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Excavation of the Sakitari-do cave site

Okinawa-jima Island is widely covered by uplifted
limestone which is good for fossil preservation.
Hundreds of karstic cave and fissure sites which produ-
ced late Pleistocene animal fossils including human
had been reported on the limestone terraces. Among
these fossils, extraordinary well-preserved four adult
human fossils found from 20,000-year-old sediments of
the Minatogawa Fissure site were the most subsistent
Palaeolithic human in Japan.

However, several problems have been in Paleolithic
archaeological study in Okinawa. Firstly, it is mystery
whether the Minatogawa and other human fossils were
buried in the caves/fissures or not. Secondly, quite
limited archaeological remains such as stone tools and
food garbage make difficult to know Paleolithic culture
and lifeway in the Ryukyu archipelago. Thirdly, there
is a blank period of human history between the
Palaeoli-thic period and Okinawan Jomon period: the
certain evidence of the oldest Holocene human occupa-
tion in Okinawa is the ca. 7,000-year-old “Tsumegata-
mon” type pottery while newest Pleistocene human
fossil is a 18,000-year-old baby skeleton from Shimoji-
baru Cave in Kume-jima island.

Okinawa Prefectural Museum and Art Museum
started the archaeological excavations in 2007 for
solving these problems at the southern part of
Okinawa-jima Island. After the researches at several
caves, we fortunately found well-preserved sediments
aged from the late Pleistocene to the recent at the
Sakitari-do Cave site which was excavated from 2009
to 2015. New discoveries of archaeological materials

such as 14,000-year-old quartz flakes and 9,000-year-
old “Oshibiki-mon” type pottery filled the above-
mentioned blank period of human history in Okinawa.
Moreover, Palaeolithic culture have been revealed by
the world oldest fishhook made of Trochus shell,
several types of marine shell scrapers, marine shell
beads found from 20,000-year-old charcoal-rich layer
with some partial human bones and possible food
garbage such as freshwater crabs and freshwater snail
shells. However, there are little stone artifacts in this
layer.

Marine shell artifact industry lacking stone tools
probably based on the poor lithic and animal resources
in the island. The middle/large-sized terrestrial
animals in the late Pleistocene fauna in this island had
been wild boar and two species of deer. After the extinc-
tion of deer earlier than 20,000 years ago, wild boar
had been the only middle/large game animal. Therefo-
re, hunting technique probably is not so important for
Palaeolithic people in Okinawa. Absence of stone mate-
rials appropriate to make tools such as obsidian and
glassy andesite is possibly another reason of poor stone
artifacts in Palaeolithic Okinawa.

Even under the island condition with restricted
animal and stone resources, our excavation at
Sakitari-do Cave revealed that Palaeolithic people
achieved the island-adapted lifestyle using variety of
marine shells obtainable at nearby coast and
freshwater animals abounding in the nearby stream of
the cave.




