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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 

Ac Advisory Council On Historic Preservation before the 

Du 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 tras, Ramon Kapileo from Headquarters, 

and two teams of fieldworkers from Iras. At the.quarry, 
clearing of the jungle revealed an extensive complex of 
World War I! Japanese fortifications and a small, 

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

 



  

  

WAHERAK MAIHAR PROJECT UNDERWAY 

Seven traditional craftsmen from Puluwat Atoll in Truk 
District, led by Chief Manupi Rapung and navigator 
Ikefai Onopei, have arrived on Saipan and begun work on 

restoring the Waherak Maihar, a traditional outrigger 
canoe. The project, made possible by a $ 13,000 
grant-in-aid from the Heritage Conservation and 
Recreation Service and the donated services of the 

Puluwat craftsmen, is designed to restore the 26 foot 
canoe to its original seaworthy condition. 

The project has been underway for nearly three weeks 
and according to Scott Russell of the Historic 
Preservation Office, a great deal of work has been 

accomplished. The canoe was disassemb!ed and moved by 
flatbed trailer to the beachside residence of Lino Olopai 
in Chalan Kanoa, where the craftmen began replacing the 

caulkings and lashings on the hull. Coconut fiber 
cemented with sticky breadfruit sap was used to seat the 

individual hull pieces. After the sap had dried, the pieces 
were tightly lashed together with coconut rope. 

    
Sia Aiman and Piailug measure a replacement part 

for the lee platform. 

  

showing temporary holding pegs. 

  

Most of the materials needed in the repairs were prepared 

on Puluwat in advance of the project and transported to 
Saipan, courtesy of Continental Air Micronesia. Included 

among these materials were several bales of coconut 
fibers derived from green coconuts that had been soaked 
in water for several months to make them soft. The fibers 
are used by the men in preparing rope. A small amount of 
fiber is gathered and rolled on the leg forming thin 

strands. Individual strands are then twisted together to 
form larger diameter rope. In repairing the canoe, it will 

be necessary for the men to prepare hundreds of yards of 
rope in various diameters to replace the intricate lashings 
that hold the canoe together. 

Repairs are scheduled to continue for several more weeks 
culminating in launching the canoe for a series of test 
sails. The Historic Preservation Office is currently 
investigating the possibility of displaying the finished 
canoe at the Saipan International Airport. 

  

Ikefai Onopei (seated) lashes outrigger boom with 

assistance from Joash Uruo and Luis Richo. 

   
    

  

      

Chief Manupi Rapung making coconut fiber 

rope. 

 


