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An integral component to fur trade, Indigenous, and French-Canadian lifeways and histories, 
the capote or blanket coat has been worn as an outer garment since the mid-to-late 1600s.1  
They appeared among Indigenous peoples soon after blankets were introduced as trade 
items by European traders. First Nations were documented wearing blanket coats as early as 
1644. French sailors wore these coats and traded them to the local Indigenous nations in 
what is now Atlantic Canada and Quebec. By the mid-1600s, French and Canadien settlers 
and soldiers began wearing them as well.2 Blue capotes were the most popular colour worn by 
Canadien settlers during the last years of the French regime.3  

For most of its history, the capote has been associated with Hudson’s Bay Company 
(HBC) “point” blankets. These woolen blankets were manufactured in the late 1770s in 
Oxfordshire and later at mills in Leeds and Manchester. In 1780, the HBC point blanket 
became a regular inland trade item. Sold in pairs, each blanket was graded by weight and 
size using a “point” system. The number of indigo blue lines woven into each blanket’s corner 
identified the number of points.4 The capotes were “white, with blue bands from the blanket 
near the hemline and matching bands near the wrist. They had an upright collar and were 
closed in the front by a series of ribbon ties in red, blue or both colours,” and were usually 
tied with a “multi-coloured wool sash.”5  

The Métis capote is a thigh-length, hooded coat with full-length sleeves and a flared 
bottom to allow for greater leg movement. Both lightweight and warm, they were 
traditionally worn only by men. One blanket produced one coat with the excess material from 
the larger coats being used to make fringes, hood tassels, and belts. Capotes were further 
customized with breadwork, embroidery, and quillwork, or with epaulettes (often made from 
red stroud) and other distinct identity markers. They were fashioned shut in a variety of 
means, including tongs, buttons, or a sash.6  
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Starting in the early nineteenth century, Métis men in Red River Settlement wore sky 
blue or dark blue capotes which they kept fastened with a sash.7 Sherry Farrell Racette argues 
that during the nineteenth century, Métis men wore blue capotes to affirm their group 
identity: “The appearance of large groups of Métis in what had become a quasi-uniform 
submerged individual identity into a large group identity and communicated solidarity 
throughout the nineteenth century, the blue capote was a garment that was viewed by 
observers as the visual cue most commonly associated with the Métis.”8  

Capotes became ubiquitous through the western half of North American during the 
early nineteenth century. Indigenous peoples, fur traders, and European and Euro-American 
visitors are all described as wearing them in a large body of literature by travellers who visited 
the region. For instance, in 1823, the American geologist William H. Keating provides a vivid 
description of capote-wearing Métis bison hunters at Pembina.  
 

These men receive here the name of Gens libres or Freemen, to distinguish them 
from the servants of the Hudson's Bay Company, who are called Engagés. Those 
that are partly of Indian extraction, are nick-named Bois brulé, (Burnt wood,) from 
their dark complexion.  

A swift horse is held by them to be the most valuable property; they are good 
judges of horses, particularly of racers, with which they may chace [sic] the buffalo. 
Their horses are procured from our southern prairies, or from the internal 
provinces of New Spain, whence they are stolen by the Indians, and traded or re-
stolen throughout the whole distance, until they get into the possession of these 
men. Their dress is singular, but not deficient in beauty; it is a mixture of the 
European and Indian habits. All of them have a blue capote with a hood, which 
they use only in bad weather; the capote is secured round their waist by a military 
sash; they wear a shirt of calico or painted muslin, moccassins [sic] and leather 
leggings fastened round the leg by garters ornamented with beads, &c. The Bois 
brulés often dispense with a hat; when they have one, it is generally variegated in 
the Indian manner, with feathers, gilt lace, and other tawdry ornaments.9 

 
In his 1846 tour of the western United States, American historian, Francis Parkman 

relates meeting Pierre Dorion’s “Dahcotah” son, Paul Dorion wearing a capote at Fort 
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Laramie. When Parkman reached Fort Laramie, he described the younger Dorion as a 
“shrivelled little figure, wrapped from head to foot in a dingy white Canadian capote … His 
sharp prominent features and his little keen snake-like eyes looked out from beneath the 
shadowy hood of the capote, which was drawn over his head exactly like the cowl of a 
Capuchin friar.”10  

Nineteenth century painters, such as Paul Kane, Peter Rindisbacher, and Cornelius 
Krieghoff painted numerous brightly-coloured vignettes of Indigenous peoples, settlers, and 
European travellers wearing capotes. This tradition continued into the early twentieth century 
as painters of the American West, such as Frederic Remington and Charlie Russell painted images 
of Indigenous peoples wearing capotes. Also, at this time, the HBC commissioned various artists to 
paint fur trade employees wearing the famous white HBC point-blanket capote, usually leaving or 
going to a Company post.  

The Manitoba Museum has in its collections a capote made (M37, Artifact 1295) in 1920 
to celebrate the HBC’s 250th anniversary. The capote is hooded and made from an HBC 
woolen blanket. Its cuff and hood are black and its edges, including its cuffs and hood, are 
trimmed by a narrow strip of red woolen cloth (as known as a llama braid). The coat’s 
backside has decorative rosettes of red llama braid along its centre.11  

The HBC introduced a capote made from its point blankets for the general public only 
in 1922—despite the fact that various people were fashioning and wearing them for almost 
two centuries. Tailors at various HBC posts, however, began to fashion these wrap-around 
coats in the 1800s.12  

Today, both Métis women and men make and wear capotes. Capote-making 
workshops are held across North America.  
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A Habitant in a capote, 1778 (Ein Canadischer Bauer, 1778).  
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circa 1852. - NYPL 2018-01-20. 
 
The Miriam and Ira D. Wallach Division of Art, Prints and Photographs: Print Collection, The 
New York Public Library. "Ein Canadischer Bauer. 1778," New York Public Library Digital 
Collections. Accessed June 22, 2022. https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/92092742-1eac-
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William Richards, A Man & his Wife Returning with a Load Of Partridges from their Tent, 
watercolour, c. 1807. Hudson’s Bay Company Archives. 
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Metis hunting buffalo in the Red River, Summer 1822 by Peter Rindisbacher, (1806-1834). 
watercolour, pen and black ink on paper mounted on support. 
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Guide, 1825, R9266. Library and Archives Canada, e002291419-v8. 
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Louis Voelkerer, Métis dance at Devil’s Lake, Dakota Territory, ca. 1870. GV1.3 p31 (Locator 
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Old (Upper) Fort Garry, Winnipeg, MB, Colour Lithograph, 1881. 
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Ernest J. Hutchins, Interior of Old (Upper) Fort Garry, 1874, circa 1910. Gabriel Dumont 
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Mr. Anderson, Scottish Metis, Red River, Manitoba, ca. 1870s. Glenbow Museum and Archives, 
NA-4405-18. 
 
Metis dog driver smoking a pipe and holding a buffalo coat at Lac La Biche, Alberta, 1895. 
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1185-3. 
 
Metis New Year's day celebration at Lac La Biche, Alberta, 1895. Glenbow Museum and 
Archives, NA-1185-5. 
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Frederic Remington, The Half Breed, 1902. 
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William Flett, Metis York boat guide and voyageur at Hudson's Bay Company historical 
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