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Abstract 

 
Accidental dispersal of Micronesian voyaging canoes is well known. While most of this 
occurred within the archipelagos, some was further afield. A twelfth century Japanese 
report narrates the arrival of a boat of castaways to the Izu Islands (off Tokyo). This paper 
examines this narrative against the background of other documented long distance 
dispersal from Micronesia, such as vagrant saltwater crocodiles and a canoe drifting 
from Lamotrek to Shanghai (China). 

 
Introduction 

 
As is well documented, Micronesians were expert seafarers, able to navigate vast 

expanses of water open solely by the observation of the stars and/or the swell (Daiber, 
1986; Genz et al., 2009). The presence of Micronesians in the Marianas Islands during 
the Spanish period, for example,  is well documented (cf. Barratt, 1988; Driver & Brunal-
Perry, 1996). These were certainly planned voyages, as were voyages from Palau to the 
Philippines (Spennemann, 2020). Much of this tradition is still alive and has seen a 
revival in recent years (Cunningham, Kranz & Sikau, 2006; Finney, 2007; Genz, 2011; 
McCoy, 1973; Metzgar, 2006), commonly tied with a reaffirmation of cultural identity 
(Diaz, 2011). 

The vagaries of the weather, especially as tropical storms and typhoons 
(Spennemann, 2004), however, frequently interfered with the orderly conduct of the 
voyage, forcing some of the canoes off course. In addition, several of the Carolinian 
long-distance voyages went awry, usually when the canoes were blown off course 
during typhoons, with canoes from Ulithi arriving in the Philippines in the 1850s (Jagor, 
1873, p. 208). The German administrator of Yap, Georg Fritz (1910), for example, noted 
that “almost every year individual canoes are cast away to the Philippines”. While such 
dispersal occurrences from Micronesia to nearby areas were common, some were even 
farther afield including the East China Sea.  

One of these records is a twelfth-century Japanese report on the arrivals of what 
was described as foreign ‘devils’ on  Oki-shima in the Izu Islands (off Tokyo). This paper 
examines this narrative against the background of other documented long distance 
dispersal from Micronesia, such as vagrant saltwater crocodiles and a canoe drifting 
from Lamotrek to Shanghai (China). 

 
Drift Voyages from Micronesia to Japanese waters 

 
A recent review of the occurrence of vagrant saltwater crocodiles in the Pacific 

examined the evidence for dispersal facilitated by the ocean currents (Spennemann, in 
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2021, 2020). In addition to numerous examples in the central and southern Pacific, that 
review also identified three confirmed (Amami-Oshima, Toyama Bay, Koamishiro Bay) 
and two unconfirmed observations (Iriomote-Jima, Iwo Jima) of vagrant saltwater 
crocodiles in Japanese waters (Figure 1) (Spennemann, 2021). The review noted that 
the majority of these vagrants was likely to have originated from northeastern Luzon 
(Philippines). Their movement was aided by the Kuroshio Current, which, flowing at a 
speed of about 2 knots, carries objects from the northern Philippines in an arc past 
Taiwan to the Southern Coast of Japan (Chang et al., 2016). The Tsushima Current 
branches off south of Japan and carries objects into the Sea of Japan (Figure 1). One 
of these vagrants, the unconfirmed Iwo Jima specimen, however, certainly would have 
come directly from Palau (Spennemann, in 2021). As computer simulations showed 
that objects from Palau drift northwards, either to the Philippines or into the Kuroshio 
Current (R. Callaghan & Fitzpatrick, 2008), possibly some of the other crocodiles 
observed in Japanese waters could have come from Palau. Similarly, the drift dispersal 
of tropical seeds from the Philippines and Micronesia into Japanese coastal waters 
(both western and eastern coasts) is well documented (Nakanishi, 1987). 

Drift voyages of canoes blown off course in the north-western Caroline Islands are 
likely to follow similar trajectories. Typhoons and tropical storms are, and have been 
common, in western Micronesia (Spennemann, 2004). The storm tracks follow a similar 
pattern: a westward movement just to the north of the Caroline Islands, usually coupled 
with an increase in intensity, followed by an eventual curving off to the north and 
northeast (Figure 1). The point where the storm track curves northwards varies. Once 
the winds subside, floating objects will be pushed westwards by the trade winds and 
will, eventually get caught up in the Kuroshio Current. 

One such, major, dispersal is evidenced by major dispersal recorded in the 
Imperial German colonial files. On Good Friday 1907 a severe typhoon struck the 
central and western atolls of the Caroline Islands. Woleai Atoll was hardest hit, with the 
winds stripping breadfruit trees and coconut palms, and the storm surge inundating 
many of the swamp taro pits, resulting in a severe food shortage (Spennemann, 2004, 
2007b). To alleviate some of the effects, six canoes left Woleai for Lamotrek Atoll, some 
150 nautical miles to the east, in order to reduce the number of people to be fed on 
Woleai and to also eventually bring back food and fresh planting stock on the return 
voyage. The Woleaians stayed on Lamotrek throughout 1908, planting their own crops. 
Early in 1909 the canoes sailed back but encountered a tropical storm. Five canoes 
were blown off course and eventually reached Ulithi, 290 nautical miles northwest of 
Woleai. The sixth and smallest canoe, occupied by five people, became separated 
from the others. After a 97-day, 3580 km drift voyage the canoe arrived at the Chinese 
coast and was found, with three survivors, just off Shanghai (Fritz, 1910) (see Figure 1 
for locations). The Woleians were eventually repatriated in September 1909 
(Anonymous, 1910). 
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The Devils of Oki-shima 
 

This documented drift voyage of the Micronesian canoe, as the dispersal of the 
saltwater crocodiles, provides context to another historic record of long-distance 
dispersal, which had been first noted by Kōno Isamu (1942) and later publicised by the 
Japanologist Alexander Slawik (1955). In his paper on the discovery of a stone axe on 
Kita-Iwō-Jima (北硫黄島), Volcano Islands (Japan), Kōno discusses whether during 
earlier times ethnic elements from Micronesia might have penetrated into the 
Japanese sphere and left their traces (Kōno, 1942). In this context Kōno discusses an 
example for possible contact reported in Japanese medieval literature. The event is 
narrated in volume 17 of the Kokon Chõmonjū (古今著聞集), a ‘collection of (hi)stories 
from the past and present,’ compiled in about 1254 by Narisue Tachibana (橘成季), 
who was possibly the governor of Iga province at the time (Dykstra, 1992). Story nº 27 
entitled ‘Arrival of a ship’ (Narisue, 1690), provides the following account, as 
reproduced by Kōno (1942)1 and translated by Slawik (1955). 

 
承安元年七月八日、伊豆國奥嶋2の濱に船

一艘つきたりけり。嶋人ども難風に吹よ

せられたる舟ぞと思ひて。行むかひて見

るに。陸地より七八段ばかりへだてゝ舟

をとゞめて。鬼繩をおろして海底の石に

四方をつなぎて。 

“Jōan year 1 [=1171], 7th month, 8th day. 
A boat arrived at the beach of the island 
Oki Shima in the Izu province. The 
islanders [of Oki-shima] believing it to be 
a boat cast away in a storm went to see it. 
The boat had stopped some 7 or 8 duan 
[75-85 m]3 from the shore. The devils 
dropped ropes and fastened the boat on 
all four sides with stones on the sea floor.  

かの鬼八人船よりおりて海に入て。しば

し有て岸にのぼりぬ。嶋人粟酒をたびけ

れば、のみくひける事馬のごとし。鬼は

物いふ事なし。 

Afterwards eight of these devil men 
descended from the boat into the sea 
and emerged at the shore. When the 
islanders offered them sake made from 
millet, they drank it like horses. The devils 
did not say a word.  

そのかたち身は八九尺ばかりにて。髪は

夜叉のごとし。身の色赤黑く。眼まるく

して猿の目のごとし。皆はだか也。身に

は毛おひす。蒲をくみて腰4にまきたり。 
身にはやうやうの物かたをゑり入たり。

まわりにふくりんをかけたり。をのをの

六七尺ばかりなる杖をそもちたりける。 

As far as their constitution is concerned, 
they were about 8 to 9 shaku [2.4–2.7 m] 
high, their hair was like that of yakshas, 
the colour of their bodies was red-black, 
the eyes round as those of monkeys. All 
were naked. Their bodies were hairless5 
[and] they had wound woven reed 
around their waists.4 Motifs or various 
kinds were cut into their bodies bounded 
by ornamental borders. Everyone carried 
a 6 to 7 shaku [1.8–2.1 m] long stick. 

嶋人の中に弓矢もちたる有けり。鬼こひ

けり。嶋人おしみければ鬼ときをつくり

Among the islanders were some who 
carried bows and arrows. The devils 
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て杖をもちて。まづ弓もちたるをうちこ

ろしつ。およそ打たるゝもの九人がうち

五人は死ぬ。四人は手を負なからいきた

りけり。そのゝち鬼脇より火を出しけ

り。 

asked for them. When the islanders did 
not wish to part with them, the devils 
gave out a war cry and attacked with their 
sticks first those who had bows and 
arrows, with an intention to kill them. Of 
the nine people attacked, five died and 
four were injured but survived. 
Afterwards the devils released a fire from 
the side. 

嶋人皆ころされなんづと思ひて。神物の

弓矢を申出して。鬼のもとへむかひけれ

ば。鬼海に入て底より船のものに至りて

のりぬ。則風にむかひてはしりさりぬ。 

The islanders feared they all would be 
killed. They requested and brought the 
holy bows and arrows, and when they 
attacked the devils, these devils went 
into the sea and reached the boat via the 
sea bottom. They fled against the wind.  

おなじ十月十四日圖解をかきて。おとし

たりける帶をぐして國司に奉りたりけ

り。件の帶は蓮花王院の實藏におさめら

れけるとかや。 

In the same year, 10th month, 14th day, 
one wrote an illustrated report and sent 
it together with a belt, that had been lost, 
to the governor. The belt is reported to 
have been deposited in the treasury of 
the Rengeō-in.”6 

 
Text based on Kōno (1942) Translation based on Slawik (1955) 

 
Kōno does not doubt that this narrative represents the landing of a foreign people 

on Japanese soil. He believed to recognise in the description the cultural traits of 
Micronesians, based on the description of the tattoos, the loincloths, the use of clubs 
and the lack of knowledge about bows and arrows (Kōno, 1942). Kōno argues that 
these arrivals were Micronesians who had been carried to Japan by the Kuroshio 
Current.7 Slawik (1955) seems to concur. Given the geographical trajectory of that 
current however, an origin in the northern Philippine Islands, such as Luzon, is likewise 
possible.  

 
Examining the Critical Descriptive Elements 

 
Deconstructing the entry in Kokon Chõmonjū, the critical descriptive elements of the 
arrivals are: head hair, body hair, skin colour, eye shape, tattoos, dress, implements 
and reaction to bows and arrows, all of which shall be examined in turn. 

 Let us consider the physical features first, which requires the use of nineteenth 
and early twentieth century anthropological sources that include somatological 
descriptions.8 The stature height, given as 8 to 9 shaku [2.4–2.7 m], is clearly clouded 
by imagination and exaggeration. Given that the round shape of their eyes was notable 
(‘round as those of monkeys’), which suggests a lack of epicanthic folds, the arrivals 
were clearly not of Mongoloid,9 but of Philippine or Micronesian background.10 The 
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skin colour, which is given as ‘red-black,’ suggests again people of Philippine or 
Micronesian background11 as opposed to Malayan or Vietnamese.12  

The hair of the arrivals was likened to that of yakshas, which in Buddhist tradition 
are a class of nature fairies and daemons, but which can also be interpreted as 
malevolent spirits, ferocious-looking persons, or demonic warriors. The depiction of 
the yakshas varies, but tends to involve open, unruly hair, occasionally braided at the 
back (Misra, 1981). In this, the hairstyle differed markedly from the Japanese and 
Korean topknots (Choi, 2006), as well as the Chinese queue (Godley, 1994). Palauans, 
on the other hand, traditionally wore their hair open in long frizzy big curls, combed 
back and occasionally tied in a knot (Krämer, 1919, p. 302f.) (see also Hunt, 1950). 
Other Micronesians wore their hair long and open, occasionally tied into a tail 
(Lukunor: Krämer, 1935, p. 9). 

The observation regarding the body hair of the arrivals is confusing. While Kōno’s 
text states that the devils had hair on their body, Slawik’s translation states the opposite. 
Japanese males tend to have very little facial and body hair, compared, for example, 
to Ainu (Hanihara, 1990) and Caucasians (Hamilton, Terada & Mestlert, 1958). 
Micronesian men tend to have facial hair,13 as well as light body hair.14 Little is 
published about the hirsuteness of medieval and even modern populations in the 
Luzon and the Philippines, heavy body hair is reported in populations on Mindoro and 
Palawan (Conklin, 1949). The body hair of the arrivals cannot have been extreme, 
however, as otherwise the commentary would have made reference to monkeys or 
other animals (as it did for the eyes). 

Let us now turn to body ornamentation and material culture, i.e. tattoos, dress, 
implements and the reaction to bows and arrows. While tattooing has traditionally also 
been practiced in parts of the Philippines (Salvador-Amore, 2002), tattoos, in particular 
large chest and full body tattoos were common throughout Micronesia as a social and 
ethnic marker for men (e.g. Eilers, 1935; Eilers, 1936; Krämer, 1926, 1935, 1937; 
Spennemann, 2009). The lack of dress bar loin cloths (‘all were naked’) clearly set the 
arrival apart from the cultural norms of the Oki-shima islanders. The arrivals had ‘had 
wound woven reed around their waists’, which suggests, woven mats, grass skirts and 
loin cloths woven from Pandanus, which were of course the common dress style 
throughout Micronesia (e.g. Eilers, 1935; Eilers, 1936; Krämer, 1926, 1935, 1937). 
Clothing made from banana fibres, which dominated in the Philippines (Mintz, 2017), 
resembles in its fine weave flax and like fabric, and does not correspond with the 
description of ‘woven reed.’ 

The description that every one of the arrivals “carried a 6 to 7 shaku [1.8–2.1 m] 
long stick” suggests the use of spears as long clubs are absent in Micronesia and the 
Philippines. Traditionally, spears were common in parts of the Philippines (Krieger, 
1926) and also in use in Palau (Krämer, 1926, p. 120f.). The reaction to bows and arrows 
is more complex. Kōno (1942) interprets this as a desire to obtain items that were 
unknown to the arrivals. The same text, however, can also be interpreted as a desire to 
obtain the bows and arrows as weapons for their own defense. While the use of bows 
and arrows is absent in the Western and Central Carolines (Eilers, 1935, 1936; Krämer, 
1935, 1937), they were common in the Philippines (Amazona, 1951; Krieger, 1926; 
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Rahmann & Maceda, 1955). They are also on record in Palau, where they were primarily 
used for bird hunting (Krämer, 1926, p. 67ff.).  

While the majority of the descriptive elements of the arrivals may originate from 
either area, some elements are diagnostic. The loin cloth made from ‘woven reed’ 
strongly points to Micronesia as does the long and curly head hair and the commentary 
on body tattoos. The only counterpoint is the commentary on body hair. While facial 
and thoracic hirsuteness is on record for some communities in mid-twentieth century 
Mindoro and Palawan, these locations are on the western side of the Philippines and 
therefore unlikely source islands (Figure 1). Given that Japanese males tend to have 
very little facial and body hair, any observable body hair was deemed remarkable. 
Micronesian men exhibit facial and, albeit light, body hair. 
Conclusion 

Given the above discussion, there can be little doubt that the narrative in Kokon 
Chõmonjū refers to a group of castaways from either the Philippines or Micronesia. On 
balance, it is more likely that the vessel came from Western Micronesia, probably Palau. 
This Japanese narrative, when combined with the evidence of vagrant saltwater 
crocodiles, the drift of plant matter and the 1910 record of Micronesians drifting to 
waters off Shanghai, highlights that the southern Japanese islands were exposed to 
random contacts with the Southern Seas.  

As far as we know, these contacts went only one-way until the second half of the 
nineteenth century when Japanese traders developed formal connections with the 
northern Mariana Islands (Spennemann, 2007a, 2008) and western Micronesia (Hezel, 
1994), as well as engaged in the exploitation of seabird populations in the Central 
Pacific (Spennemann, 1998a, 1998b). All historic records of vessels drifting away from 
Japanese waters relate to trans-Pacific drift (Kakubayashi, 1981), with no evidence of 
drifting directly to  Micronesia. 

We can only speculate what happened to the devils of Oki-shima after they 
boarded their canoe again. Given that they had drifted all the way to Japan suggests 
that their sails (or mast) had been damaged, preventing them from sailing back to the 
waters they knew. If they kept on drifting, the currents would eventually have carried 
the canoe across the Pacific to the coasts of Washington or Oregon, or to Hawai’i as 
rafting evidence from the Sendai earthquake of 2011 has shown (Carlton et al., 2018; 
Eernisse, Draeger & Pilgrim, 2018). Whether the crew would have survived such a trip 
is unknown. The level of thirst they demonstrated when offered sake suggests that their 
ability to obtain rainwater was low, as was their ability to osmotically absorb water 
through the skin (while immersed in seawater between the hull and the outrigger). This 
does not bode well for the chances of their survival. 
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Figure 1. Map of locations mentioned in the text. The dashed lines indicate 
schematic typhoon tracks.  1 Woleiai; 2 Lamotrek; 3 Ulithi; 4 Shanghai; 5 Kita-
Iwō-Jima ; 6 Oki-ni-shima; 7 Izu Oshima;  8 Amami-Oshima; 9 Toyama Bay; 10 
Koamishiro Bay; 11 Iriomote-Jima; 12 Iwo Jima; 13 Mindoro, 14 Palawan; 16 
Palau15 
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Endnotes
 
1. The various imprints of Kokon Chõmonjū differ slightly in their text. 
2. Kōno annotates the text 奥嶋 (Oki Shima) as ‘ォキノシマ’ (Oki-no-shima), which on face value would place the 

location on the western side of Honshu, as part of the Oki Islands, Shimane Prefecture. The text, however, states 
clearly that Oki Shima is part of the Izu province, which is on the eastern side of Honshu, facing the Central Pacific, 
and the Ogasawara island chain. There is also Izu Ōshima (伊豆大島) in the Izu Islands group, which while now part 
of Tōkyō Prefecture was part of the former Izu province. Slawik (1955), on the other hand, speculated that the island 
may have been Onbasejima (恩馳島, also in the Izu Islands. The island is comprised of two sub islands, the north-

eastern of which is commonly called Ojima (オジマ). 
3.  While in recent usage 段 duan (tan) refers to a unit of area measurement (1 duan = 991.7m2), during the Edo period 

段 was also used as a measure of length, where one duan was equivalent to six 間 ken (i.e. 10.91 m). The reported 
distance from the shore was therefore 76–87 m (in the translation rounded to 75-85 m). 

4. Kōno’s footnote (his nº 3) reads: 岩波文庫本「古今著聞集」 には「蒲をくみて煙にまきたり」 とあるが、
國史大系本には「腰にまきたり」と爲って居る。"Kokon Chomon ju" (A Collection of Tales Heard, Past and 
Present), a book of Iwanami Bunko, says 'I picked up a bulrush and threw them into smoke,' but Kokushi Taikei-bon 
(Japanese History Series) says that picked up a bulrush and wrapped it around my waist.' 

5. Kōno’s text states that the ‘devils’ had hair on their body. 
6. The Rengeō-in (蓮華王院) (also known as Sanjūsangen-dō) is a major Buddhist Temple in Kyōto. 
7 . Kakubayashi (1981) has compiled data on Japanese drift records, but these are confined to drift voyages emanating 

from Japan (see also Braden, 1976; R. T. Callaghan, 2003). 
8. The anthropometric and somatological research during the nineteenth and early twentieth century had, of course strong 

racial motivations and undertones, that justifiably have been widely criticised (e.g. Ariffin & Binti, 2019; Lorimer, 1988; 
Smedley & Smedley, 2005). For the purposes of this assessment of somatological characteristics, however, publications 
derived from somatological research form a valid resource. 

9. For epicanthic folds among Chinese, Japanese, Korean and Malay see (Boo-Chai, 1962; Lu et al., 2017) 
10. For the eye shape of people in the Philippines see (Anies et al., 2013; Barrows, 1910; Demayo et al., 2010), for Palauans 

see (Krämer, 1919, p. 303) for outer islands of Chuuk (Krämer, 1935, p. 9). 
11. It should be noted, though, that given the extensive inter-Micronesian voyaging, there is a considerable variation in 

skin colour. See commentary by Petersen (2007). —Krämer (1935, p. 9) generalised and described the skin colour of 
the population of Lukunor (outer islands of Chuuk) as ‘chestnut brown’. 

12. For skin colour of Chinese see (Xiao et al., 2012), of Japanese see (Wagatsuma, 1967). 
13. Palau (Krämer, 1919, p. 303); Lamotrek (Krämer, 1937, p. 10); Fais (Krämer, 1937, p. 304); Woleai (Krämer, 1937, p. 

220). 
14  Palau (Krämer, 1919, p. 303). 
15. Deanna Duffy (Spatial Analysis Network, Charles Sturt University) kindly produced the underlying base map for Figure 

1. 
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