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This book is dedicated to the brave men who fought and died on the island of Saipan in the summer of 1944—U.S. Marines, soldiers, sailors, airmen, and their Japanese adversaries—who met in one of the Pacific War’s most grueling and decisive confrontations.

Assault on Saipan: Into the Meatgrinder is more than a pictorial history—it is a tribute to courage, endurance, and sacrifice. The battle for Saipan was not just another amphibious landing; it was a turning point in the Pacific Theater, where thousands gave everything in an unforgiving crucible of coral, jungle, and fire. For 24 relentless days, two empires clashed over a strip of volcanic land that would decide the fate of the Marianas—and hasten the end of World War II.

To the American servicemen of the 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions and the U.S. Army’s 27th Infantry Division: this book honors your unflinching resolve in the face of brutal resistance. You stormed the beaches at dawn, fought through minefields, caves, and ridges, and carried your fallen with dignity. You endured the scorching heat, the relentless counterattacks, and the cries of wounded comrades, pressing forward inch by inch. Many of you were little more than boys when you landed. You became men—many never left.

To the sailors and naval aviators who provided bombardment, air cover, and critical logistical support: your role was no less vital. From the decks of carriers and battleships offshore, your courage and skill shaped the outcome of the invasion and shielded thousands from annihilation. This book acknowledges your unseen hours under fire, the tension of waiting, and the harrowing moments when the sea itself became a battlefield.

To the Japanese soldiers and civilians who fought and perished defending Saipan: history must not forget your story. Though our nations were locked in bitter conflict, the bravery and determination with which you fought is recognized here. For many, Saipan became a final stand—one marked by desperation, honor, and tragedy. The mass civilian suicides at Marpi Point remain one of the most haunting chapters of the war, and a sorrowful reminder of the cost of propaganda, fear, and lost hope.

Finally, this book is dedicated to the memory of all who were changed by Saipan—those who came home wounded in body or spirit, and those who never returned. The photos within these pages capture more than war; they preserve the faces, the struggle, and the legacy of those who fought in one of the most ferocious battles of the 20th century.

May their stories live on. May their sacrifices never be forgotten. And may future generations, turning these pages, understand the terrible price of war—and the enduring strength of those who endured it.

Semper Fidelis, This We'll Defend, Non sibi sed patriae, Semper Paratus.
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The Battle of Saipan: Turning Point in the Pacific

The Battle of Saipan, fought from June 15 to July 9, 1944, was a pivotal clash in the Pacific Theater of World War II. Located in the Mariana Islands, Saipan was of immense strategic importance to both the United States and Japan. For the U.S., capturing Saipan meant placing the Japanese home islands within range of the new long-range B-29 Superfortress bombers. For Japan, Saipan was a vital defensive bastion—the loss of which would place their empire under direct threat of aerial bombardment and sever crucial supply and communication lines.

Strategic Importance

Measuring just 14 miles long and about 5 miles wide, Saipan’s size belied its military value. The island offered airfields for long-range bombing missions and served as a linchpin in Japan’s inner defensive perimeter. The capture of Saipan would also enable the Allies to sever Japan’s southern resource-rich territories from the homeland. In short, the battle was a do-or-die scenario for both sides, with global consequences.

Command and Leadership

On the American side, overall command fell under Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Ocean Areas. The amphibious assault was led by Vice Admiral Richmond K. Turner with ground operations under Lieutenant General Holland M. "Howlin’ Mad" Smith, commanding the V Amphibious Corps. Army units were led by Army Major General Ralph Smith, commanding the 27th Infantry Division, which fought alongside the Marine 2nd and 4th Divisions. Disputes between Holland Smith and Ralph Smith would later erupt over the Army’s performance during the battle.

The Japanese forces were commanded by Lieutenant General Yoshitsugu Saitō and Vice Admiral Chūichi Nagumo—the latter being the naval commander responsible for the Pearl Harbor attack. Saitō directed the 43rd Division and various naval troops defending the island. Facing imminent defeat, both Saitō and Nagumo committed suicide near the battle's end, emblematic of Japan’s code of honor and refusal to surrender.

Japanese and American Strategy

Japanese Defense

The Japanese strategy emphasized a defense in depth, with fortified caves, ridges, and interior strongholds. Saitō’s 30,000-strong force lacked sufficient air or naval support due to the weakening of Japan’s fleet. Despite this, Japanese defenders hoped to inflict such heavy casualties that the U.S. might reconsider its campaign. Guerrilla-style resistance, Banzai charges, and the use of civilians as human shields were desperate yet common tactics.

American Offensive

The American strategy centered on a massive amphibious assault, preceded by naval bombardment and supported by carrier-based aircraft. Marines landed on Saipan's western beaches under intense fire, advancing slowly against entrenched defenders. The Army’s 27th Division was brought in to assist with the central and northern sectors. The U.S. Navy provided extensive fire support, while the U.S. Coast Guard played an unsung yet critical role in landing troops and evacuating the wounded under fire.

Joint Service Cooperation

The U.S. Navy unleashed one of the most powerful bombardments in the Pacific up to that point, with over a dozen battleships, cruisers, and destroyers firing on Japanese positions. Carrier Task Forces provided continuous air cover and strikes throughout the campaign.

The U.S. Marines spearheaded the amphibious assault. The 2nd and 4th Marine Divisions landed first, followed by the Army’s 27th Infantry Division. The Marines were responsible for clearing southern and central parts of the island, often engaging in brutal, close-quarters combat.

The U.S. Army’s 27th Infantry Division, composed primarily of National Guard units from New York, played a significant but often underappreciated role in the battle. After the initial Marine landings, the 27th was brought ashore to relieve and reinforce Marine units bogged down in central and northern sectors of the island. The division faced fierce resistance in rugged terrain, particularly around Death Valley and Purple Heart Ridge, suffering heavy casualties. Command friction arose when Marine General Holland Smith relieved Army General Ralph Smith, criticizing the Army’s slower advance—a controversial decision that highlighted tensions in joint operations. Despite this, Army troops contributed meaningfully to final victory.

The U.S. Coast Guard, working with Navy transports, helped ferry landing craft and maintained vital logistical support. Coast Guardsmen braved enemy fire to land supplies and rescue the wounded, often underappreciated in accounts of the battle.

Brutal Combat and Banzai Charge

The fighting was intense and unforgiving. Heat, jungle terrain, and a fanatical enemy made every foot of ground costly. On July 7, the Japanese launched one of the largest Banzai charges of the war. Over 3,000 Japanese soldiers, many wounded, surged forward in a suicidal attack that overran parts of the American line, inflicting hundreds of casualties. It was a final, desperate act of defiance.

Casualties

The cost of victory was steep. The United States suffered approximately 3,426 killed and over 10,000 wounded. Japanese losses were catastrophic—nearly 30,000 troops killed, with only around 900 taken prisoner. Many Japanese civilians also died, some by suicide after government propaganda convinced them they would be tortured by Americans.

The fall of Saipan shocked the Japanese government. Prime Minister Hideki Tojo and his cabinet resigned shortly afterward. The island became a key base for B-29 bombing missions against Japan, including the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. The Battle of Saipan marked a turning point in the Pacific War, demonstrating that Japan’s defeat was now only a matter of time.

Aftermath and Legacy

The fall of Saipan shocked the Japanese government. Prime Minister Hideki Tojo and his cabinet resigned shortly afterward. The island became a key base for B-29 bombing missions against Japan, including the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945. The Battle of Saipan marked a turning point in the Pacific War, demonstrating that Japan’s defeat was now only a matter of time.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Beach Landings 


[image: ]


[image: A group of military vehicles in the water

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

June 1944. First wave of Marines to hit the beach at Saipan. Photo by Sgt. James L Burns, USMC.
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June 15, 1944. Ships pound away at Saipan beach before smaller landing craft head to the shore. Photo by Combs.
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Coast Guardsmen operate a landing barge carrying American invaders to the beach of Saipan, strategic Japanese bastion in the Marianas. From a Coast Guard-manned assault transport standing off the Charon-Kanoa stretch of the southern coast, these landing barges made the beachhead that expanded until the Stars and Stripes flew over the entire island, less than 1,500 miles from Tokyo. Photographer unknown.
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With the Coast Guard shield on its blunt nose and Coast Guardsmen at its controls, a Marine-packed LCVP bears down upon the beach of Saipan, Japanese base less than 1,500 miles from Tokyo. The Marines hold their fingers aloft with the "V For Victory" sign. They gained their victory after fierce enemy resistance that cost nearly 10,000 American casualties in the first two weeks of the invasion. Official U.S. Coast Guard Photo.
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June 1944. A Marine assault wave takes cover behind a tank as the Japanese spray the Saipan beach head with machine gun fire. The Marine on his knees in the center of the picture appears to have been hit as he and his buddies were scrambling for shelter. Photo by Technical Sergeant William C. Fitch.
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Packed with invaders, an amphibious tractor crawls through the waters off Saipan to stab into Japanese defenses on that strategic Japanese island of the Marianas, less than 1,500 miles from Tokyo. The alligator's name, painted on its side, is "Julia." This picture of Pacific invasion was made by a Coast Guard combat photographer from a landing barge heading in toward the beach. U.S. Coast Guard Photograph. Photo by Gates.
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U.S. Marines dig-in on the beach in Saipan in preparation for the attack on Japanese position inland. In the background, one of the amphibious tractors use by the first wave of assault troops, burns furiously, the result of a direct hit by Japanese artillery. Photo by Sergeant James L. Burns, USMC.
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June 1944. First wave of Marines to hit the beach at Saipan. Photo by Sgt. James L Burns, USMC.
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In another bold stroke by American amphibious forces, combining the strength of the Coast Guard, Navy, Marines and Army, a foothold is gained on the shores of Saipan. Photo by Winterbottom.
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It appears that one Marine is relieving another on the beach at Saipan, but they are really crawling under enemy fire, to their assigned positions. The west Leatherneck (closest to camera) took a ducking when the landing craft he came in on was hit by a Japanese mortar fire. In the background are armored "Buffalos" which supported the Marines in their invasion of the Marianas. U.S. Coast Guard Photo. Photographer unknown.
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