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The Nagamazuku Site Excavation
Discovery of Prehistoric Tridacna Shell Adzes

Miyako Island, Okinawa
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The Nagamazuku Site Excavation
Discovery of Prehistoric Tridacna Shell Adzes

Miyako Island, Okinawa

Miyako Island is centrally located between Taiwan and Okinawa Island. The island is basically
flat, with the highest geographical point being only 106 meters. The land content is largely
limestone. A few creeks may be found near the coast, and in the areas surrounding, sand dunes have
formed. On the sand dunes of one of these creeks in the northeastern part of the island, called
Nagamazuku, is what is now called Nagamazuku Site.

In the fall of 1981, large-scale commercial digging began on this site. The sand was to be used
for the manufacturing of construction material. At the time of this digging, some tridacna shell
adzes (curved blade curving tools) were turned up, but the commercial activity continued as usual
until the spring of 1983.

From 31 May to 17 June 1983, an excavation in search of prehistoric artifacts was conducted
and numerous prehistoric artifacts were indeed found; 9 tridacna shell adzes, 8 of which were
clearly made using parts of the shell hinges, the thickest part of the shell (the construction of
the ninth adze is yet uncertain, but it appears as if it, too, was made from the shell hinge); 9
stone axes (straight blade cutting tool), 7 of them being in excellent shape, the remaining two

damaged, and drills made of wild boar bones. The blades of the adzes and axes appear to have

been polished. Thus three types of tools, each constructed of a different natural material were
discovered during the trial excavation: tridacna shell adzes, stone axes, and animal bone drills.
As Miyako Island had no stone suitable for such tools, it is believed that the stone to make
these tools, or perhaps the tools themselves had come from the neighboring Yaeyama Islands.
A trial excavation was conducted in a 4x6 meter square area on the remaining sand dunes;
the trench cut through five visible layers of earth. The first layer of sand and clay is artificial,
being only recently formed during the digging previous to the archeological excavation.
The second layer is made up of clays which have been accumulated since prehistoric times. This
layer appears to have been formed from clay which had been carried to the site from the hills
behind. This layer has, until recently, been used for the cultivation of rice. The third layer is
approximately 35 to 40 cm thick at this site, and consists of a gray colored sand. This layer proves
to be the most significant concerning the recent findings. The tool artifacts, although found
scattered throughout the first and second layers are believed to have originally come from the third
layer. Also, in this layer clues have been given as to the cooking and eating habits of the island
inhabitants. Seashells and charred stones and coral have been discovered, suggesting the cooking
— 1 T



method of sand baking. Fire heated coral stones were placed on the sand. Fish, shellfood, and
other foods were then placed between and upon the hot coral stones to bake. Only two of the
total number of artifacts were found in this layer. The fourth visible sand layer is a yellowish
brown color. The fifth layer, the foundation layer, is made up of white sand.

The findings at Nagamazuku Site have great anthropological significance for Miyako Island.
There are three primary reasons for this. This is the first discovery leading to the belief that man
lived on Miyako Island during a prehistoric era. It was formerly believed that Miyako was first
inhabited sometime between the thirteenth and fourteenth century. Secondly, it is the first time for
artifacts to have been found in the coastal sand dunes of the island. All other sites of archeological
finds are located on the limestone terraces. Thirdly, it reveals that even in prehistoric times, the
inhabitants of Miyako and Yaeyama had at least some aspects of their cultures in common.

To date, five similarities in the archeological finds between Yaeyama sites and Miyako sites
may be drawn: 1) Tridacna shell adzes were found. 2) Stone axes (edge ground type) were found.
3) Large quantities of charred stones were discovered. 4) No pottery has been found. 5) The siteswere
located on sand dunes.

The tridacna shell adzes are significant in the consideration of the communication and cultural
flow which may have existed during prehistoric times. Shell adzes have been found throughout the
South Pacific. The shell adzes found in Miyako and Yaeyama are very similai to those found on

Parawan Island in the Phillipines; therefore suggesting a very early cultural influence coming from
the Phillipine Islands.
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