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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	Pacific	theater	during	WWII.
	 •	 Obtain	information	from	a	variety	of	primary	sources.

Time: 
	 •	 First Person Narrative:	13:10		minutes
	 •	 Analysis Questions:	4	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:
	 •	 listing –	to	tilt	to	one	side;	especially	of	a	boat	or	ship
	 •	 conning	tower	–	a	raised	structure	on	the	deck	of	a	submarine	used	especially	formerly	for	navigation		 	
	 	 and	attack	direction
	 •	 swell	–	a	long	often	massive	and	crestless	wave	or	succession	of	waves	often	continuing	beyond	or	after			
	 	 its	cause	(as	a	gale)
	 •	 sub	chaser	–	a	small	maneuverable	patrol	or	escort	vessel	used	for	antisubmarine	warfare
	 •	 aft	–	near,	toward,	or	in	the	stern	of	a	ship
	 •	 starboard	–	the	right	side	of	a	ship	or	aircraft	looking	forward
	 •	 out	of	kilter	–	not	in	the	proper	or	usual	state	or	condition

Survival,	Bravery,	&	Brutality:	
William	Flury,	Steward	Department
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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_flury.pdf)
	 •	 Student	Worksheet	PDF	(print	or	digital)	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/	 	
	 	 maritime_voices/pdf/worksheet_flury.pdf)
	 •	 Printer	(recommended)

Preparation:
1.	 Visit	the	William	Flury	page	of	Maritime	Voices	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_	 	 	
	 histories/maritime_voices/flury.htm)	to	preview	the	content.
2.	 Download	&	print	the	transcript	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
	 voices/pdf/transcript_flury.pdf)	for	the	William	Flury	recording.		Consider	making		copies	for	students.
3.	 Print	the	student	worksheet	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_voices/	 	
	 pdf/worksheet_flury.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.
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Historical Context:
Merchant	ships	and	seamen	were	critical	to	the	outcome	of	World	War	II	in	the	Pacific.	Convoys	of	merchant	
ships	transported	machinery,	equipment,	munitions,	food,	troops,	and	supplies	across	the	Pacific	to	the	
Philippines,	Okinawa,	and	other	areas	of	invasion.	Many	ships	and	lives	were	lost	to	Japanese	aircraft,	
torpedoes,	and	artillery.
The SS	Jean	Nicolet	was	carrying	supplies	for	“the	Burma	Road.”	This	refers	to	the	road	that	connected	Lashio	
in	Burma	(now	Myanmar)	to	Kunming	in	China,	an	essential	lifeline	for	the	Nationalist	Chinese	government’s	
defense	against	Japan.
During	wartime,	there	are	always	incredible	acts	of	survival,	bravery	and	brutality.	Listen	carefully	to	William	
Flury,	who	in	1944	was	an	18-year-old	cook	working	in	the	Steward	Department,	as	he	recounts	the	attack	and	
sinking	of	the	Liberty	Ship	SS	Jean	Nicolet	on	July	2,	1944,	you	will	find	examples	of	each.

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	William	Flury	and/or	his	experiences.

Questions:
1.	 Citing	evidence	from	the	words	of	William	Flury	and	one	supporting	primary	source,	list	two	acts	of			 	
	 survival,	two	acts	of	bravery,	and	two	acts	of	brutality	from	his	experiences	in	the	Indian	Ocean.	

Survival: The men all worked together after the order to abandon ship went out. The 
crew got into the lifeboats and all contributed to manning the oars. After the Japanese 
submarine submerged, many men had to swim with their hands tied through the night 
to get to the safety of a raft. The water was also shark-infested.

Bravery: Many men jumped overboard when taken aboard the Japanese submarine. 
One sailor had secretly hidden a knife after being searched by the Japanese, and used 
this knife to cut the bindings of several men in the water after the Japanese submarine 
went under. William Flury’s companion during the night of swimming kept cramping 
up, so in those instances William Flury carried his companion through the water. 

Brutality: The Japanese killed several men immediately with guns and bayonets. They 
also made several men run the gantlet, hitting them with heavy deck stanchions. After 
receiving a torpedo warning, they submerged, leaving their prisoners on the deck of the 
submarine with their hands bound.

2.		 Based	on	a	close	examination	of	the	poster	and	a	review	of	William	Flury’s	oral	history,	what	is	the		 	 	
	 significance	of	the	shark	image	on	the	submarine,	and	what	effect	do	you	think	it	would	have	on	Merchant		 	
 Mariners who saw it?

Not only were the Mariners traveling through shark-infested waters, but Japanese  
submarines were also like sharks, traveling through the water to attack ships that were 
making themselves noticeable. The poster was intended to ensure that Allied ships/
sailors tried to made their passage as unnoticeable as possible to avoid detection by the 
enemy. If they attracted enemy attention, there was a double-threat of capture or the 
dangers lurking in the ocean.
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Compare/Contrast:
Flury’s	narrative	pairs	well	with	The	PQ.17	Tragedy	(Alan	Harvie	and	Sarge	Ransome)	to	compare	the	
treatment	of	shipwrecked	Americans	at	different	times	during	the	war	and	in	different	theaters.

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	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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Don’t Invite Disaster
A	Japanese	submarine	is	shown	in	the	foreground.	Posters	like	this	were	produced	to	warn	merchant	ships	of	
wartime	dangers	and	remind	them	to	take	precautions	at	sea.	

Poster	for	Thirteenth	Naval	District,	United	States	Navy,	showing	smoke	coming	from	smokestack	of	a	cargo	
ship.

Courtesy	of	the	Library	of	Congress
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Japanese Slew Torpedo Victims
New	York	Times,	March	7,	1945


