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TRUK AIRPORT. IRAS VILLAGE REDISCOVERED

In the early 1940s, the people of Iras Village on Moen
Island, in Truk Lagoon, were removed by the Japanese,
and an airfield was built on the long beach where their
village had stood. Although the people of Iras returned in
1947, they now live on the slopes of Mt. Tonnaachau and
in what once was the taro swamp at its base. Where the
Japanese airfield and the old village were, Air Micronesia
planes now land and take off at Truk International
Airport.

Expansion of Truk Airport is among the Trust Territory’s
highest-priority Capital Improvement Projects.
Unfortunately, planning had progressed on the project
until construction was almost ready to begin before it
was discovered that the project would have adverse
effects on historic properties.

The properties in question were parts of the Mt.
Tonnaachau Historical Area. The mountain is the place
where Soukachaw, who traditionally brought law to Truk
in ancient times, had his wuut or meetinghouse as did his
son Souwoniiras. The villages of Iras and Mechitiw are
associated with Souwoniiras and Soukachaw, and
important battles were fought at the foot of the
mountain and on the adjacent reef in ancient times and
during the German administration.

Discovery that historic properties were involved in the
project area resulted in a great deal of activity for the
Historic Preservation Office, which had to make sure that
the project proceeded in compliance with the National
Historic Preservation Act on extremely short notice. An
archeological survey was conducted by Tom King and
Ramon Kapileo, in cooperation with the villages of Iras
and Mechitiw and their Chiefs, Camillo Noket and
Chutaro William. Consultation with the villages led to
preparation of a Memorandum of Agreement specifying
how the Government would take steps to reduce the
damage done to the historic places. This Memorandum
had to be signed by the TTPI, Federal Aviation
Administration, U.S.Army Corp of Engineers, and

6”’ Advisory Council On Historic Preservation before the
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project could proceed.
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Archeological salvage work was then undertaken at Truk
Airport and at the nearby quarry site, with funds
provided by the TTPI through the Officer in Charge of
Construction (OICC), U.S. Navy. Tom King directed the
salvage work, assisted by Patricia Parker and Katin
Nikichinap of Iras, Ramon Kapileo from Headquarters,
and two teams of fieldworkers from Iras. At the quarry,
clearing of the jungle revealed an eXteénsive complex of
World War [l Japanese fortifications and a small,

Airport archeology: the rocks in the foreground, under
excavation, are the remains of an ancient, hearth.







