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In 1786 Die Frau Metta Catharina von Flensburg, a two-mast-
ed sailing ship, was en route from St. Petersburg, Russia, to 
Genoa, Italy. It carried a six-person crew and hundreds of 
bundles of Russia leather, made from reindeer hide. Caught 
in a worsening storm, the vessel docked in Plymouth Sound 
on the southwest coast of England. The Metta Catharina 
was not spared, though. The tempest ripped her from her 
anchor and smashed her into rocks near Drake’s Island. The 
crew survived, but the ship sank 98 feet to the bottom of 
The Sound, and there lay derelict for nearly 200 years.

Between 1973-2006, the Nautical Archaeology branch of 
the Plymouth Sound British Sub-Aqua Club, led by Ian Skel-
ton, excavated the shipwreck. They made an extraordinary 
discovery: the cargo was mostly intact. While the outer lay-
ers of the bundles were decayed, the inner layers had been 
preserved due to the stable, oxygen-free environment. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries, Russia leather was a valu-
able luxury material, in high demand across Western Eu-
rope and the American colonies. It upholstered furniture, 
lined coffins, and made bags, shoes, and saddle goods. Treat-
ed with birch oil and seal fat, it was known for its softness, 
suppleness, water resistance, insect repellence, distinctive 
aroma, and diced pattern on the hair side. Luxury goods 
today continue to be made from the surviving leather, at-
testing to its durability.

Rather than focusing on the fate of the Metta Catharina 
and the continuing use of its cargo by contemporary leather 
brands, such as George Cleverley, here I want to look in an-
other direction: to this leather’s possible origin with Indig-
enous peoples such as the Chukchi, Evenki, Khanti, Mansi, 
and Nenets. It may well be that all those hundreds of rein-
deer hides, salvaged from the submerged wreckage, were 
originally extracted as spoils from the Indigenous groups 
of the far North. 

This story begins with the Russian conquest of Siberia, 
from 1580 to 1778. A major motivation for the incursion was 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1095-9270.2010.00268.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1095-9270.2010.00268.x
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the collection of hides: sable, fox, beaver, marten, and rein-
deer skins, gathered by confiscation, barter, or an annual 
fur tax, known as Yasak. These furs, as well as leather, were 
collected in fortified zimov’es, or winter camps, that even-
tually developed into larger settlements. At the time of the 
sinking of the Metta Catharina, the resources extracted from 
the Indigenous populations amounted to fully one-third of 
the Russian Empire’s wealth.

Reindeer facilitated Indigenous wellbeing in many forms: 
food, garments, shelter and transportation. Nenets clothing, 
for example, is the result of centuries of migration and ad-
aptation to arctic climate conditions. The thick guard hairs 
and dense underfur of the reindeer hides work together to 
prevent air movement and heat dissipation. In a study led by 
Michigan State University in 2020, researchers documented 
the insulation qualities of Chukchi reindeer clothing, which 
are superior to modern military-grade down equipment.

http://www.lifesciencesite.com/lsj/life1109s/019_25129life1109s14_102_110.pdf
https://www.alaskaanthropology.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/VOl-14-1-2-Bakhrushin-and-Vlakhov.pdf
https://journals.openedition.org/emscat/3088
https://journals.openedition.org/emscat/3088
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7031353/
https://polarjournal.ch/en/2020/04/03/traditional-reindeer-clothing-protects-better-from-the-arctic-cold/
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Reindeer were also significant in a religious context. In 
Siberian shamanism (the word “shaman” comes to English 
from the Evenki language), the animal’s hide and bone was 
used to make ritual tools. An Evenki shaman served as an 
intermediary between people and spirits through drum jour-
neys, while in a trance. The drum was made of a wood loop, 
oval or circular in shape, with reindeer skin stretched across 
it. It was struck with a baton known as pogonyalka, conceptu-
ally a tool for driving the “reindeer” represented by the drum. 

Yasak had a terrible destructive effect on these practical 
and spiritual aspects of Indigenous life. It brought all the 
expected effects of colonization: death by disease, conversion 
to the state religion (Orthodox Christianity), and the ex-
haustion of natural resources. The Nenets previously had a 
hunter-gatherer nomadic lifestyle, with small herds of rein-
deer that they used for labor. As contact with the Russians 
became more frequent, and violent, focus shifted to breeding 
the animals for use in transportation and even in battle. Do-
mesticated herds became the primary source of sustenance. 
Some Nenets abandoned their traditional itinerant lifestyle 
and moved to towns or the coast for marine hunting.

The Khanty and Mansi, similarly, dealt with near constant 
demands of the fur tax. So much time was spent hunting that 
traditional modes of living, diet, and economy were disrupt-
ed. The introduction of bread and alcohol led to a dangerous 
reliance on these goods, which the Russians exploited, rais-
ing prices and taking advantage of growing alcoholism in 
the clans. With the adoption of Christianity, some Khanty 
and Mansi learned the Russian language and culture, sever-
ing the connection with the reindeer as a sacred being.

The trade in leather between the Indigenous peoples of Si-
beria and the Russian Empire is not just a story of supply and 
demand, and the hides found in the shipwreck of the Metta 
Catharina are not just miraculously preserved luxury goods. 
Their origin matters. These reindeer hides are yet another 
reminder of the colonizer’s dependence on the exploitation 

https://lauda.ulapland.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/64422/NASS11_complete.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://lauda.ulapland.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/64422/NASS11_complete.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/81956347.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/81956347.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/81956347.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/81956347.pdf
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of people and nature. At the same time, they are surviving 
evidence of traditional knowledge, and a centuries-old har-
monious relationship that tribal people had to the animals 
around them: moving according to their migration patterns, 
worshiping their existence, and living in their skin.
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