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Discomforts of Travel: 
Samuel Kelly, English Sailor, 1787

Lesson	Guide

Objectives: 

The students will be better able to:

 • Describe the experiences of a traveler in the late 18th-century. 

 • Obtain information from a variety of primary sources.

Time: 

 • First Person Narrative: 2:43 minutes

 • Analysis Questions: 8 minutes

Grade Level: 6th-12th

Vocabulary: 

The first person narratives contain several words that may be unfamiliar to 21st-century readers. Whenever 
these words are used within narratives or primary sources, the Web page will include definitions for those 
words.  Good historians always have a dictionary nearby when doing research or writing, so students should as 
well.

Here is the list specific to this activity:

 • apprentice/’prentice – (1)(a)  one bound by indenture to serve another for a prescribed period with a   
  view to learning an art or trade (1)(b) one who is learning by practical experience under skilled workers   
  a trade, art, or calling; (2) an inexperienced person

Materials: 

 • Computer with Internet access (with Flash plug-in & Adobe Reader)

  – Life at Sea—1680 to 1806 Web site (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/life_  
      at_sea/)

  – Transcript of the audio clip (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/pdf/transcript_kelly.pdf)

 • Student Worksheet PDF (print or digital) (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/pdf/worksheet_  
  equiano.pdf)

 • Printer (recommended)

Preparation:

1. Visit the Samuel Kelly page of Life at Sea—1680 to 1806 (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/  
 oral_histories/life_at_sea/kelly.htm) to preview the content.
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2. Download & print the transcript (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/pdf/transcript_kelly.pdf)   
 for the Samuel Kelly recording.  Consider making copies for students.

3. Print the student worksheet (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/pdf/worksheet_kelly.pdf) to   
 distribute to students.

Standards:

NCHS 5-12 United States History Standards

 Era 3, Standard 1C: The student understands the factors affecting the course of the war and contributing to  
 the American victory.

 Era 2, Standard 3C: The student understands African life under slavery.

NCHS 5-12 World History Standards

 Era 6, Standard 6: Major global trends from 1450-1770.

NCHS 5-12 Standards in Historical Thinking 

 2B: Reconstruct the literal meaning of a historical passage

 2C: Identify the central question(s)

 2E: Read historical narratives imaginatively

 4B: Obtain historical data from a variety of sources

 4F: Support interpretations with historical evidence

Introduction:

In order to better understand events and people of the past, historians examine many different types of primary 
sources.  Government records, letters, photographs and artifacts are just a few examples of primary sources.  

First-person narratives are a very valuable type of primary source since they are the words of people who 
actually lived through the events they speak of. The audio recordings you will hear are dramatic readings of 
first-person accounts written by real people of the time periods shown.  

Historical Context:

Trying to piece together a sense of what life was like for a particular group of people in any given era takes 
historical thinking skills. Examining multiple sources gives historians a clearer idea of how people lived in the 
past.  As you listen to Samuel Kelly’s first-hand narrative and review the supporting primary sources, you will 
discover important information about life at sea in the 18th century.

Task:

Use your listening skills to discover important information from the first-person narratives, then work with 
several supporting primary sources to answer questions about the person and/or their experiences.
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Questions:

1. According to Samuel Kelly’s account, what was his primary difficulty and how did he try to solve it?

Samuel	Kelly’s	main	problem	is	rats!	He	describes	having	to	put	his	clothing	in	his	bed	
with	him	to	prevent	rats	from	eating	them.	He	then	tries	laying	them	on	top	of	the	ship’s	
cargo	of	salt	only	to	wake	in	the	morning	to	find	tiny	footprints	in	the	salt,	“as	if	sheep	
had	been	treading	it	all	night.”

2. According to the illustration, who is the central character in the drawing and what do you think the two   
 standing characters are saying to him?

The	title	of	the	print	is	“Industry	and	Idleness:	The	Idle	‘prentice	Turn’d	Away	and	Sent	
to	Sea,”	implying	that	the	young	with	his	hand	to	his	head	had	been	a	lazy	apprentice	
and	had	been	sent	away	to	become	a	sailor	instead.		The	two	veteran	sailors	around	
him	tease	him	with	a	lash	and	point	out	a	pirate	hanging	from	a	gallows	on	shore.		His	
mother	is	crying	out	of	fear	for	his	safety.		The	illustration	shows	that	Samuel	Kelly	and	
his	contemporaries	knew	of	the	hardships	and	dangers	involved	in	a	life	at	sea.	

3. Based on your examination of the map and a review of Samuel Kelly’s first-person account, when did this   
 voyage occur and why do you think the American sailor would not give him detailed piloting information? 

Samuel	Kelly	says	that	the	ship	sailed	from	Philadelphia	“about	1st	April	1787.”		
The	Treaty	of	Paris	was	signed	only	4	years	prior.	American	sailors	would	have	
been	reluctant	to	share	vital	navigational	information	with	their	former	enemy.	
Philadelphia	may	have	been	especially	sensitive	because	of	its	status	in	the	early	
American	government.	On	May	25,	1787	the	Constitutional	Convention	will	assemble	in	
Philadelphia	to	begin	their	discussion	about	revising	the	Articles	of	Confederation.		

Compare/Contrast:

Kelly’s narrative pairs well with Banished (Louisa Susannah Wells, Loyalist Woman, 1778). Compare and 
contrast their difficulties and experiences at sea.

Supporting Primary Sources:

See pages 4 through 6 in this guide.

Additional Primary & Secondary Sources:

 • Section of the On the Water exhibition focusing on living in the Atlantic World      
  (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/exhibition/1_1.html)

 • Illustration of Samuel Kelly  (http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/exhibition/1_2.    
  html#LifeAtSea1)

 • Section of The Price of Freedom exhibition focusing on the War of Independence 
  (http://americanhistory.si.edu/militaryhistory/printable/section.asp?id=1)
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The London
Settlers exported vast amounts of timber cut from forests in the Americas, and such naval stores as turpentine and 
tar. With so much wood close at hand, colonial shipbuilding prospered, and American ships sold well overseas. 
English owners ordered the London, a fast-sailing general-cargo ship, directly from builders in New York.

Built at New York, 1770 or 1771
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 . . . Turn’d Away and Sent to Sea, 1747
In this 18th-century print, a young man is shown the brutality of seafaring by three unsavory sailors. While one 
rows, another taunts him with the lash, used for discipline on ships. The third points to the body of a pirate 
hanging from the gallows. His mother weeps, perhaps at the prospect of losing her son to the sea.

Engraving by William Hogarth

Courtesy of Smithsonian Institution Libraries
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Map of Philadelphia and Parts Adjacent
 “Map of Philadelphia and Parts Adjacent,” by N. Scull and G. Heap, 1752.

Courtesy of Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress


