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FIRST-HAND EXPERIENCE AT 
PEARL HARBOR, December 7, 1941

This is from a series of books written by Nancy Shea, an Army Wife, to help new brides and wives of new officers to our military services.


This is how it begins from The Waccs, Harper & Brothers Publishers, New York, 1943, page 1 – 6:
Chapter 1

A WAR BEGINS!
BIRTH OF THE WOMEN’S ARMY AUXILLARY CORPS

IT IS difficult for people in the United States on the mainland, who have never experienced actual warfare, to know how women can help the armed forces in war, but I was in Hawaii on December 7 and I found out.


The speed of the attack at five minutes of eight o’clock was breathtaking.  I know, I was there!  Our quarters at Hickam Field overlooked the channel of Pearl Harbor, and that morning before the attack as I sat at my dressing table I was particularly impressed with the beauty of the scene before me.  All mornings are beautiful in Hawaii, but this quiet peaceful Sabbath something about the stillness, the silent beauty, made me stop and think:  “This is really Paradise; how fortunate we are to be stationed in Honolulu.”


As I sat there enjoying the beauty before me, there was a terrific explosion from Pearl Harbor, followed by several more in rapid succession.  Bright flames and billows of black smoke shot up from the harbor, and at the same instant the anti-aircraft machine guns went into action.


Down over our quarters came swooping a formation of dive bombers.  Their speed was terrifying.  My blood ran cold when I saw the Rising Sun insignia on the wings of the mustard gray-green planes.  I realized all too well that this was not a practice maneuver—we were being attacked by the Japs.


At first I was stunned.  The noise was ear-splitting; tracer bullets made the sky look like a Forth-of-July celebration; shell splinters rained like hailstones on the tiled roofs.  I was alone in the quarters except for a Filipino servant, so together we tried to seek safety.  My husband’s military duties necessitated his being on the flying line at six o’clock that morning to receive a formation of Flying Fortresses expected in from the mainland.

Of course we had no shelters, basements, or air-raid protection of any kind.  Enemy planes diving over us, catching us without even a fox-hole in which to take cover, gave us a very helpless feeling. 


Enemy planes came in waves.  Attacks lasted from ten to twenty minutes, followed by a breathing spell, or intermission, for what seemed about the same length of time.  During the first such lull my Pilipino houseboy suggested that we crawl under the house and take the dogs,who were panicky and trembling from sheer fright.  This is did, but with great difficulty.  There was no basement under the lanai, or porch, but there was a small screened window which my servant removed, and I managed to crawl though after putting the dogs in first.


To make matters worse, the gardener had left the water running all night on the ti plants in the patio.  The ground underneath the house was a muddy muck which did not add any to my comfort or appearance.  I was wearing my “best Sunday dress”; and just as I finally wedged myself through the little window I felt a long, slow, mischievous run in my last pair of nylon stockings.  I suppose the fact that I noticed these things shows how the average woman’s mind works even during a bombing raid.


No sooner was my servant, Aquino, under the house, and both of us lying low in our improvised foxhole, than the raiders returned.  This time they meant business in our neighborhood.  Fragments of shell flew through the air, again shell splinters rained on the roofs of the quarters and as we crawled under the house to the small windows we could see and hear direct bits landing on the hangars, on the barracks, and on the Post Exchange.  Rows of planes were blazing, gasoline tanks exploding, fire trucks dashing by, and all the time huge demolition bombs wee dropping closer and closer.  The heavy guns, the wail of the sirens, the deep thunder of the anti-aircraft guns, the scream of the bombs, and the terrific explosions rocked the house over our heads to its very foundations.  I developed a terrible case of claustrophobia, and Aquino and I decided that, rather than be buried alive, we would rather seek shelter elsewhere if ever this wave of the attack ended.

It seemed an eternity, but after a while, during a cessation in the firing, we crawled out and took refuge in a makeshift barricade of trunks and mattresses which we constructed in the garage.  We might as well have been out in the open, as I realized very forcibly when a fresh attack began and I saw a stray bomb go through a neighbor’s garage across the street.  However, it was too late to move and there was nothing to do but see this raid through.  It proved to be the most intense, the heaviest and the longest attack of all.  The bombs were dropping dangerously near—I really felt that the last bomb missed us the next one would have our name and address on it.  All this time I did not know whether or not my husband was flying in combat, whether or not he was even alive.


By the time the enemy returned on the fourth raid, my psychological reactions had developed for me a fatalistic attitude which truly is the only philosophy to have during a raid.  For nothing can be done anyway in case of a direct hit and direct hits are fortunately in the minority.  By the time the Zeros came back their last time I was furiously, fighting MAD.  By this time four soldiers had arrived and set up a machine-gun nest in our front yard.  It brought my courage back to see the jeeps and heavy Army trucks dashing through the streets as unconcerned as you please while under fire, and our brave boys in khaki carrying on despite odds.


At ten-fifteen an office came around evacuating all women and children from Hickam Field into Honolulu.  He ordered us to hurry, as a return attack was expected.  That ten-mile drive into Honolulu was perhaps as harrowing as any of the raids.  Planes droned overhead and one did not know whether they were friendly or enemy.  Sirens were shrieking, ambulances were dashing into town with their staggering loads of wounded and dying; cars that had been machine-gunned in earlier strafing were off the road with their passengers wounded or dead.

That Sunday will always stand out in my memory as the longest day of my life.  The blacked-out night was even longer!  The four days and nights that followed were ages of anxiety.  Radio reports added to the tenseness of the situation.  The instructions began:  “Fill every available container with water.  Fifth columnists may poison the water in the city reservoir.”  We followed instructions and decided to cook all perishable food while we had electricity.  Exaggerated reports kept coming in through out the long night:  “Twenty Japanese Transports Reported Off Coast” . . . .  “Paratroops Landing in St. Louis Heights, Also Manoa Valley” . . . .  “Landing Parties Being Staged on Waikiki Beach.”  The next day we laughed about these false rumors, but when darkness descended the following night the falsities assumed the dread reality of the night before.


The way in which the people of Honolulu met the situation was admirable.  Emergency first-aid stations were set up, schools were opened as shelters for evacuees, blood banks had more than their quota of donors.  The civilians of Honolulu opened their homes to service personnel, a single family sometimes taking in as many as twenty and twenty-five evacuees; and even the old lei sellers offered their services as dishwashers at Iolani Palace and the canteens.


From the moment I recovered from my terror and began to realize the stealth and perfidy of the treacherous enemy we were facing, I kept asking myself, Why Have I not learned to do something really useful in war work for this emergency?  Surely, I could learn to operate a switchboard, to drive an ambulance or a truck, to do clerical work—anything that would release fighting men who are so badly needed on the hangar line.

As I hurriedly started my automobile into Honolulu, I reproached myself for not having taken the advanced Red Cross first-aid course.  Passing through the gates of Hickam Filed, I thought that a woman could surely to the type of duty the sentries there were doing—inspecting cars and their occupants.  I thought of other ways that women could help as well as men in this first emergency.  And very forcibly it came home to me that women should organize into a trained army so that they could replace men who were needed for combat duty.

Before that tragic day of December 7, I had never given a thought to the proposed Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps and I doubt if many others had outside the halls of Congress.  But several months before, in May, 1941, Representative Edith Norse Rogers, a farsighted woman, had introduced a bill for the Creation of a Women’s Army.  Pearl Harbor sharpened Congressional interest in the Rogers Bill and showed that an auxiliary army had become not simply a need but a military necessity.
