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Preface

Cviii -

T he Salvage Excavation on underwater heritage in Xisha Islands is an
important part of the South China Sea Islands Archaeology Project which
is issued by the State Administration of Cultural Heritage. The South China Sea
Islands, as a whole, including the Dongsha Islands, Zhongsha Islands, Xisha
Islands, Nansha Islands, and the Zengmu Reef, spreading on the thoroughfare
of the Sea Silk Way, is a sacred and inalienable part of China since ancient time.
Lots of underwater heritages from the mainland are located in this area, they are
the most telling witness to show that Chinese are the people who had first arrived
and developed the South China Sea Islands.

In November 1998, a report was submitted to the State Administration of
Cultural Heritage, jointly by the Department of Culture Radio Television and
sports of Hainan Province (nowadays, the Department of Culture Radio Televi-
sion Publication and sports of Hainan Province) and the Nation Museum of
Chinese History, requesting Instructions on salvage archaeology on underwater
cultural heritage in the Xisha Islands. After obtaining the approval from the State
Council and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the General Staff Department
(GSD), the Headquarters of the Navy, the administration approved the excavation.
Under the administration, the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the
Nation Museum of Chinese History (nowadays, the Underwater Archaeology
Research Center of the National Museum of China) as the leader, composed a
leading group for this project with the Department of Culture Radio Television
and sports of Hainan Province. And other specialists from the Cultural Heritage
administrative office of Hainan Province, the Institute of Cultural Relics and
Archaeology of Guangdong Province, Qingdao Municipal Bureau of Cultural
Heritage, Fuzhou Cultural Relics and Archaeology Task Force, were assembled
to form the Xisha Islands Underwater Archaeology Team, they are as below:

Captain: Zhang Wei (director of the Underwater Archaeology Research
Office of the Nation Museum of Chinese History),

Vice Captain: Wang Yiping (director of the Cultural Heritage administra-
tive office of Hainan Province),

Team Members:

Hao Side (from the Cultural Heritage administrative office of Hainan
Province),

Zhang Song (from the Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology of




Guangdong Province),

Cui Yong (from the Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology of
Guangdong Province)

Li Jilong (from the Cultural Heritage administrative office of Hainan
Province),

Sun Jian (from the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the Nation
Museum of Chinese History),

Xu Haibin (from the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the
Nation Museum of Chinese History),

Li Bin (from the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the Nation
Museum of Chinese History),

Ao Jie (from the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the Nation
Museum of Chinese History),

Zhao Jiabin (from the Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the
Nation Museum of Chinese History),

Qiu Yusheng (from the Qingdao Municipal Bureau of Cultural Heritage),

Zhu Bin (from the Fuzhou Cultural Relics and Archaeology Task Force),

Huang Mingzhong (from the Cultural Heritage administrative office of
Hainan Province),

Wang Daxin (from the Cultural Heritage administrative office of Hainan
Province),

Zhang Licheng (from the TV Station of Fujian Province, a specially invited
member of the 2nd Country-wide Underwater Archaeology Specialists Training
Course).

and six divers from the Guangzhou Salvage Bureau for supported job.

The Archaeology Team was divided into five groups as investigation and
excavation, surveying and recording, underwater photography, technology and
equipments, and Logistical support. The factory ships were two hired fishing
transprot ships(numbered as: Qiong Qionghai 03088 and Qiong Qionghai
03089) from Tanmen harbour, Qionghai City, Hainan Province, with 100-ton
displacement and 8-10 knots speed each, able to steer through and anchor among
the coral reefs for operation. The navigation course started from Tanmen
harbour and ran straight to the Beijiao Reef in Xisha Islands.

The Xisha Islands Underwater Archaeology Team called away on Decem-
ber 18th, 1998, and returned on January 25th, 1999, having a 39-day course at
sea. It had yielded substantial results not only from the work in Beijiao Reef,
which was the mainpoint of this course, but also from the investigation and
sondage carried out in Huaguang Reef and Yinyu Reef while taking shelter from
typhoons. Thirteen ancient cultural heritage sites of Five Dynasties period ( 907-
960), Song Dynasties, and Yuan, Ming, Qing Dynasty, and a extra modern site

were found underwater from 35 meters deep to 1 or 2 meters shallow, spreading




among the reefs. Judging from the initial exploration of the deposit situation,
those sites can be divided into two kinds:

1, conclusive ancient shipwrecks, take, for example the Huaguang Reef I
Shipwreck of Song or Yuan Dynasty;

2, sites without shipwreck, mainly broken pieces of porcelain scattered all
over on the seabed. One speculation was that there were not the original places
of disaster, and the deposits were removed and piled up by waves and tides.
Another speculation was the shipwrecks were destroyed by natural force or
human activities, only small parts of relics remained.

Out from those sites, about 1500 pieces of relics were unearthed, most of
them were porcelains, and small amount of ironware, lead and tin pieces, ivory,
and plunks. Porcelains were rich in types, varied from celadon and misty blue
ware of Song and Yuan Dynasties, to blue-and-white of Ming and Qing
Dynasties, and shaped as bowl, plate, powder box, vase, pot, kendis, can, jar, and
vat. Porcelains of Song or Yuan Dynasties carried the decorative patterns as
curling or tangled tree branch, lotus and cirrose designs; some of the sea-green
glazed bowls had projected character as Ji or Da Ji(means good luck) on the
bottom inside, some others had the various inked characters on the bottom
outside. Patterns on porcelains of Ming and Qing Dynasties turned more richful,
having topics as bird-and-flower, animals, figure, landscape, and pavilion, some
has praising words as Shang Hao Jia Qi( first-class product). On Beijiao Reef III
Shipwreck site, four anchor stones were found and one was taken back, with 3.
2 meters long, weighed roughly 500 kg, and it was believed by some specialists
to be part of ancient wood and stone anchor of China. Xisha Islands has the clean
water and good visibility, during the exploration and excavation, the underwater
archaeologists strictly followed scientific procedures, under the international
rules, positioning, mapping, and recording each site with GPS, underwater
cameras/video cameras, and high-quality data were acquired, they were surely
as important as the heritages themselves.

The success of the Xisha Islands project also stood for the further grown-
up and development of our underwater archaeology career. Before that, our
underwater archaeology work was operated mainly in the offshore waters.
Although some underwater job had been done during the general survey of
heritage in Xisha Islands in 1996, the course was mainly on-earth one. This
project was the first time for our national underwater archaeologists to operate
exploration and excavation in off-lying sea, demonstrating the substantial
headway this team had made in its development of pelagic performing ability
and problem-solving capability.

The substantial results yielded by this project demonstrated that the Xisha
Islands is an inalienable part of the inviolable territory of China, and at the same

time, the large quantities of valuable historical and cultural relics that were found




will benefit the research of the Nautical History, Overseas Trading History,
Porcelain Exporting History and Ship-building History of China.

The State Administration of Cultural Heritage attached great importance to
the Xisha Islands Underwater Archaeology Project, which made well-prepared
deployment and definite guidelines to ensure the smooth performance and the
personnel safety of the course. Vice director of the Administration Zhang Bei,
and Song Xinchao, Guan Qiang (officials from the Department of Culture Relic
Protection), went directly to the Tanmen Harbour to Bid farewell and welcome
the team. And the success of the project owed a lot to the support and protection
from the Navy, the local governments of various levels and the fishermen of
Xisha Islands.

The Underwater Archaeology Research Office of the Nation Museum of
Chinese History and the Cultural Heritage administrative office of Hainan
Province jointly carried out the collation of data and the commission report. Mr.
Zhang Wei was the editor-in-chief of the report, and the chapters were written
by various personnel as follows:

Chapter 1: Sun Jian; Chapter 2: Zhang Song; Chapter 3 Zhao Jiabin, Ao Jie;
Chapter 4: Cui Yong, Ao jie; Chapter 5: Li Bin, Xu Haibin; Chapter 6: Wang
Yiping, Sun Jian, Ao Jie; Chapter 7: Sun Jian; research paper: Li Jian'an.

Appendix 1: Wang Yiping; Appendix 2: Zhao Jiabin; Appendix 3,4: Zhao
Jiabin, Ao Jie.

The table of contents and the Preface was translated by Ao jie; and utensils
were photographed by Xu Haibin and Li Bin, charted by Zhao Rongdi, Zhao
Xiuyu and Liu Fang.

Special thanks to Mr. Li Jian'an, the director of Archaeology Institute of
Fujian Province, who paid many hard efforts to this report, not only giving us the
helpful advices during the commission, but also proofreading the report's final
draft.

The achievement of the 98-99 Xisha Islands' Project highlighted the
prospects of Underwater Archaeology work in South China Sea Islands. The
State Administration of Cultural Heritage has authorized the the Underwater
Archaeology Research Center of the National Museum of China to frame the
Underwater Cultural Heritages Protection and Archaeology Work Plan, under
that plan, the underwater archaeologists will carry out more activities in the

South China Sea Islands in the coming two or three years.

Zhang Wei
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