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Lesson Guide
Objectives: 
The students will be better able to:
	 •	 Describe	the	experiences	of	a	merchant	seaman	during	WWII.	
	 •	 Describe	action	on	the	European	theater	during	WWII.
	 •	 Obtain	information	from	a	variety	of	primary	sources.

Time: 
	 •	 First Person Narrative: 9:57		minutes
	 •	 Analysis Questions:	6	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:
	 •	 refugee –	one	that	flees;	especially:	a	person	who	flees	to	a	foreign	country	or	power	to	escape	danger	or		
	 	 persecution
	 •	 Nazi	–	a	member	of	a	German	fascist	party	controlling	Germany	from	1933	to	1945	under	Adolf	Hitler
	 •	 torpedo	–	a	weapon	for	destroying	ships	by	rupturing	their	hulls	below	the	waterline:	as	(a)	a		 	 	
	 	 submarine	mine,	or	(b)	a	thin	cylindrical	self-propelled	underwater	projectile

Materials: 
	 •	 Computer	with	Internet	access	(with	Flash	plug-in	&	Adobe	Reader)
  – Maritime	Voices:	Merchant	Mariners	and	Shipyard	Workers	Remember	WWII		Web	site		 	 	
	 	 			(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_voices/)
	 	 –	Transcript	of	the	audio	clip	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
	 	 				voices/pdf/transcript_campbell.pdf)
	 •	 Student	Worksheet	PDF	(print	or	digital)	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/	 	
	 	 maritime_voices/pdf/worksheet_campbell.pdf)
	 •	 Printer	(recommended)

Unexpected	Cargo:
Spud	Campbell,	First	Radio	Officer
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Preparation:
1.	 Visit	the	Spud	Campbell		page	of	Maritime Voices	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_		 	
	 histories/maritime_voices/campbell.htm)	to	preview	the	content.
2.	 Download	&	print	the	transcript	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
	 voices/pdf/transcript_campbell.pdf)	for	the	Spud	Campbell	recording.		Consider	making		copies	for	

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

Standards:
NCHS 5-12 United States History Standards
 Era	8,	Standard	3B:	The	student	understands	World	War	II	and	how	the	Allies	prevailed.
 Era	8,	Standard	3C:	The	student	understands	the	effects	of	World	War	II	at	home.

NCHS 5-12 World History Standards
 Era	8,	Standard	4B:	The	student	understands	the	global	scope,	outcome,	and	human	costs	of	the	war.	

NCHS 5-12 Standards in Historical Thinking 
 2B:	Reconstruct	the	literal	meaning	of	a	historical	passage
 2C:	Identify	the	central	question(s)
 2F:	Appreciate	historical	perspectives
	 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	recording	used	in	this	lesson	is	an	oral	history	of	an	
individual	who	lived	through	these	events.

Historical Context:
During	World	War	II,	U.S.	shipyards	turned	out	cargo	vessels	faster	than	the	ships	could	be	supplied	with	
crews.	Recruiters	urged	men	to	join	the	Merchant	Marine,	and	volunteers	came	from	across	the	country.	
Merchant	seamen	ran	the	ships	that	carried	supplies	and	men	through	dangerous	waters	in	the	North	Atlantic	
and	the	Pacific.	Thousands	paid	with	their	lives.	By	war’s	end,	some	290,000	men	had	served	in	the	Merchant	
Marine.	Listen	to	Spud	Campbell	as	he	talks	about	his	experiences	as	a	Merchant	Mariner	on	the	SS	Henry	
Bacon,	a	Liberty	Ship	carrying	supplies	to	help	the	Soviet	Union	fight	Germany	on	the	Eastern	Front.	

Task:
Students	use	their	listening	skills	to	discover	important	information	from	the	oral	history,	then	work	with	
several	supporting	primary	sources	to	answer	questions	about	Spud	Campbell	and/or	his	experiences.
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Questions:
1.	 According	to	Spud	Campbell’s	recorded	statements	and	at	least	one	supporting	primary	source,	what	was		 	
	 his	job	on	the	ship,	and	why	do	you	think	he	was	selected	by	the	Captain	to	board	one	of	the	lifeboats?

Mr. Campbell’s job aboard the ship was as a radio officer. He would have done a job 
similar to that seen in the photograph. Campbell mentions that when the SS Henry 
Bacon was hit, the captain ordered him to transmit the distress message.

He was ordered to board the lifeboat with the refugees in order to set up and transmit 
the signal needed to identify the lifeboat so that it could be picked up by another ship 
nearby. He was probably chosen to board the lifeboat because his job was vital to 
getting the refugees and other crew members rescued by another ship of the convoy. 

2.	 According	to	Spud	Campbell’s	recorded	statements,	what	unexpected	cargo	was	the	SS	Henry	Bacon	  
	 carrying	on	February	23,	1945?

The SS Henry Bacon was carrying 19 Norwegian refugees who fled Nazi control and 
were living in the Arctic in caves. The British dropped them off on the SS Henry Bacon.

3.	 Based	on	Spud	Campbell’s	recorded	statements	and	a	careful	examination	of	the	newspaper	article,	how		 	
	 many	crew	members	were	killed?	How	many	non-crew?	How	do	the	answers	to	these	questions	relate		 	
	 to	the	medal?

Mr. Campbell states that about half of the crew who went into the water were killed. The 
newspaper reports that 15 seamen were killed due to the attacks. All 19 of the refugees 
were put into a lifeboat and survived the voyage to the United Kingdom.

Surviving crew members of the SS Henry Bacon were met by the King of Norway, living 
in exile in Great Britain during the war, and were awarded the Norwegian War Medal 
for rescuing the Norwegian refugees.

Compare/Contrast:
Campbell’s	narrative	pairs	well	with	The	PQ.17	Tragedy	(Alan	Harvie	and	Sarge	Ransome)	to	compare	two	
convoys	on	the	Murmansk	Run.	

Supporting Primary Sources:
See	pages	4	through	6	in	this	guide.

Additional Primary & Secondary Sources:
	 •	 Page	of	the	online	exhibition	On	the	Water	by	the	National	Museum	of	American	History	describes		 	
	 	 the	perils	of	working	as	a	merchant	marine	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/exhibition/6_3.		
	 	 html#PerilsOfWar)
	 •	 Page	of	Uboats.net	with	an	image	and	details	on	the	British	navy	ship	the	HMS	Opportune	(http://	 	
	 	 www.uboat.net/allies/warships/ship/4199.html	)
	 •	 Map	of	Russia	(part	of	the	former	Soviet	Union)	from	National	Geographic’s	Xpeditions		(http://www.	 	
	 	 nationalgeographic.com/xpeditions/atlas/russi/russi-dl.gif	)
	 •	 Page	from	American	Merchant	Marine	at	War	with	details	on	convoys,	major	battles,	and	equipment		 	
	 	 used	by	Merchant	Mariners	during	WWII		(http://www.usmm.org/ww2.html)
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Chief Radio Officer
The	chief	radio	officer	of	an	American	merchant	ship	flashes	a	message	during	World	War	II.		

Courtesy	of	the	U.S.	Maritime	Commission
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War Medal
The	Norwegian	War	Medal	was	awarded	to	all	crewman	of	the	SS	Henry	Bacon	by	King	Haakon	of	Norway.	Spud	
Campbell	 received	his	 in	 the	mail,	shortly	after	returning	home	from	his	ordeal	aboard	the	ship.	The	bronze	
medal	featuring	King	Haakon	VII’s	portrait,	was	presented	to	Norwegian	and	foreign	military	and	civilians	who	
had	served	with	merit	in	the	war	or	in	the	defense	of	Norway.	In	1994	Spud	and	his	family	traveled	to	Norway,	
where	they	met	some	of	the	refugees	whose	lives	he	had	helped	save	in	1945.

Courtesy	of	Spud	Campbell
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15 Seamen Die Saving 19 Refugees
New	York	Times,	April	1,	1945


