
Bulletin of the National Museum of Japanese History
Vol. 223 March 2021

178

Ship Caulk in Japan : Folkloristic Study of Early Modern Records

DEGUCHI Akiko

Caulk was a material used to make wooden ships watertight. It was common to soak hemp rope in oil 

and lime, and drive the fibers into the seam between planks to prevent water from getting in. It is called 

yóuhuī （油灰） in Chinese and has been used over a wide area from ancient times to today. The usual oil 

in China is tung oil, and, in Japan, fish oil such as shark oil. Ship caulking in Japan is recognized as being 

a practice that spread from Nagasaki and Ryukyu, which were the bases of overseas trade, to the Kyushu 

and Okinawa regions on the eastern coast of the East China Sea.

This paper discusses that distribution, based on the records of the 17th and 18th centuries and ship 

caulking folklore. It also looks at the relationship with the techniques used on Western ships, such as 

bitumen and tar caulking using pine resin, which is regarded as having been introduced to Japan in early 

modern times.

The main materials used are the records of the experience of sailors who drifted to the deserted 

island of Torishima in the Pacific Ocean and produced caulk of their own, built a boat and returned to 

where they came from, records of verbal accounts of Ryukyu islanders who drifted to Tosa, Japanese 

and Chinese encyclopedias on ships and caulking, and travel records and diaries of British, Italian, and 

Portuguese people who came to Nagasaki.

As a result, the caulking required for overseas trading ships based in Nagasaki and Ryukyu was a 

technology that found acceptance in Japanese wooden ships, but was not used much in Japan outside 

of Kyushu and Okinawa. The author suggests that the reason why caulking did not spread outside of 

Kyushu and Okinawa is that Japan's foreign trade in the Edo period was likely affected by the policy of 

using Nagasaki and Ryukyu as limited loci of contact with foreign countries.
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