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Preparing for Invasion
American Memorial Park National Park Service

U.S. Department of the Interior

In the spring of 1944, Imperial Japanese commanders were
taking hard looks at Saipan’s many beaches, like those you
see below. They knew a U.S. invasion was coming soon.
Their final preparations included massing troops in key
locations, ready to move quickly.

The Japanese defenders planned to pin the Americans
down long enough to allow the powerful Japanese First
Mobile Fleet—then patrolling the Philippine Sea to the
west—to counterattack. Spotters on this mountain could
direct cannon fire to inflict heavy losses on the beaches.

Japanese troops manhandled heavy
cannons like this as they prepared
island defenses throughout the
Pacific. The exact photo location 
is unknown.
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More than 40,000 Japanese 
died defending this island.

…if Saipan is lost, air raids 
on Tokyo will take place often,
therefore you absolutely must
hold Saipan.
Emperor Hirohito
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The American commanders who planned the amphibious
assault on Saipan never forgot that the most valuable piece 
of ground on this island in 1944 was the airport you see on 
the plain below.

Eight thousand U.S. Marines of the 2nd and 4th Divisions 
hit the beaches below at 08:43 on June 15, 1944. Thousands 
of infantrymen of the 27th Army Division began following 
the Marines ashore 32 hours later. The American battle orders
were to seize the airfield and take the high ground, then “swing
like a gate” across the island, pushing the Japanese northward.

Swing Like a Gate

I have always considered Saipan the decisive battle of
the Pacific [for it] breached Japan’s inner defense line…
and opened the way to the home islands.

I have always considered Saipan the decisive battle of
the Pacific [for it] breached Japan’s inner defense line…
and opened the way to the home islands.
Lieutenant General Holland Smith 

More than 5,000 Americans died
fighting to take Saipan and its
strategic airfields.

American Memorial Park National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
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The plateau you see directly below this summit
was called “Death Valley” by American soldiers
and Marines in June 1944. There, units moving
toward this mountaintop from the sugarcane
fields below slammed into devastating crossfires
from both the right and left. Japanese machine
guns hidden in the cliffside caves, snipers, and
thick tropical undergrowth made the American
advance slow and costly.

As the number of American troops killed 
and wounded soared into the hundreds,
the line of hills that flank the valley below
came to be called “Purple Heart Ridge” 
and “Hell’s Pocket.” Death Valley was finally
cleared on June 30, 1944—five days after
Mount Tapotchao was taken.

Death in the Valley
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We tried all day to advance and could not because 
of machine gun fire and snipers…It was a continuous 
meat grinder…I lost track of the fellows left in my platoon.
Frank Borta, Marine scout runner
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Taking Mount Tapotchao
A platoon from the 8th Marine Regiment
finally captured the crest of Mount
Tapotchao by scaling the steep slope just
below you on June 25, 1944. On arrival, the
Marines found no one here. The Japanese
defenders were all heavily engaged in
combat farther down the mountain. 

…I spent three hours on the highest crag of [Tapotchao]
today...I wanted to see what breed of men captured 
this peak…and I found assault Marines of unrivaled 
fearlessness, courage and tenacity… 

…I spent three hours on the highest crag of [Tapotchao]
today...I wanted to see what breed of men captured 
this peak…and I found assault Marines of unrivaled 
fearlessness, courage and tenacity…
Mac Johnson, civilian war correspondent

It took ten days of brutal uphill fighting for
American Marines to hammer their way up from
the invasion beaches near Chalan Kanoa below
to the summit where you now stand. Holding this
high ground had given the Japanese—and later
the Americans—a powerful military advantage: 
the ability to observe troop movements and call
down artillery fire over most of Saipan.
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Jungle Fighting Goes On
Twenty-five days after the invasion began, U.S.
commanders declared the island of Saipan “secure.” 
In the last days of the battle, thousands of Japanese
soldiers died honoring their Emperor by gyokusai—
massive all-out attacks.

Others chose to take the fight deep into the jungle-
covered hills and caves below this summit. One group
of soldiers under Captain Sakae Oba eluded capture
and waged guerrilla war on American occupation 
forces for another 17 months.

Oba and 46 of his men finally laid down
their arms on December 1, 1945.

Help us preserve this historic site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.

…I am proud to have served with you. You have fought
well, and in keeping with the spirit of Bushido. Today, by
order of our Emperor, we will end our war. But we will
end it as undefeated soldiers of Japan. 
Captain Sakae Oba

…I am proud to have served with you. You have fought
well, and in keeping with the spirit of Bushido. Today, by
order of our Emperor, we will end our war. But we will
end it as undefeated soldiers of Japan. 
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Heavy Japanese fire pinned down the three
regiments of the U.S. 4th Marine Division that
stormed this beach on the morning of Thursday
June 15, 1944. To make their way up the first 
12 yards of Yellow Beach took the Marines 
a full hour of heavy fighting. 

By sundown of D-Day, about 40,000 Marines
were ashore, holding onto a 1,000-yard-deep
beachhead that was 10,000 yards long. To take
this tiny sliver of Saipan on the first day of battle
cost the blood of nearly 2,000 Americans.

Bitter Combat on Yellow Beach

Help us preserve this National Historic Landmark site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.

All around us was the chaotic debris of bitter combat…
bodies lying in mangled and grotesque positions… 
the burning wrecks of LVTs....Then shells really began to 
pour down…rocketing down with a freight-train roar...

All around us was the chaotic debris of bitter combat…
bodies lying in mangled and grotesque positions… 
the burning wrecks of LVTs....Then shells really began to
pour down…rocketing down with a freight-train roar...
1st Lieutenant John Chapin
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Red Beach Night Attack
Near here about 1,000 Japanese
infantrymen joined 44 tanks in 
a powerful counterattack against 
the Marines holding Red Beach. 
This was the first large-scale tank
battle of the Pacific War. At first light
the next morning, Marines counted 
31 tanks burning on this battlefield.

Two days’ fighting on this beachhead
cost the U.S. 2nd Marine Division
3,500 casualties.

Help us preserve this National Historic Landmark site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.

On the night of the 16th June, we carried out 
a large-scale night attack. One battalion broke
through a portion of the enemy’s line…but we
suffered great losses.
Captain Taisa Shimamura

On the night of the 16th June, we carried out 
a large-scale night attack. One battalion broke
through a portion of the enemy’s line…but we
suffered great losses.

The battle evolved itself into a madhouse of
noise, tracers, and flashing lights. As tanks were
hit and set afire, they silhouetted other tanks
coming out of the flickering shadows.
Major James Donovan

The battle evolved itself into a madhouse of
noise, tracers, and flashing lights. As tanks were
hit and set afire, they silhouetted other tanks
coming out of the flickering shadows.
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For three days before any Marines
came ashore on this invasion beach,
battleships, heavy cruisers, and
destroyers—part of a 500-warship
fleet—pounded targets near the
beaches and inland with their heavy
guns. More than 200 American
warplanes strafed and bombed
Saipan before the June 1944 landings.

At 05:00 there was a fierce enemy air
attack. I have at last come to the place
where I will die. I am pleased to think 
that I will die calmly in true samurai 
style. Naval gunfire…was too terrible 
for words.…Toward evening the firing 
died down, but at night naval gunfire
continued as before.
Diary of an unknown Japanese soldier

Caught in…naval gunfire, the wounded
and dead…increase[d]…most feared…
was the naval shelling, which…reach[ed]
the obscure mountain caves where…
CPs were located. 
…The feeling of everyone is ‘if they would
only stop the naval shelling.’
Unknown Japanese prisoner of war

If they would only stop…
Caught in…naval gunfire, the wounded
and dead…increase[d]…most feared…
was the naval shelling, which…reach[ed]
the obscure mountain caves where…
CPs were located. 
…The feeling of everyone is ‘if they would
only stop the naval shelling.’

At 05:00 there was a fierce enemy air
attack. I have at last come to the place
where I will die. I am pleased to think 
that I will die calmly in true samurai 
style. Naval gunfire…was too terrible 
for words.…Toward evening the firing 
died down, but at night naval gunfire
continued as before.
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American servicemen repaired
this bunker and many other 
As Lito Airfield structures,
which became part of the new
B-29 airbase called Isely Field.

Mitsubishi G4M medium
bombers, Allied codename
“Betty,” early 1940s.

Even now you can see reminders of
Japan’s pre-World War II air power
scattered around Saipan’s present-day
airport. The massive concrete vaults
and camouflaged blast doors of the
bunker you see just ahead originally
warehoused Japanese aerial bombs.

As the Pacific War erupted on
December 8, 1941, Japanese bombers
took off from here to attack Guam, using
ordnance from this bunker. After two
days’ assault, the defenders of America’s
outpost in the Marianas surrendered to
the overwhelming forces of the Empire
of Japan.

There is no hope of victory in 
places where we do not have 
control of the air. 
Lieutenant General Yoshitsugu Saito

There is no hope of victory in 
places where we do not have 
control of the air.

Imperial 
Air Power

Help us preserve this National Historic Landmark site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.
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Here you can see one of the 120 B-29 bomber
hardstands built by the U.S. Army Air Corps in 
1944-45, as they repaired and expanded the 
Japanese airfield originally called As Lito Field.

Control of Saipan and Tinian gave the huge B-29
Superfortress bombers secure land bases within striking
range of the Japanese home islands. The enlarged 
8,500-foot runway and vast support facilities built for
the airfield—renamed Isely Field—were key building
blocks for an eventual U.S. victory in the Pacific.

A paved hardstand like you see here 
was essential to support the weight of
the Superfortress while it was being
serviced, refueled, and loaded with ten
tons of bombs. Miles of paved taxiways
connected hardstands to runways.

Help us preserve this National Historic Landmark site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.
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The Fields That Ended the War

The thing that brought about the determination to
make peace was the prolonged bombing by the B-29s.
The thing that brought about the determination to
make peace was the prolonged bombing by the B-29s.
Fumimaro Konoye, former Prime Minister

American Memorial Park National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
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…Whether we attack
or whether we stay
where we are, there is
only death…As it says
in Senjinkun [Battle
Ethics], I will never
suffer the disgrace of
being taken alive.
Lieutenant General Yoshitsugu Saito 

…[on] 8 July…I took
two prisoners on top 
of the Banzai Cliffs. 
I talked with them 
at length trying to
convince them that 
to continue fighting
would amount to sure
death….The big job
was…convincing 
them that we would
not torture and kill
them—that they
would be well treated
and would be returned
to Japan after the war.
Private First Class Guy Gabaldon

…they [the civilians]
had been told that no
Japanese has been
captured. And if you
were ever to give up,
you would not be
Japanese anymore…
if you see a hundred
people jumping off
cliffs and a dozen
families with little kids
jumping off cliffs, you
really think the world’s
coming to an end…
And then some…were
patriotic and thought
that this is a duty…
there was death all
around the place.
Major Robert Sheeks

…the Japanese told us
that the Americans
would do terrible
things to us if we were
captured…we thought
of killing ourselves…
[the Americans] gave
us water and we saw
that one of them had 
a rosary around his
neck so we figured they
were good guys. They
were not out to kill us.
David Mangerero SablanThe many memorials you see 

here today honor the Japanese,
Okinawans, and Koreans who 
died on Saipan in 1944. 

Help us preserve this National Historic Landmark site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.
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Death and Duty
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When the big guns fell silent in July
1944, the hardships were not over for
Saipan’s civilians. Hungry, wounded,
exhausted, and traumatized, some
18,000 survivors—half of them
children—were gathered into three
makeshift shantytowns that sprawled
over the neighborhoods near here.

Two Years in the Camps

National Park Service
U.S. Department of the InteriorAmerican Memorial Park

Chamorros and Carolinians 
lived behind barbed wire in 
rough conditions in the tents and
shacks of these camps for two years.
Saipan was the first place that the
U.S. military was responsible for
feeding and sheltering thousands 
of civilians during the Pacific War,
and the pre-invasion preparations
were inadequate. Supplies were
always short.

Help us preserve this historic site. To report vandalism, call 664-2120.

Camp Susupe was awful just tents with sand for floors.…I saw my
Japanese mother only once after my arrival.…She was very weak and…
died not long after that. Because I was a girl I was allowed to stay with my
Chamorro family, but because Japanese law prohibits a male child to be
adopted by non-Japanese, my brother was repatriated to Japan.
Sister Antonieta Cepeda Ada

Camp Susupe was awful just tents with sand for floors.…I saw my
Japanese mother only once after my arrival.…She was very weak and…
died not long after that. Because I was a girl I was allowed to stay with my
Chamorro family, but because Japanese law prohibits a male child to be
adopted by non-Japanese, my brother was repatriated to Japan.

The Japanese civilians,
the Okinawans, and the
Koreans were inside
another camp….But, in
late 1945, they were sent
back to their countries.
Herman Reyes Guerrero
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