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China has a long nautical history.
The primitive man of China, as
archaeological studies revealed, was
able to make rafts and dugouts 7,000
years ago at the latest. With the
invention of sampan and junk, his
water-borne activity gradually
extended from rivers, lakes and coastal
waters to remote seas and oceans. In
recent centuries of communications
between China and the Western World,
China has influenced greatly and
borrowed much from the West in
respect of the arts of navigation and
shipbuilding. China’s navigation and
shipbuilding systems of today have
resulted from a combination of the
traditional nautics of China and
modern nautics of the West.

Roughly speaking, the history of
Chinese ships can be divided into three
periods, namely ancient, modern and
contemporary. Ancient history is
characterized by Chinese junks while
modern and contemporary histories are
respectively represented by steamers
and internal combustion engine vessels
introduced from the West.

Included in the category of ancient
vessels are a great variety of non-power
driven vessels, ranging from rafts, dug-
outs to gigantic Chinese junks. Chinese
junks, developed in a long historical
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process, are especially significant in the
nautical history of China, and for a
considerable period of time took the
lead of the world in terms of number,
quality and tonnage. Many of the inno-
vations incorporated in the designing
and building of Chinese junks, such as
the battened lugsails, rear balance rud-
der and watertight compartments, had
far-reaching influence over the ship-
building in other parts of the world.
The junk is a manifestation of the orig-
inality of Chinese shipbuilders. The
most brilliant record for Chinese junks
was the voyages made by Zheng He, a
great navigator of the early Ming
Dynasty (the first part of the 14th cen-
tury), and the building of the immense
junks, known as treasure ships, for his
fleet.

The steamer, an invention during the
Industrial Revolution in the West, was
introduced into China after the Opium
War in 1840, which marked the begin-
ning of modern history of Chinese
ships. Taking the place of junks step by
step, steamers finally became the major
means of water-borne transportation in
China. The period, lasting over a cen-
tury, ended towards the end of the
1950s, when the building and purchas-
ing of a great number of internal
combustion engine ships and the boom-



ing of China’s modern shipbuilding
industry brought in the period of
contemporary Chinese ships.

Ancient vessels, with junks as their
symbol, are vessels driven by man-
power or natural force while modern
and contemporary ships are power-
driven ones. The history of Chinese
ships can, therefore, be divided in
terms of propulsion into two stages, i.€.
the stage of sailing boats and the stage
of power-driven ships.

Obviously, each stage has a typical
vessel as its representation. Yet, this
does not in any way mean that with the
advent of a new historical stage, the
preceeding  vessels  will  vanish
altogether. The fact is, when a new type
of vessel comes into being and takes the
dominating position, the vessels that
have given way to it still survive, only
reduced to a secondary place. Even up
to now, one can see a great variety of
vessels engaged in transportation in
China. They include not only modern
ships, such as nuclear ships and internal
combustion engine vessels but also
steamers and junks, even rafts and dug-
outs — to be found only in limited
areas.

Ships of China is a history of Chinese
vessels with 1,000 odd pictures of rafts,
dugouts, wooden boats, junks, steam-
ers and contemporary ships arranged
according to types. It is a comprehen-
sive collection of the types of Chinese
ships known in history. The authors,
taking historical materialism and
dialectical materialism as their guiding
principles, have made every endeavour
to give an objective and accurate
description to various vessels, present-
ing a general view of the changes and
developments of the Chinese ships.
They have thus shown the readers the
achievements made by the Chinese in
modernizing their shipping industry as
well as their unique contributions to the
advancement of shipbuilding techno-
logy.

So numerous are the types of
Chiense ships and so variable from
time to time and from place to place are
the ships of a certain type that there are
bound to be oversights and omissions in
this book. We sincerely hope that
scholars, both Chinese and foreign, and
the readership will not spare their
valuable comments.

Peng Deqing
Beijing, March, 1988
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FOREWORD

Ships of China is a picture album
devoted to the history of navigation and
shipbuilding of China.

As recorded in historical documents
and revealed by archaeological studies
made in modern times, the Chinese are
credited with many important inven-
tions in the field of navigation and ship-
building. To systemize the historical
achievements made by Chinese seafar-
ers and shipbuilders, to let past history
radiate greater illumination in our pre-
sent new historical period, the Chinese
Institute of Navigation decided to edit
and publish a book Ships of China in
addition to a book A Nautical History
of China.

The plan to publish Ships of China
won enthusiastic support from Jimei
Navigation Institute, where an editing
group composed of teachers, scientists
and cadres was formed. The editors
took great pains to search for materials
from a vast accumulation of books and
relics. They visited shipping companies,
shipyards, harbours, and places of nau-
tical importance in remote regions for
pictures and first hand materials. The

1,000-odd pictures included in this book
are chosen from thousands of pictures
they collected. They present before the
readers a framework of the historical
changes of Chinese ships. The authors’
earnest efforts have proven their worth-
iness.

To the shipping companies, ship-
yards, research institutions, colleges
and schools, the Navy and the many
experts and scholars that have rendered
their assistance and support to the edit-
ing of this album, we would like to
acknowledge our thanks for their
contributions.

We also wish to express our sincere
thanks to the alumni of Jimei Naviga-
tion Institute, particularly those over-
seas, for their valuable assistance and
support in respect to the editing and
publishing of this book.

We are very sorry to see that ships of
Taiwan Province are virtually left out in
the present edition, leaving a blank
which, we hope, will soon be filled in
with the joint efforts rendered by scho-
lars from both sides of the Taiwan
Straits.

The Chinese Institute of Navigation
Beijing, March 1988
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Floating trunk: The early men were so lucky to survive the
flood by getting hold of a floating trunk.
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Hide floats, or skin-bags, used to float across a river, either
on a journey or for battle.
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China is one of the birthplaces of mankind.
Four million years ago, man began to live in this
vast and richly endowed land.

Primitive man lived in mountains or near
waters. He lived by hunting and fishing. To
hunt, he went up the mountain; to fish, he went
down to the water. Of those who went fishing
the unlucky ones were likely to fall into deep

waters. Some of them might thus get drowned

i!!fié - RPN F BB R R AR T
A skin-bag, made of the whole skin of a sheep (or an ox)

and inflated. One can float across a river by attaching it
under the arms.

while others might survive by accidentally
seizing hold of some floating objects in their
desperate struggle. The same might happen in
floods. These floating objects might well be
considered as the earliest floats man ever used.
They, then, inspired man’s first nautical venture
across a river by purposefully using natural
floating objects, such as logs, bamboo canes or
gourds. And from them skin bags and the like
evolved.

Yauzhou (waist bags) and furang (floating
bags) recorded in history were floats early man
used. As they are simple and readily available,
they remain a useful means to assist soldiers in

swimming across a river for battle today.
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Gourds, used as travellers’s floats. “They don’t get soaked
in the rain, and can float on water.” With Gourds tied to the
waist, one can have free hands to row or fish. They prove

more advantageous than a trunk which one has to hold with
both arms when floating.

7R EAE ROR > BT A o
Another type of skin bag made of an inflated sheep or ox
hide with the openings tightly tied.
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A wooden oar unearthed in Hemu Ferry, Zhejiang Prov-
ince. At the joint of the loom and the blade, there are
carved decorative patterns.
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An oar being unearthed in Hemu Ferry, Zhejiang Province.

LA R B L AR
An ancient wooden oar unearthed in Qianshanyang of
Wuxing, Zhejiang province.
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In the strict sense, floats are not vessels. As to
when and how China’s first vessels were built,
history contains no records. The answers to the
questions are so far sought for by way of im-
agination guided by evidence, such as vessels
both recorded and existing, and relics unearthed
and, above all, by scientific knowledge.

Experts generally believe that China’s first
vessels were improvements made upon floats.
They were inspired by the drifting movement of
fallen leaves and the swimming of natatorial
birds.

In 1973 and 1977, several wooden oars were
found in Hemu Ferry, Yuyao, Zhejiang prov-
ince, a study of which reveals that they were
relics dating back from the Neolithic Age 7,000
years ago. Other Neolithic oars were discovered
later in places of Zhejiang. Some of them, either
narrow-bladed or broad-bladed, are made of a
single trunk; others are broad-bladed with a
loom joined to the blade.

The oars are evidence of the existence of early
boats. What’s more, the skill embodied in them
shows that water-borne activity in China was
rather brisk and boats were built to a consider-
able degree of perfection as early as the Neolithic
Age. Based on this, we can safely say that the
first boats of China were built, at the latest,
7,000 years ago and prior to the time there must
have been a long process of evolution.

In addition, a number of boat-shaped earthen-
ware pots have been discovered in Neolithic sites
in the Valleys of the Huanghe and Changjiang
Rivers and some coastal areas. These boat-
shaped pots might have been artistic works, toys
or funerary objects. Whatever they be, they
were surely imitations of real boats of that time.
These archaeological finds not only further
prove the existence of boats in China in the
Neolithic Age, 7,000 years ago, but also present
before us their shapes and basic structures.
Furthermore, the fact that the earthenware pots
were found in a considerable number of places
shows that boats were already used in many
parts of China as early as the Neolithic Age.
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An earthenware boat unearthed in Hemu Ferry, Zhejiang
Province. The Neolithic earthenware boat, 7.7 cm long, 3
cm high, 2.8 cm wide, with two pointed ends and a slightly
rounded bottom, is believed to have been an imitation of a
dugout 7,000 years ago.
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A dugout-shaped earthenware pot of Baoji, Shanxi. It
is a Neolithic find. It has an arced bottom, two pointed ends
and a spherical body. This shows that consideration had

been given to increasing capacity and speed of a dugout by
that time.
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An earthenware dugout unecarthed in Honghuatao,

Hubei Province. The Honghuatao Neolithic earthenware
dugout was unearthed in 1973. The dugout, with square
bow and stern, slightly up-swung, and an arced bottom, is
supposed to have been made after the dugout 5,775 120
years ago.
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The earthenware dugout, cxcavated in the Village of
Guojia, Dalian, rough on surface, with an 8 X 17.8 cm
opening and a 4.4 X 14.4 cm elliptical bottom, was made
4,180%90 years ago.
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A boat-shaped earthenware pot discovered in Baoji,
Shanxi Province. The pot body is painted with fishing-net
pattern on both sides. It was an imitation of early dugouts
used for fishing.
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An earthenware dugout of Dandong, Liaoning. The dug-
out, with a broad body, a rounded bottom and arced ends,
is oblong-shaped. Its cross section is a semi-circle. Its length
is 13 cm, breadth 5.5-6.6 cm, height 2.2 cm, thickness 0.4
cm. Itis a relic 6,000 years ago.



