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3 Then War Comes

Earlier we learned that, despite a brief challenge, the oligarchy maintained political control in the Islands during
most of HawaiTs territorial days. This control was interrupted abruptly, however, by the bombing of Pearl Harbor
on December 7, 1941. Normal life here ended. Island government was transformed. And after the war was won,
returning soldiers banded together to fight another kind of battle, one in the political arena. But that story comes later.
First, let’s look at the events of that December day and their immediate aftermath.
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The Attack on Pearl Harbor
About eight o’clock on the morning of December 7,
1941, Japanese planes flew through the early morning
clouds and dropped their bombs on Pearl Harbor and
other military bases on O‘ahu in a massive surprise
attack. Caught unaware, the U.S. military and naval
forces lost 188 planes, 8 battleships, 3 destroyers, 3 light
cruisers, and 4 miscellaneous vessels. More than three
thousand American soldiers and sailors and some
fifty-seven civilians died, either hit by gunfire or trapped
in sinking ships.

The attack enraged the American population and
destroyed antiwar and isolationist sentiments in the
country. Congress immediately declared war on Japan.
Germany and Italy, Japan’s Axis allies already at war
in Europe, promptly declared war on the United States.
America had entered World War II.

Although the Pacific fleet suffered tremendous
losses at Pearl Harbor, the United States was not at the
mercy of Japan. For one thing, U.S. aircraft carriers
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The December 7 air attack on O‘ahu. (Source: Adapted from Allen
1950)

The attack on Pearl Harbor (Courtesy of Hawaii State Archives)



were not in Pearl Harbor when the bombs fell. Admiral
Yamamoto, who had directed the Japanese attack, was
disturbed, for he knew how crucial naval air power was.
With its aircraft carriers the United States could pre-
vent Japan from controlling the western Pacific and even
launch an offensive against the islands of Japan.

Furthermore, the Pearl Harbor dockyard and oil
tanks had suffered only minor damage. Shipyard and
military staffs quickly repaired ships and facilities.

The people of Hawai‘i readily responded to the
emergency. Commercial radio stations went off the air
to prevent enemy planes from following their radio
beams. Doctors, nurses, firemen, and policemen
immediately reported for duty. People gave blood,
followed blackout commands and cooperated with
othergovernment orders.
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Battle damage at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. (Source:
Adapted from Allen 1950)


