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Sovereignty of Vietnam...


SOVEREIGNTY OF VIETNAM OVER THE EAST SEA FROM ARCHAEOLOGICAL DOCUMENTS
LAI VAN TOI *
Abstract: In four large islands including the Spratly, Namyit, Sin Cowe, and Sand Cay, and six other ones, archaeologists have found vestiges and artifacts from the Early Iron Age, which is approximately the same as the time of Late Sa Huỳnh – Early Champa culture in Central Coast Vietnam. They include a range of vestiges, ceramic and glazed terra-cotta artifacts dating from the time of Trần Dynasty (the 14th century), Lê - Nguyễn Dynasties and the early 20th century as well. Analyzing and comparing archaeological materials from the prehistoric and early-historic time found in the Central Coastal areas and offshore islands, the author affirms that about 2,000 to 2,500 years ago, ancient Vietnamese people already conquered, inhabited, possessed and exploited archipelagos inside Vietnam’s territorial waters in East Sea.
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1. Preface

For some time and even until now, some people think that Vietnam is located in the area that was influenced much by the Chinese civilization; Vietnamese nation has its origin from somewhere in China; and, Vietnamese language belongs to the group of the Chinese – Tibet languages or it is merely a branch of the Chinese origin(1). In other words, they denied the existence of Vietnamese culture and civilization. Achievements in social sciences and humanities have proved the opposite, making those, who had wrong understanding of Vietnamese culture and civilization, rethink about their simple opinions and change their unilateral understanding. Vietnamese language and Mường language originated from Mon-Khmer (Austroasiatic) language and Indonesian language in the group of Southern languages(2). Material evidences excavated underground have demonstrated the history of many thousands years of the Vietnamese national origin. The research work on Hòa Bình – Bắc Sơn culture (the overture of the agricultural revolution that took place all over Southeast Asia more than ten thousand years ago) reveals that agriculture was the beginning of civilizations along big rivers, including the Red River in Vietnam. Đông Sơn civilization was founded thousands of years BC; in other words, the Red River civilization with Văn Lang States of Hùng Kings, proved the formation of Vietnamese nation with its own states, culture and civilization.(1)    

From the geo-cultural perspective, Vietnam is located in a peninsular area, so it gets influence from both the mainland and islands. Such a cultural identity is shown in the legend of Vietnamese origin on “children of the Fairy and the Dragon”. The native factor and sea factors are also reflected boldly in Vietnam’s history and culture. At first, however, we would like to introduce a habitation orientation that shows Vietnamese cultural identity through archaeological materials titled: the sea orientation.       

2. Traces of the prehistoric and early-historic habitation in coastal areas of Vietnam

Vietnam is located in the East of the Indochina peninsula, so it is impacted very obviously by the sea; and, the prehistoric and early-historic culture became an organic element of Vietnamese cultural structure. For the three socio-cultural spaces of ancient Vietnam (including the coastal, the mountainous and the lowland), the sea factor is shown in all the cultural spaces through the legend on Lạc Long Quân and Âu Cơ. For mountainous areas, they are divided by rivers and streams, so the aquatic factor is also considered typical for Vietnamese culture. Archaeological vestiges of the prehistoric and early-historic time are often found by the sea, rivers, and lakes.         

2.1. Characteristics of archaeological vestige locations

Research findings reveal that ancient residents in the coastal areas of Vietnam started to get used to the sea environment and exploit sea products at very early time. The evidence for their occupying and conquering the sea is the existence of many archaeological vestiges in this area. The archaeological vestiges are not only abundant in terms of quantity, but they are also much diversified in terms of types, forming different groups of vestiges. On the one hand, those vestiges are typical for each specific location; on the other hand, they show a close linkage among different cultural areas in the region. The archaeological vestiges can be divided systematically into some groups as follows:

2.1.1. The group of coastal vestiges

This group consists of archaeological vestiges located in the coastal area. The first feature of vestiges in this group is that they all “back against the mountain and face the sea”. This partly reflects the harmonization of ancient people with the sea at the beginning of the sea conquest. To live together with the sea, they settled down in sandy hillocks or the foot of mountain by the sea. Those places are convenient for them to do fishing and inshore production as well as to develop agricultural production. Typical for those vestiges are Xóm Cồn, Bình Yên, and Long Thạnh...

The second feature of vestiges in this group is the existence of alternate patterns of vestige. The most outstanding is the jar burial culture. The very big ceramic jars were made with a skillful technique. They were not only used to contain fresh water, but they were also used as coffins for burial of the dead. A lot of archeological vestiges, which used to be residence and burial places as well, have been found in the coastal area of Vietnam. This shows the life-and-death opinion and the relationship among people in the local communities. The general date of vestiges in this group ranges from 3,500 to 4,500 years ago.

2.1.2. Group of vestiges in the coastal islands

Prehistoric, early - historic and other archaeological vestiges are discovered in the coastal islands of Northern, Central and Southern Vietnam. In Northern Vietnam, typical is a series of vestiges in the Northeast coast in Tràng Kênh, Cát Bà (Hải Phòng) and well-known Hạ Long Bay (Quảng Ninh). In Central Vietnam and the South of Central Vietnam, typical is a series of vestiges in Bãi Ông (Cù Lao Chàm, Quang Nam); Xóm Ốc, Suối Chình (Lý Sơn Island, Quảng Ngãi); Hòn Tre (Khánh Hòa); and, Phú Quý Island (Bình Thuận).

In addition to tools used for inland agricultural production such as pickaxes, knives, buffalo-tooth shaped axes, and spinning plumbs etc,  tools used for fishing and aquatic production such as lead pieces of fishing nets, fishing javelins, fish-hooks etc have been also found in the archaeological cultural layers. Besides, archaeologists have discovered a large quantity of production tools and personal ornaments made of sea animals, shells or turtle bones sophisticatedly and uniquely. Obviously, the sea did not only supply them with food, but it also provided them with aesthetic products. It is also noticeable that archaeologists have found many things that were brought from outside as well as a lot of local personal ornaments made professionally for trade. Based on the locations, where those products were found, we realize that the maritime trading network was relatively developed at that time; the geographical distance for trading exchange between locations was rather great. The date of vestiges in this group ranges from 3,000 to 4,000 years ago.
Typical for the group of vestiges in the coastal islands in the East and the West of Southern Vietnam are those in Côn Đảo (Bà Rịa – Vũng Tàu), Thổ Chu, Hòn Tre and Phú Quốc islands (Kiên Giang). The date of vestiges in this group ranges from 2,500 to 3,500 years ago. The common feature of those vestiges is that they are not located separately, but by a range of vestiges with similar cultural characteristics and closely linked with each other. This demonstrates that those areas used to be places of relatively long habitation for many communities that had close relations with each other. Similar to other coastal vestiges, the cultural layer of these vestiges consists of burial graves and stoves together with a lot of stone and ceramic artifacts, especially animal bones, shells and maritime tools. These are evidences to show the close relationship in material and spiritual life between ancient communities in the mainland and those in the islands of Vietnam. In addition, many copper-casting molds and metallurgy traces have been found in the vestiges. Noticeably, mines and the places, where materials used to make the molds were exploited, are located in very far islands, even nearly 100 km away. This means that in addition to good metallurgy skills, it was necessary for those people to have good nautical skills, in order to make sophisticated metal products.     
Besides, we excavated and carried out research on some archaeological vestiges in the islands of the Spratly, including: Spratly, Namyit, Sin Cowe, and Sand Cay... The artifacts collected from those vestiges include a lot of coarse ceramic pieces of Sa Huỳnh culture, enameled ceramic products that are typical for the time of Trần and Lê dynasties, and coins from the time of Nguyễn dynasty. The vestige of stoves has provided us with significant evidences for continual habitation of Vietnamese people in the coastal and offshore islands(3). 

 2.2. Typical prehistoric and early - historic vestiges 

2.2.1. In Côn Đảo Island (Bà Rịa – Vũng Tàu province)

Archaeological research in Côn Đảo was at first conducted in 1960 – 1962, owing to findings of Edmond Saurin in Hàng Dương site, followed by many investigations and excavations(4). By now, 11 archaeological vestiges have been found and studied in Côn Đảo islands, of which 10 ones are located in Côn Lôn – the largest island, and the rest one is located in Hòn Cau Island. According to the characteristics of the vestiges, there were 3 habitation-burial vestiges, including Cồn Miếu Bà, Cồn Hải Đăng, and Hòn Cau; the rest are habitation vestiges, including: Bến Đầm, Hàng Dương, Bàu Sen, Waterworks No.I, No.II, No.III, Cồn Cây Đa No.I and No.II.  

Habitation vestiges are located in sand dunes, of which the area ranges from 5,000 to several ten thousands of square meters. The cultural layer is structured by hill land (in Bến Đầm); sea sand (in Hàng Dương, Bàu Sen, Waterworks No.I, No.II, No.III, Cây Đa No.I and No.II); and, the mixture of sea sand and coral pieces (in Hòn Cau, Cồn Miếu Bà, and Cồn Hải Đăng). The thickness of the cultural layer ranges from 30 cm to 40 cm (in Bến Đầm, Bàu Sen, Waterworks No.I, No.II, No.III, Cay Da No.I and No.II) or from 40 cm to 80 cm (in Hàng Dương and Hòn Cau).

Artifacts found in those vestiges are relatively abundant and diversified. Struck stone tools are found in the cultural layer of the vestiges in Hàng Dương, Hòn Cau, Cồn Miếu Bà, Waterworks No.II, Cây Đa No.I and No.II. These struck tools can be seen as “the leftovers" of Hòa Bình – Quỳnh Văn culture. It is noticeable that they make up a majority of all stone tools found in Hòn Cau vestige (511/651 = 87.49%)(5).

These struck stone tools are also found abundantly in: the vestiges of Phùng Nguyên, Hoa Lộc and Bàu Tró culture; the pre-Sa Huỳnh and Sa Huỳnh vestiges in coastal lowland areas of Central Vietnam; Lung Leng culture in Kontum; and, post-new Stone Age and early-Bronze Age vestiges in mountainous areas of Điện Biên, Lai Châu, and Sơn La provinces, which were excavated in the lake-bed of Son La hydroelectric plant by the Institute of Archaeology. 

In the habitation vestiges, apart from thousands pieces of ceramic pots, jars, vessels, and bowls, one leech-shaped earring, one saffron stone bead, two iron pieces were found in Hàng Dương vestige; and, one piece of an ax-making mold, two pieces of a brass bowl were found in Cây Đa vestige. In the vestige in Waterworks, one spout of a Kendy kettle, one piece of brass, four pieces of an iron knife, one bead of a glass chain, one bead of a stone chain, one little iron piece, and one ceramic marble were found.

Burial vestiges include Cồn Miếu Bà, Cồn Hải Đăng and Hòn Cau.

Hòn Cau Vestige (named after the island) was discovered and investigated by the Institute of Archaeology for the first time in 1995. Later, an excavation was conducted for an area of 175 square meters in 1999. The cultural layer is structured by sand and coral pieces with a thickness of 50 centimeters. There were 2 fire stoves, thousands of shells of sea snails, 125 kilograms of animal bones, 2,295 artifacts of stone, brass, bones, and shells of sea animals. The burial vestige found in the hole H2 did not remain untouched; there was 1 piece of a lower jaw-bone with some teeth kept in position of the right part, including P1, P2, M1, and 3 lost teeth including M1, M2, and M3. The test results show that it was a jaw-bone of a Mongoloid mature woman(6). 
Cồn Hải Đăng vestige was discovered and investigated in 1999, followed by an excavation in an area of 315 square meters in 2001-2002(7). Hải Đăng vestige consists of 2 habitation and burial sites. The geographical layer was structured merely by sea sand; burial jars and burial accompanied things were found at the sand layer, of which the thickness ranges from 20 to 30 centimeters. Based on the quantity of burial jars and accompanied things, we can affirm that it is the biggest ancient jar-burial cemetery we have ever discovered in all islands of Vietnam. 

In terms of the technique and shape, burial jars in Cồn Hải Đăng vestige are similar to those in vestiges of Sa Hùynh culture discovered in the coastal areas and islands of Central Vietnam such as Lý Sơn (Quảng Ngãi), Bãi Dong and Hòn Tre (Kiên Giang). The big burial jar in Cồn Hải Đăng vestige has almost the same size as that of the sphere burial jar in Giồng Phệt and Giồng Cá Vồ vestiges (Ho Chi Minh City), if its neck is removed. The date of this vestige is about 1 or 2 centuries AD(8) . 
Cồn Miếu Bà vestige was discovered in 1997, followed by investigations and excavations in 1999 and 2001. It is located in the Southwestern area of Côn Đảo town. The cultural layer is from 70 to 90 centimeters thick, consisting of burial jars and a lot of burial accompanied things made of stone, ceramic, brass, iron, and shells. Burial jars in Cồn Miếu Bà were buried by groups. Stone, tools, and ceramic pieces were put on the graves. Other burial accompanied things were placed both inside and outside the jar. No remains or ash were found in all the jars. There were ash pieces found in the sand of the grave.

Especially, the graves in Cồn Miếu Bà vestige contained diversified ceramic coffins, including: jars, of which the base was decorated with patterns of lines; traditional burial jars with or without covers; and, burial earthenware pots (with covers). The burial accompanied things were relatively abundant, consisting of production tools, personal belongings made of brass, iron and a lot of broken ceramic pieces. Particularly, six broken and whole shells and nine vermilion stone pieces were buried in two graves.

Based on the types of all the artifacts, we can realize that Cồn Miếu Bà vestige dates back to a later period of development than Hòn Cau, Cồn An Hải, and Cồn Hải Đăng vestiges. The date of Cồn Miếu Bà vestige may range from the fourth to the third or the second century BC, at the same time with the period of Sa Huỳnh culture in the mainland(9). 

2.2.2. In the islands of Kien Giang Province

In the islands of Kiên Giang province, many archaeological vestiges have been found, including: Cửa Cạn vestige, collection of stone artifacts kept at Coi Nguon company (Phú Quốc Island), Bãi Ngự, Bãi Mun and Bãi Dong vestiges (Thổ Chu Island) – Phú Quốc district; Vestige in hamlet No.3, Jar-burial Vestige (Hòn Tre Island), Lại Sơn Kettledrum (Lại Sơn Island), and other vestiges in Nam Du Island - Kiên Hải district.(9)
Phú Quốc Island is a large island considered administratively as a district. The Institute of Archaeology and Kien Giang Provincial Museum carried out excavated investigations in this island in 1979 and 1995, discovering archaeological artifacts in Cửa Cạn and Hàm Ninh communes and some artifacts of Óc Eo culture in the sea of Hòn Thơm.

While the two institutions were conducting pilot excavations in hamlet No.3 and hamlet No.4 in late 1998, they found a collection of grindstone tools. Although no cultural layer was discovered in the excavated holes, there were coarse ceramic artifacts. At the depth of 50 or 60 centimeters underground, they found 106 stone artifacts including production tools, personal ornaments and 3 pieces of yellow earth. These artifacts have the same characteristics and date as those of Bàu Tró, Sa Huỳnh, and Lung Leng culture. Particularly, they are very similar to the stone tools of the archaeological vestiges in Thổ Chu Island.

In Phú Quốc Island, archaeologists also discovered a lot of ancient ceramic pieces in Hàm Ninh commune, a lot of grindstone tools in the residence cell N.6 (hamlet No.4) and a collection of 62 stone tools in Cội Nguồn company etc(10)...

Discoveries and research works on the collection of stone and ceramic artifacts in Phú Quốc Island show that they have the same characteristics and date as the artifacts found in other vestiges in Hàng Dương and Hòn Cau (Côn Đảo Island), Bãi Ngự and Bãi Mun (Thổ Chu Island), which belong to the Coastal Sa Huỳnh culture dated from the fifth century BC(11).

Thổ Chu Island (Thổ Châu) is the largest commune in Thổ Chu archipelago of Phú Quốc district. The archipelago consists of 8 islands, of which the total area amounts to nearly 11 square kilometers. It is located 115 kilometers due southwest of Phú Quốc, 170 kilometers due west of Kiên Giang, and 150 kilometers due northwest of Côn Đảo Island.
In Thổ Chu mountainous island, there are a lot of original rocks from the Kreta Neogen time, like those in Phú Quốc. They were materials for traditional tool-making. White clay, which was an ideal material for ceramic-making, is exposed in some places nearby Bãi Ngự stream. This was really a favorable place of habitation for ancient communities.  

The Institute of Archaeology conducted excavated investigations in Bãi Ngự, Bãi Dong and Bãi Mun on Thổ Chu Island in 1995. Afterwards, the Institute collaborated with Kien Giang Provincial Museum to carry out large excavations in all the three places in 1998.(10)
Three excavated holes, of which the total area is 109 square meters, were dug in Bãi Ngự. The cultural layer is from 25 to 30 centimeters thick. The artifacts collected at the three holes include: 524 stone tools, 56 relics and shells, and 2,225 ceramic pieces. Remarkably, coarse ceramic pieces of pre-Óc Eo and Óc Eo cultures were found in the upper layer. The date of Bãi Ngự habitation vestige ranges from the fifth century BC to several first centuries AD.

The site of Bãi Dong ceramic and burial jars is located nearly 100 meters far from the sea and at an altitude of three meters. This area was severely dug and eroded. Many items were exposed at the surface of the sand dune, including: (1) One brown-red pointed-bottom jar, which has the shape of an egg broken at the top; it is 40 centimeters high and 47.5 centimeters in diameter; and (2) one black ceramic sphere pot with a round bottom; it was found nearby the first jar; the diameters are 26 and 55 centimeters at the top and at the middle respectively. Both the jar and the pot were placed upward. Inside the pot, there were 2 little earthenware pots and 1 high-base bowl with 4 holes in the base. Outside the pot, there was a little earthenware pot decorated with a line-pattern in the handles and other broken pieces, from which two earthenware pots were then restored. All the pots were covered with yellow-earth color and were nicked with patterns. In 1998, an excavation was conducted over an area of 100 square meters in the vestige. The cultural layer was found at the depth of 10 to 30 meters. Although no grave was discovered, there were remnants of some rocks, ceramic pieces and some burial accompanied things such as​: 1 D-shaped necklace made of Tridacna snail shells; some pieces of a small necklace and incomplete tools; 1 spinning plumb made of violet sandstone; 1 piece of a knife or an iron javelin, some pieces of iron ore; and pieces of broken pots, jars and bowls etc... Perhaps, those jar-burial graves were dug and damaged before, so they did not remain as a whole(12).

The remained relics show that Bãi Dong was a jar-burial site typical for Sa Huỳnh culture; it was very similar to the jar-burial sites in Cồn Hải Đăng and Cồn Miếu Bà vestiges in Côn Đảo.

In Kiên Hải Island district, archaeological investigations and excavations were carried out in some vestiges as below:

Hòn Tre commune is one of the 4 island communes of Kiên Hải district (Kiên Giang province). It is the smallest island (4 square kilometers), but it is the district center. It is 30 kilometers due southeast of Rạch Giá city by the sea. The geological structure of the island mainly consists of granite rocks heaping up together, resulting in a lot of canyons and caves that contain fresh water. The highest pick is 390 meters above the sea level. Hòn Tre has a wonderful landscape. It is a part of the coastal bio-spherical park of Kiên Giang, which was recognized by UNESCO as the world bio-spherical area in 2006.(12)
In the book titled “Gia Định Monograph” (1820), Trịnh Hoài Đức made notes about an ancient jar found in a cave of the island. Local people in the island reveal that there are still many ancient jars and pots of a great size in the island’s caves. The jars are often found in deep and large places inside the caves. The remaining artifacts include two jars and two pots. The jars in Hòn Tre vestige have the shape of an egg; they are very similar to those in Cồn Hải Đăng vestige (Côn Đảo). According to the island residents, ceramic jars and pots were often placed on three rocks surrounded by a lot of broken ceramic pieces. There were no mortal remains or ashes in the jars or pots. As we know, the archaeological relics of Hòn Tre Vestige are found in hamlet No.3. Possibly, the owner of the relics is the very owner of the jar-burial graves inside the caves. The jar-burial type in Hòn Tre belongs to Sa Huỳnh culture; it is very similar to that in Thổ Chu vestige. The date of this vestige is about the second and the third century BC(13). 

The vestige in hamlet No.3 (Hòn Tre): It is located in the hill-slope at the altitude of 50 meters above the sea level with an area of 4,000 square meters. The cultural layer is structured by hill-land; it is 40 to 50 centimeters thick, and 30 to 50 centimeters deep from the cultivated land(14). The artifacts found in the vestige include 2 quadrangular axes, 1 inner grater, 3 struck stone tools, 3 incomplete necklaces, and 4 pestles. Those artifacts are all made of granite and sea pebbles. Regarding to ceramic artifacts, there were just broken pieces of vessels, pots, and bowls, which are similar to those in Bãi Dong Vestige (Thổ Chu Island), Giồng Phệt and Giồng Cá Vồ vestiges (Hồ Chí Minh City). Initially, the date of the archaeological vestige in Hamlet No.3 can be identified as the same as that of the burial vestige in Bãi Dong and later than that of Bãi Ngự and Bãi Mun vestiges (Thổ Chu Island).

Lại Sơn Island commune, which covers an area of 11 square kilometers, is located 60 kilometers due southeast of Rạch Giá city. The natural environment of Lại Sơn is similar to that of Hòn Tre Island. The habitation area is large; the average altitude ranges from 2 to 15 meters above the sea level. The largest area in this island is Bãi Nhà Valley, which has the shape of a bow and faces southeast. It is divided into two parts, including Bãi Nhà A and Bãi Nhà B. In addition, there are some other areas, such as Bãi Bấc and Bãi Thiên Tuế in the North and the South of the island. In roughly 1980, Mr. Nguyễn Văn Sơn found a Đông Sơn kettledrum at the depth of 40 – 50 centimeters, when he was digging land to fill the house foundation.

In the kettledrum, there were just limb bones, skull, teeth, one copper hooked-javelin head, two copper axes, two javelin-making molds, one ceramic piece and some iron pieces. Nguyễn Duy Tỳ assumed that it was an exhumed grave(15), which dates back to the third or the fourth century BC.

In late 2008, the Institute of Archaeology, Kiên Giang Provincial Museum and the Department of Culture and Information of Kiên Hai district conducted an archaeological investigation in Kiên Hai Island. They found one buffalo-tooth shaped axe, one quadrangular axe, and four pieces of production tools in the stream at the residence cell No.4 of Bãi Nhà B. During this investigation, they found a ceramic jar that looks the same as the jar in Hòn Tre vestige. They assumed that there might be jar-burial graves inside caves in Lại Sơn Island, like that in Hòn Tre Island. It was just an initial discovery that should be further studied(16).  

Nam Du Archipelago consists of two communes, including Nam Du and An Sơn. An Sơn commune consists of 11 islands with a total area of 8.85 square kilometers, of which the largest one is C Tron Island. The total number of the commune population was 5,371 persons in 2007. Most of them settled down in 3 hamlets, including: C Tron, Bãi Ngự, and An C.

In Bãi Ngự hamlet, which faces southwest, there is a well named “Ngự”. Legend has it that Gia Long King dug the well, when he was travelling all over the island to look for fresh water. In 1988, Mr. Huỳnh Thanh Tùng found a jar-burial grave by accident. The jar had its cover and human bone inside, whose left hand was wearing a bluish stone necklace. The location of the grave is 12 meters far from the sea. It is now under a road of concrete. Those, who found the bone, re-buried it; the jar was broken, but some pieces still remain in the original place. At present, we still lack information to identify whether it is an ancient jar-burial grave or not(17). 

3. Traces of Vietnamese people in the Spratly Islands

3.1. Discoveries and excavations

The Spratly Islands consist of nearly 100 big and small islands, as well as submarine geographical banks. The Islands are located over an area of nearly 200,000 square kilometers. In this archipelago, some large island, such as Spratly, Namyit, and Southwest Cay, are located in the center. There are a lot of trees, fresh water wells, and favorable ecological environment for human habitation in these large islands. There are also traces of sovereignty built by the Government of the Republic of Vietnam in 1956. Located in the North of the archipelago, there are 5 smaller islands, including Sand Cay, Sin Cowe, Pearson Reef, and Central Reef, of which the area ranges from 0.5 to 1 square kilometer. Two islands, of which the area is less than 0.5 square kilometers, include West Reef and Alison Reef. They are located in the South of the archipelago. At present, the two islands have been concreted over and have emerged from the sea. Yet, they become submarine islands, when the sea level rises.(16) 

In 1993, the Institute of Archaeology, which was under the administration of the National Center for Social Sciences and Humanities (renamed as Vietnam Academy of Social Sciences at present), started to carry out an archaeological research program in the Spratly Islands, according to the direction of the late Prime Minister Võ Văn Kiệt. Researchers of the Institute collaborated with scientists of Vietnam Institute of Sciences (renamed as Vietnam Academy of Sciences and Technology at present), Khanh Hoa Museum, and Naval Forces of Region IV and Region V to carry out archaeological investigations and excavations in: Spratly, Namyit, and Southwest Cay (1993 - 1994); Sand Cay, Sin Cowe, Pearson Reef, Amboyna Cay, Central Reef, Alison Reef, West Reef, and Sand Cay (1999). During the three times of archaeological research generally, they made archaeological excavations in 4 islands (including Spratly, Namyit, Sand Cay, and Sin Cowe) with a total area of 183 square meters. For the rest islands, including Pearson Reef, Amboyna Cay, Central Reef, Alison Reef, and West Reef, they made archaeological investigations, analyzed strata of available excavated holes, and collected exposed artifacts on the ground(18).
All the islands, where investigations and excavations were made, are coral ones with the shape of a handkerchief. Inside island is structured by coral broken pieces with many overlapping layers: The upper is cultivated soil; in some islands, this layer also consists of some coral pieces, humus, and clay brought from the mainland. The middle is the cultural layer, of which the composition consists of coral pieces, guano, black and spongy humus; archaeological artifacts were often found in this layer. The lower is the layer of white coral pieces without any traces of habitation.

In the four islands, where excavations were made, the cultural layer always consists of black humus with archaeological artifacts. The thickness of the cultural layer varies from island to island. The cultural layer found in the excavated hole in Spratly is 20 centimeters thick; the corresponding figures in Namyit, Sand Cay, and Sin Cowe are 20 to 30, 10 to 15, and 20 to 40 centimeters respectively. 

According to observations at the sites, where the cultural layer still remained relatively stable, as well as analyses of artifacts, we can realize two different periods of development. The first period coincided with the time of Late Sa Huỳnh – Early Champa culture, which dates from several centuries AD. The second period lasted rather long, from the 8th or 9th century to the early 20th century.(18)
3.2. Material culture of Vietnamese people in the Spratly Islands

Artifacts found in the Spratly Islands made a great quantity with diversified types and materials. The total number of artifacts collected from the investigations and excavations is 498, of which: 33 ones are coarse ceramic, accounting for 6.62%; 236 ones are ceramic-porcelain, accounting for 48.00%; 212 ones are glazed terra-cotta, accounting for 42.57%; 1 is the tail of a roof tile, accounting for 0.20%; and, 16 ones are coins at Nguyễn Dynasty, accounting for 3.21%.
Coarse ceramic: These artifacts were found in Spratly. Most of them are broken coarse ceramic pieces (30 pieces); the rest are one lead piece of a fishing-net and two plate-shaped artifacts. Of the thirty coarse ceramic pieces, twenty four ones are grey and spongy; they were made from clay mixed with sand, so they look very coarse, light and unwell-baked. These ceramic artifacts are similar to those in the vestiges of Sa Huỳnh culture at the Metallurgy Age discovered along coastal areas of Central Vietnam such as: Bãi Ông vestige (Cù Lao Chàm district, Quảng Nam province), Xóm Ốc vestige and Suối Chình vestige (Lý Sơn Island, Quảng Ngãi province), Hòn Tre vestige (Khánh Hòa province), and Phú Quý vestige (Phú Quý Island, Bình Thuận province).

The lead piece of a fishing-net has an oval shape. It is red with two ends rolled into round. There is a slot in the middle to be used to tie into the fishing-net. The size is 5 cm long, 3.4 cm wide and 1.3 cm thick.

The two plate-shaped artifacts are relatively small, of which one is plain and the other has a base decorated with a sophisticated pattern. Artifacts of the same type were also found in Trà Kiệu vestige of Champa culture.
Ceramic - Porcelain (Demi-porcelain): There were 236 artifacts of this type with many glazed color and different dates ranging from the sixth to the early twentieth century. They can be divided into following groups, according to the glaze and pattern characteristics:

Ash Glaze: 

This group consists of 100 artifacts, of which 10 ones are bluish and 25 ones are cracked due to the impact of time. The date of these artifacts ranges from the sixth to the tenth century. 41 ones have indigo-blue patterns painted under the glaze; they are mainly thin bowls and plates made from kaolin and white bones. These are high-quality ceramic-porcelain products from the 12th to the 15th century. 24 ones have the chicken egg color; they have the sign of a chicken inside; the ceramic substrate is thick without any decorated patterns. All of the 24 artifacts were found in Namyit and date from the 17th to 18th century.

Lemon-yellow glaze, of which the date ranges from the 14th to 15th century:

This group consists of 13 pieces of artifacts found in Namyit; they have the sign of a chicken inside and patterns carved under the glaze. The ceramic substrate is thick and white-grey; the baking temperature was low, ranging from 800 to 900 Degree Celsius.

Indigo-blue Patterned Ceramic, of which the date ranges from the 15th to the 18th century: 
This group consists of 80 artifacts, including bowls, plates and cups, found in the excavated hole in Spratly. Their ceramic substrate is thin and light. Decorated patterns are mainly flowers and lotus petals, which originated from Northern Vietnam. In addition, there are 10 white-glazed ceramic pieces with an indigo-blue line along the brim; these are Đồng Nai – Biên Hòa porcelain products collected during the second time of the investigations. The white-glazed ceramic group consists of 33 artifacts, which date from the 19th and 20th centuries. 20 ones of these artifacts were collected on the ground of Southwest Cay during the first time of investigations and 13 ones were collected during the second time of investigations.

Glazed terra-cotta: All 212 artifacts in this group are broken pieces, of which 60 ones were found in Spratly; and 152 - in Namyit. They are divided into two types, including: Brownish-glazed consisting of 17 artifacts and Non-glazed consisting of 195 ones. Especially, many terra-cottas that date from the time of Trần dynasties have similar characteristics to the terra-cotta artifacts found in Vân Đồn Trade-Port (Quảng Ninh province) in the Northeast coast of Vietnam.
Tail of a roof tile: 1 piece, which was found in the excavated hole in Spratly. It has the red-brown color. It is just a flat part of the tail with a round shape.

Metal coins: They consist of 16 round coins with a square hole in the center. They all were found in Southwest Cay. These are money at the time of Minh Mang and Tự Đức Kings.

Thus, artifacts found in the Spratly Islands make up a relatively great quantity; they are diversified in terms of types and materials.

The coarse ceramic artifacts are very close to those of the archaeological vestiges of late Sa Huỳnh culture (such as Sa Huỳnh, Động Cườm and Tăng Long vestiges) and early Champa culture (such as Trà Kiệu and Gò Cấm vestiges).

The ceramic-porcelain artifacts might be divided into two major groups: non-Indigo Blue Patterned and Indigo-Blue Patterned. For the non-Indigo Blue Patterned ones, they were coated with ash glaze and have rough substrate; the date of these ceramic artifacts ranges from the 6th to the 10th century. For the Indigo - Blue Patterned ones, they were found in the same stratum together with other artifacts; they are very similar to the artifacts of some vestiges, such as: Xuân Giang (Nghi Xuân district, Hà Tĩnh province), Hợp Lễ (Hải Dương province), and Vân Đồn (Quảng Ninh province). The date of these artifacts ranges from the 14th to the 17th century. In addition, there were some pieces of Dồng Nai-Biên Hòa ceramic- porcelain products from the late 19th and early 20th century.

4. Orientation towards the sea among the prehistoric and early-historic residents

4.1. In all coastal provinces of Vietnam, archaeologists have discovered 15 vestiges that are mainly located in two island districts, including Côn Đảo district of Bà Rịa-Vũng Tàu province (where 11 vestiges are found) and Phú Quốc district of Kiên Giang province (where 4 vestiges are found). These are the two largest archipelagoes in the East and the Southwest of Southern Vietnam. In each of two big islands of Côn Đảo district (Côn Lôn Island and Thổ Chu Island), there is a large semi-circular valley facing the sea.  The geographical characteristics in Côn Đảo and Thổ Chu are almost the same; they are both located in the semi-equatorial oceanic area with a lot of forest and high humidity; the average annual rainfall ranges from 2.200mm to 2.500mm; they both have regular and stable sources of fresh water. At present, the forest in Côn Đảo and Thổ Chu is under natural preservation with a lot of species of both inland and sea animals. These two islands play an extremely important role in the North – South and the East – West maritime transport axes in East Sea and Gulf of Thailand. The ecological and humanity features resulted in a particular lifestyle of residence communities for thousands years; furthermore, they explain why archaeological vestiges of the Metallurgy Age and the Early Iron Age are densely located in these areas.

Although findings of archaeological investigations and excavations vary from area to area, habitation and burial vestiges dating from the late period of the Metallurgy Age, the Early Iron Age and the first centuries AD have been found in almost all outpost and coastal islands of Vietnam. They can be enumerated as below: abundant habitation and jar-burial vestiges in Hon Cau, Cồn An Hải, Hàng Dương, Cồn Cây Đa, Waterworks and jar-burial cemeteries in Cồn Miếu Bà and Cồn Hải Đăng (Bà Rịa – Vũng Tàu province); habitation vestiges in Bãi Ngự, Bãi Mun as well as jar-burial vestiges in Bãi Dong; the habitation vestige in hamlet No.3 (Hòn Tre), where a lot of artifacts such as jars and pots were found in the caves of Hòn Tre Island; the grave, where a Đông Sơn Kettledrum was found, in Lại Sơn Island, Kiên Hải district; the vestige in hamlet No.3 of Cửa Cạn commune (Phú Quốc district), where hundreds of stone tools such as buffalo-tooth shaped axes, pickaxes, diamond, and a lot of ceramic pieces were found. It is very possible that both habitation and burial vestiges co-existed in Cửa Cạn, like those in Thổ Chu and Côn Đảo. Furthermore, some traces of jar-burial cemeteries were discovered in the caves of Lại Sơn Island and Bãi Ngự, C Tron Island (An Sơn commune in Nam Du archipelago, Kiên Giang province). They are practically undeniable evidences and scientific signs for possession, habitation and control of ancient Vietnamese people in the sea and islands of Southern Vietnam.

In terms of archaeology, discovery of habitation vestiges together with ancient cemeteries such as those in Côn Đảo – Thổ Chu has provided better understanding of Sa Huỳnh culture at the early Iron Age generally and residents in islands of Southern Vietnam specifically, creating a premise for further research on not only island vestiges but also the late prehistoric period of Central, Southern and the whole Vietnam as well.

Until now, there have been just two particular graves in the island vestiges, except for the jar-burial graves. One is an earth grave in Hòn Cau vestige and the other is an exhumed grave, where a kettledrum coffin with limb bones inside was found, in Lại Sơn vestige. Most of the coffins are ceramic pots. There are a few jars found in Bãi Dong vestige and possibly Bãi Tre vestige as well. These are initial discoveries, so it is necessary to have further research investigations. It is very common that coffins were buried in a cemetery, of which typical is the cemetery in Cồn Hải Đăng and Cồn Miếu Bà, Côn Đảo district. In the pot-coffins, no traces of remains or exhumed bones have been found. Graves were located into groups; and, there were always accompanied burial things. The accompanied burial things varied by time. At the same time, burial pots also varied with the emergence of smaller pots and vessels, of which there are holes in the base. For the late period of jar-pot burial graves in Cồn Miếu Bà, possibly, there was some exchange with or influence by Đông Sơn culture.

The burial type in the burial vestiges of Côn Đảo and Thổ Chu is similar to that of Sa Huỳnh culture in Lý Sơn Island (Quảng Ngãi province) as well as many other coastal vestiges in Central Vietnam(19). 

Prehistoric and early historic residents in the islands of Southern Vietnam shared the same basic characteristics of Sa Huỳnh culture, as described below: the habitation area was located near the sea banks, anchorages, streams of the islands, or coastal areas; they used struck stone tools, buffalo-tooth shaped axes, earth-yellow ceramic products; jar- or pot-coffins were buried in sand banks at the early time of the Iron Age; they used axes, chisels with or without shoulders, buffalo-tooth shaped and D-shaped pickaxes as well as the jar- or pot-coffin burial. They are the very common characteristics of the culture at the late Bronze Age and the early Iron Age in the north of Central Highlands, particularly in Kon Tum and Lung Leng. It is, therefore, very possible that people from northern areas of Central Highlands such as Lung Leng took part in building Sa Huynh culture that is typical for coastal areas and islands of Central and Southern Vietnam as well. One possibility is that Sa Huỳnh residents migrated along the network of Mekong River to the Gulf of Thailand and then to Phú Quốc and Thổ Chu. Another possibility is that they moved from the western mountainous areas to the coastal areas and then to the sea; or from the Central Highlands to Mekong Delta and then to the sea. These are two of the three routes, by which Sa Huỳnh coastal residents migrated from the north to the south. At the same time, they are also the routes, by which Đông Sơn culture was disseminated to the South. Consequently, particular characteristics of coastal and island Sa Huỳnh culture were formed in the South. In turn, those residents took part in building Óc Eo culture and the Southern civilization. Artifacts and strata in Thổ Chu are reliable evidences for this process(20).

4.2. Naturally, ancient Vietnamese people paid special attention to cultural – economic exchanges between mountainous and coastal areas very early, due to needs in life. This became a cultural feature of the region, especially among residence communities in southern part of Central Vietnam, where the mainland is divided clearly into three sub-regions: the mountainous (Central Highlands), the lowland, and the coastal – islands.

The environmental conditions in each sub-region are different from those of the two others, resulting in particular living custom, economic and cultural practice for each sub-region. However, they were not isolated from each other, but they always kept very strong symbiotic linkages. The geographical distance between the mountainous and coastal areas is not great; it is mainly several tens of kilometers. In addition, there are a lot of rivers and canals covering all over the region. The rivers mainly run from the west to the east; i.e. mountainous people could go down the rivers to the sea conveniently; and, vice versa, sea products could be brought to the mountainous areas through the rivers.

4.3. Artifacts found in many vestiges were produced very professionally. This demonstrates that maritime exchange was relatively developed at the prehistoric time. Based on the traces of cylinder, oval and sphere ceramic coffins of Sa Huỳnh culture, for example, we can affirm that the maritime trade was already developed in East Sea at that time.

In the very prehistoric time, people in the region were good sailors. The cultural layers in the coastal and island vestiges generally, and in Southern Vietnam specifically, show both materially and spiritually that residence communities earned a living by exploiting sea resources, especially in some islands such as Lý Sơn, Côn Đảo, Thổ Chu, and Phú Quốc etc...

In Palawan Island of the Philippines, archaeologists found traces of Sa Huỳnh culture, including double animal-head earings. This discovery show the great spread of Sa Huỳnh culture. A lot of maritime tools, relics made of bone, shells, and boat patterns in Đông Sơn kettledrums illustrate that ancient Vietnamese people started to exploit sea resources, settle down and possess islands in the territorial waters of Vietnam in East Sea very early; deniable evidences for this are the very archaeological vestiges and artifacts dating from the fourth and the fifth century BC. 

Doing research on Đông Sơn kettledrums and pearl double animal-head earings found in other countries in Southeast Asia, many scholars assume that almost all drums of Heger I found in Indonesia were imported from Northern Vietnam at the time of Đông Sơn culture (or a little later). This shows that external trade by sea among areas in East Sea was really developed at the prehistoric time. Owing to the maritime trade routes, the Đông Sơn kettledrums and the double animal-head earings were brought to all over the Southeast Asia. Until now, indigenous people in many places of Indonesia, particularly Toraja people, still keep the tradition of Đông Sơn culture. They use original Đông Sơn patterns to decorate things; they build exactly the same houses as those carved in Đông Sơn kettledrums; and, coffins that carry the dead to the next world are made with the shape of a Đông Sơn boat.

4.4. Above-described archaeological materials illustrate the continual presence of Vietnamese people in the coastal as well as islands of Southern Vietnam since the prehistoric time. This shows the importance of the sea and islands in people’s life as well as the national building, protection and development for the entire period from the ancient time up to now. Especially, these are the very priceless materials to prove Vietnam sovereignty and territorial waters.

5. Continual presence of Vietnamese people in the Spratly Islands

Archaeological investigations were carried out in the Spratly Islands in 1993 – 1994. And then, excavations were conducted in Spratly and Namyit (1995) and Sand Cay (1999). Archaeological investigations were also made in other islands to collect exposed artifacts. Based on the archaeological materials collected from those investigations and excavations, we can assert the continual presence of Vietnamese people in the islands of the Spratly archipelago.

5.1. In Spratly, we found coarse ceramic pieces, which have the same material, color and making-technique as those of ceramic products of Sa Huỳnh culture – a popular culture in the South of Central Vietnam and Central Highlands at the Iron Age; it dates from the same time as Đông Sơn culture in Northern Vietnam and Dốc Chùa culture in Southern Vietnam. Moreover, artifacts of Sa Huỳnh culture, including the double animal-head earing, were found in Palawan Island by the Philippine archaeologists. As Sa Huỳnh culture could be disseminated so far, the presence of Sa Huỳnh ceramic products in the Spratly Islands is obviously possible.

5.2. Apart from Sa Huỳnh coarse ceramic artifacts, we also found Vietnam’s ceramic-porcelain products at the later centuries in Spratly and Namyit. The ceramic-porcelain products can be divided into two groups, depending on their date: Before the 15th century; and, from the 15th to the 18th century. For those in the initial group, the particular characteristic is that patterns were carved under the glaze. The glaze color is lemon yellow; the base bottom was applied with chocolate; a great number of those products originated from Northern Vietnam. For those in the later one, particularly from the 17th and the 18th centuries, they were made from Kaolin and mainly have indigo-blue patterns painted under the ash-glaze.  

5.3. In Namyit and Southwest Cay, 16 coins from the time of Nguyễn dynasties with the date of Minh Mạng and Tự Đức were collected from the archaeological investigations. The presence of the metal coins from the time of Nguyễn dynasties really matches the notes of Lê Quý Đôn in Miscellaneous Chronicles of the Pacified Frontier (1776). According to Lê Quý Đôn, Nguyễn Lords in Đàng Trong (Cochinchin- Southern Vietnam) set up naval forces named Hoàng Sa (Paracel) and Bắc Hải (North Sea) to be sent to the Paracel, Spratly, Côn Lôn Islands as well as other islands in Hà Tiên to collect sea food and things from shipwrecks. Artifacts found in excavated holes in Spratly, however, show that Vietnamese people started their habitation in those islands much earlier, at least at the late time of Trần dynasties(21).

 5.4. Archaeological materials in the Spratly Islands and coastal islands are greatly significant, enabling us to show firmly scientific evidences of maritime activities of ancient as well as modern Vietnamese people in history. These materials obviously make a contribution towards affirmation of Vietnam’s national sovereignty over the territorial waters in East Sea.
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