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2011 Season of Archaeological Investigation at Yamami Underwater Site, Ojika
the third archaeological investigation campaign of the Italian archaeological expedition in

Japan in 2011

Dr. Daniele Petrella
University of Studies of Naples "L’Orientale,

Sole Administrator of Archeologiattiva s.c.a r.L

The third archaeological investigation campaign of the Italian Archaeological Expedition in
Japan took place in 2011, August, from the 20th to the 29th, set up in Ojika (Nagasaki prefecture),
within the project named "Kyushu, starting from Ojika", in collaboration with ARLU.A. (Asian
Research Institute for Underwater Archaeology) and Nippon Foundation.

As far as for Italy, the scientific expedition is sponsored and patronized by the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Italy and by Chamber of Commerce of Naples, conceived and directed by
Archeologiattiva s.c.a r.l. in collaboration with the Superintendence of the Sea of Sicily and
University of Studies of Bologna "Alma Mater Studiorum".

On this year the Italian team was composed by Dr. Daniele Petrella (Ph. D. at University of
Studies of Naples "L’Orientale”" as well as Sole Administrator of Archeologiattiva s.c.a r.l. And
director of the mission, Mr. Samuele Carannante (Technical Director of underwater works Marine
Sud s.a.s. company), Doc. Daniele Orefice (Collaborator of Marine Sub s.a.s. company), Mr.
Francesco Saggiomo (Technical Director of underwater investigation company Idrosfera s.n.c.)
and Doc. Paolo Pecci (Archeologiattiva s.c.a r.l. Underwater Archaeology Task Force member).

Within the project for Ojika Island tourism development, promoted and firmly supported by both
Ojika Administration and Dr. Hayashida Kenzo (A.RILU.A. President), the investigations made by
the Italian team got focused on Yamami site, which is located at 100 meters away from the far
east coast of the Island. In the channel which separates Ojika from Nozaki Island for 1,5 km long,
the team longs for creating an underwater museum provided with both routes completely
dedicated to scuba diver tourists and water-resistant cameras to make virtual tours possible too.
This project is very similar to the ones of Cala Gadir in Pantelleria (TP) in Sicily and of Parco
Sommerso of Baia (NA).

The seabed of this channel gradually goes down to a depth of -31 meters. It means that at 250
meters away from the coast, the seabed is just -20 meters in depth and, in the site; it’s just -10
meters in depth.

The main problem is that in the spot where the site is set, the current is about one knot and half,
especially when the period of typhoon gets closer, very important for South Japan once again.

From a technical point of view, the strong current together with the lack of depth of the seabed
made the investigation works very difficult.

Moreover, the seabed is rich of several massif volcanic rocks, till about -10/-15 meters in depth,

which means till 100/150 meters away from the coast, before becoming a huge, not close grained,
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medium grain dimensions, full of quartz and shells sand seabed, as long as for the surface
seabed stratum.

On one side, these characteristics of the seabed let us realize how difficult it was to sail for
wooden ships in the channel. Moreover, the seabed characteristics give us fundamental data to
the reconstruction of events of the past. By the way, the characteristics themselves, could make
the wooden relict to disappear because, once it had sunk on the rocks without being covered by
sand, it could have decomposed, but, fortunately, this is not the only possible theory:.

In the early 2000s, the A.RLU.A. (at that time KOSUWA - Kyushu and Okinawa Society for
Under Water Archaeology) made a survey in a limited area, where was characterized by the
finding of a Thai pottery rich deposit.

Such a large amount of transport pottery of the same typology and provenience, left no doubts
about the importance of this archaeological site.

Anyway, for several years, the survey has been stopped till now. The target of the present
survey, actually, is the identification of the bounds of the deposit area of the Thai pottery, to check
the real typology and to get a sufficient quantity of data to justify a future sonar survey, to identify
the relict finally.

Starting from the small known area, the team decided to intensify survey operations into
the areas around. Three contiguous areas have been choose, each one is 50 m (SW/N-E) x 60 m
(N-E/S-W), in total 9000 m? toward North (C- D - E - E” on the map); a 60 m (N-E/S-W) x 80 m
(S-W/N-E) area, around the already known area, in total 4800 m? ; other areas which are near the
N-W coast. The survey area great total is 13800 m?. (Fig. 1)

Toward North there were no big amount of finds, but there were some pottery fragments, all
belonging to the already known pottery typology. Towards S-E, pottery evidences left are rare,
gradually decreasing till to disappear.

This made the team suppose the area where the ship sank is very close to the rock-face coast.
Important finds, in fact, have been found in the S-W area, in particular transport pottery together
with fine pottery for personal use, all Thai provenience pottery.

The coastal current made the relict and the finds move and crash against a rock-face wall
coming to the surface.

The present survey in this area identified an area which is quite different from the seabed
around: a little sand area, in the middle of a larger rock area, hiding a large amount of Thai
transport amphoras under a thin sand layer.

This identification, requires further in-depth examinations by air lift, but leaves no doubt
about the fact that if the relict sank on the rocks, it would have lied down right in that area.

Anyway, Side Scan Sonar survey in the channel and an air lift excavation in the whole area are
necessary.

Among the finds, coming from the S-E area of the site, the most important find is a conical
plumb lead ingot bar. This ingot bar was mainly produced in Thailand, and earthen molds with

conical shaped holes have been found at the Song Toh mines. (Fig. 2)
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According to Japanese archaeologists, it’s a unique discovery, a little object they have always
been looking for. It is dated around the XVI-XVII century.

Such an organized area leaves no doubt about the fact that we are in front of a relict cargo,
probably coming from Thailand.

The large amount of transport handled amphoras (with the typical four little ear-handles),
characterized by a very wide body, 20 cm rounded edge. They identify the relict to be a coming
from South East Asia merchant ship going to Kyushu with three probable destinations: Hirado, the
island which, during the Bakufu Tokugawa was opened to contacts with other countries; Hakata
bay, the most important town in the Kyushu, which also had a big port; and Okinawa which
received merchant ships and their charges.

The proposed dating for the finds coincides with the period in question. By the comparison with
the Thai amphoras, found during Osaka castle excavations, a new hypothesis has been
formulated.

The stratigraphy of the site of the castle bought back several Thai amphoras. (Fig. 3) The layer
they were laid under, had been dated to 1625, making the finds in question date to a foregoing
period.

The reconstruction of the events which brought to the sinking of the ship is based on the
surveyed areas and the amount of the finds. It’s not clear yet whether the sinking of the ship was
due to a typhoon intervention or to other causes. The response can be found just by a deepening
of the surveys and by the analysis of the found evidences.

Anyway, according to the team, the most reliable theory is the intervention of the strong currents
which till nowadays blow in the channel.

Moreover, the study of this relict would bring new light on both cultural and commercial
relationships between Japan and other countries in a period in which is known that Japan adopted

a strong closing door politic towards other countries.
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