spearing beaver that has the men with skin bags (appear to be mink or “polecats”).  Finally, many of the 19th century lithographs by McKenney and Hall show small whole-skin pouches being carried.

Although this seems to be a very common type of tobacco bag among natives throughout the Great Lakes and eastern North America, they are also mentioned as used by canadiens.  This fashion was likely adopted from the natives they had contact with as is evident in the following quote by Peter Kalm,

Many nations imitate the French customs; yet I observed, on the contrary, that the French in Canada, in many respects, follow the customs of the Indians, with whom they converse everyday. They make use of the tobacco pipes… 

The native’s way of protecting and carrying their tobacco with them was to cut it up and place it in the skin of an otter, a marten or of some other small animal. The feet, where they joined the body, had been sewed up and an opening left under the chin. In other respects the skin was complete, as it had been taken from the animals, with head, legs, and feet. The hairy side was on the outside. These skin pouches were adorned on the outside with red tassels, tin and brass trimmings. The Indian carried this tobacco pouch upon his arm, along with his tinder–box and pipe, wherever he went.  As a rule the ordinary Frenchmen made use of this same custom and the pouch of otter-skin was the most commonly used.  A skin prepared thus cost thirty sous.

Kalm’s quote is interesting in that it mentions these as decorated and that they were commonly used by the ordinary canadien
 and that it appears they were commonly enough purchased (perhaps from natives that were making them) to even mention a price.  Another very interesting quote on whole-skin pouch use by canadiens comes from Lotbinière, a French engineer that visited Michilimackinac in 1749.  When speaking of the “French” families at the fort, he states:
They prefer strolling around the fort’s parade ground, from morn till night, with a pipe in their mouth and a tobacco pouch on their left arm, rather than take the least pain to make life more comfortable... always carrying a tobacco pouch on their arm like an almuce. 

An almuce is a part of the priest’s vestment.  It generally refers to a fur cape that was often worn over the arm as an insignia of the canons.  This mention leads us to believe that the tobacco pouches mentioned here are whole-skin pouches.  Also, the habit of carrying the pouch draped over the arm is seen in other quotes as well as in images. 
The habit of using whole-skin pouches by canadiens seems to continue, at least in some areas, up into the 19th century.  Speaking of the canadiens of Wisconsin in the 1830s, Ira Brunson explains the following;

The pelt of a mink, marten, or muskrat, open at the throat, with the head and tail entire, contained their material for smoking, consisting of a mixture of tobacco and kinnikinic, the latter made of the under bark of the red willow. With this mixture were carried their flint, steel, and spunk, their sole dependence for making fire. The head of the skin bag or pouch was passed under the belt, so as to hang down over the mouth or opening, making it proof against rain or moisture.
For the reenactor choosing to make and use a whole-skin bag, there is ample proof out there on their use and how to use them.  With this information, the large number of extant bags in collections, and the fact that the needed hides are legal to possess and relatively available; creating a using a whole-skin pouch is very doable.  One caution is that many of these tobacco bags are highly ornate and resemble Mide bags.
  Many of the pouches in collections are indistinguishable from and may be Mide bags, in spite of being noted as “tobacco bags.”  These collection titles could be questionable and there seems little difference between Mide bags and tobacco bags.  This becomes very confusing and potentially dangerous from a cultural perspective.

Due to the similarity of whole-skin tobacco bags and Mide bags, there is some potential confusion that could come up with the interpretation of a tobacco pouch made of a whole animal hide.  If using one of these bags, I would suggest knowing the history and knowing how to explain it in a culturally sensitive manner.  For my own pouch, I chose not to use an otter skin, although Peter Kalm mentions this as very common, because otters are most associated with the Midewiwin and are more likely to be confused as a Mide bag.  Also, you may choose not to decorate them as highly in order to reduce confusion.  Although a highly decorated pouch is very beautiful, many of the historic images show rather plain and simple pouches.  This may be both a correct and safer choice.

Regardless of whether you wear it tucked in your sash or draped over your arm, whether it is a skunk, mink, otter, muskrat, or another animal; a whole-skin tobacco pouch is a good choice for a canadien or native in the Great Lakes region.   Whole-skin pouches are not only historically common among these groups, but they are also very functional and quite beautiful. 
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