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DECEMBER 7, 1941

WAVE AFTER WAVE
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1
SUNDAY, DECEMBER 7, 1941

WAVE AFTER WAVE 1

Fifteen-year-old Martin Matthews woke before six that bright 
Sunday morning, even though it was one of the few times he 
could have slept in. Like many sailors based in Hawai’i in peace-
time, he had weekend leave and didn’t need to report back for 
duty until that night. 

On this day, though, the teenager from Texas was much too 
excited to lie still. Of all the new experiences he’d had since join-
ing the Navy two months before, he was enjoying this the most. 
He’d had the chance to spend the night on a real battleship, the 
USS Arizona (BB-39). After breakfast, he’d be treated to a tour of 
every nook and cranny.

Through nothing but an extraordinary coincidence, Martin 
Matthews was in the wrong place at the worst possible time.

• • •

Just after his fifteenth birthday in October, Martin had lied about 
his age to join the Navy. A sailor friend home on leave had encour-
aged him, although it hadn’t taken much to convince Martin. 
“He was wearing a uniform, and it seemed like he got all the 
attention from all the girls,” Martin said, “and I decided that was 
the route I wanted to go.”  

Martin convinced his dad to sign an affidavit claiming he was 
seventeen. Since then, he’d already seen more of the world than 
he’d ever dreamed possible. He’d completed a few weeks of basic 
training at the San Diego Naval Training Station in California, 
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where he discovered he wasn’t the only underage recruit—one 
boy he met was only fourteen. After a short stay in Washington 
State, Martin had boarded a troop ship from Bremerton to the 
US Naval Base in the territory of Hawai’i. Martin was delighted 
with the assignment. “Anybody fifteen years of age and who had 
been very little of anyplace in his life would look forward to it.” 

Martin was assigned to the Naval Air Station on Ford Island, 
in the middle of Pearl Harbor. In November he’d begun taking a 
metal smith course to learn how to repair aircraft. Everything was 
new—especially the strict discipline. “It was to bed early at night 
and up early in the morning with liberty basically reserved for 
weekends only.”

There were definitely pluses, though. “The chow was good,” 
Martin recalled. “When you grow up in the Depression days and 
eat what I had to eat, anything looks better. Of course, at twenty- 
one dollars a month, that’s more money than I had ever seen in 
my life anyhow.”

• • •

On Saturday, December 6, Martin and a friend from the USS 
Arizona had spent the day in Honolulu, sightseeing and shooting 
some pool before returning to Battleship Row. Seven glorious 
stars of the Pacific surface fleet were moored there, with another, 
the USS Pennsylvania (BB-38), in dry dock nearby. Once Martin 
showed his pass, the officer on duty on the Arizona had given 
permission for Martin to stay overnight.

After breakfast on Sunday, Martin got his chance to explore 
the impressive six-hundred-foot-long ship. “ ‘I wish I could get 
duty aboard a battleship,’ ” he told his friend.

That’s when it began.

475838_Text_v1.indd   6475838_Text_v1.indd   6 11/9/16   11:05 AM11/9/16   11:05 AM



7 

WAVE AFTER WAVE

• • •

When the young sailors first heard the planes, they didn’t think 
much of it. Martin, now on the aft section of the Arizona’s deck, 
remembered that he simply glanced up. Nothing seemed amiss—
it was just some planes in the sky. Even after it became clear that 
something was wrong, the reality was so unthinkable, so horrific, 
it was almost impossible to process what was happening.  

“We heard noise over to our starboard side. . . . You could see 
a bunch of planes coming in; nobody’s paying any attention to it. 
Then you could hear what seemed like thundering in the back-
ground, which actually were bombs starting to drop at that time,” 
Martin said. “But none of us thought about bombs, because we 
didn’t even know what a bomb was. I had yet even to see one in 
my life.

“But as these planes got closer, the thunder got closer, and 
then we started seeing clouds of smoke . . . Then we see fire 
and explosions,” he went on. “Well, we knew that something was 
wrong, but we thought that maybe it was gunnery practice or 
something. We did not know, even at that time, that the Japanese 
were actually attacking us.”

Martin wasn’t alone in feeling confused. On the Arizona’s 
deck, Major Alan Shapley vividly recalled a sailor standing at the 
rail and remarking that this was the best drill the US Air Force 
had ever put on. Another sailor who spied the aerial torpedoes had 
a similar thought—it just had to be a mistake. “ ‘Oh, oh, some 
fool pilot has gone wild.’ ”  

On shore, Rear Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, commander of 
the Navy’s Pacific Fleet, understood what was happening in an 
instant. From the front yard of his house, he had a view of the 
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harbor; in the moments before his driver arrived to whisk him to 
headquarters, he had stared in horror as buzzing hordes of planes 
approached Battleship Row. “ ‘I knew right away that something 
terrible was going on, that this was not a casual raid by just a few 
stray planes. The sky was full of the enemy.’ ”  

In fact, Kimmel (who was replaced in the aftermath of the 
surprise attack) was seeing the first wave of 183 Japanese planes—
fighters, bombers, dive bombers, and torpedo planes—launched 
from six aircraft carriers about two hundred miles away. The 
pilots had instructions to target the pride of the US Navy’s fleet: 
her battleships. The attack’s mastermind was Admiral Isoroku 
Yamamoto, commander in chief of Japan’s Combined Fleet, who 
hoped to decide the outcome of the war by landing a mortal blow 
on the first day. For the USS Arizona and her sister battleship, the 
Oklahoma (BB-37), the attack would indeed be fatal. 

Frozen in fear on the Arizona’s aft deck, Martin heard the 
alarm for general quarters (GQ) sound. Martin’s friend rushed 
to his battle station, leaving the young teen on his own. 
“Pandemonium broke loose; sailors were running everywhere,” 
said Martin. “I had no place to go; I was basically just trying to 
get myself under cover, but, still, at my age and not prepared for 
any of this, needless to say, I was scared to death.”

It was clear even to Martin’s untrained eyes that the Arizona 
wasn’t ready for battle. He watched as sailors rushed to uncover 
guns; another frantically tried to break a locked container to get 
at ammunition to load antiaircraft guns. No counterattack could 
save the Arizona. The ship had already been hit by one torpedo 
when a bomb fell on the starboard side. Martin could feel the 
deck beneath his feet shudder.
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Then he was no longer on deck at all, but flailing in the churn-
ing waters of the harbor. It might have been from the force of the 
impact; maybe he had jumped—for the rest of his life, Martin 
was never quite clear. “I can’t remember to this day whether it was 
the explosions or from sheer panic within myself, but I wound up 
over the side of the Arizona in the water.”

The sea was salty and warm on Martin’s lips. He’d lost his cap. 
He managed to keep his head above the surface, while his soaked 
clothes and shoes dragged him down. Gigantic plumes of dark 
smoke were now erupting along Battleship Row, spiraling upward 
into huge, roiling columns, like an army of angry tornadoes. 
Acrid smells of burning fuel oil singed Martin’s nostrils and eyes. 
Black oil slicks spewed into the water from the Arizona. It’s hard 
to know whether Martin could even hear the buzzing of the 
Japanese attack planes still overhead—or the screams and shouts 
of men.

• • •

Instinctively, Martin made for cover, swimming twenty or thirty 
yards to a large mooring buoy that was about eight feet across and 
slimy with green algae. He reached the far side and held on, trying 
to put as much distance between himself and the Arizona as he 
could. “I was just more or less hanging on a thread for dear life.”

Overhead, Japanese planes were still on the attack. “All I can 
remember, it seemed like they came in constantly, wave after 
wave, and it seemed like they were completely uncontested, 
unmolested.”

Martin got a horrific, close-up view of the attack. “When the 
Arizona finally started blowing up, it was ammunition, gun lock-
ers, shells, steel fragments, and pyrotechnics coming, it seemed to 
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The USS Arizona burned furiously as she sank on December 7, 1941.a
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