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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:	14:54		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:
	 •	 painter –	a	line	used	for	securing	or	towing	a	boat
	 •	 convoy	–	a	group	convoyed	or	organized	for	convenience	or	protection	while	moving

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_harvie_ransome.pdf)
	 •	 Student	Worksheet	PDF	(print	or	digital)	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/pdf/worksheet_	 	
  harvie_ransome.pdf)
	 •	 Printer	(recommended)

The	PQ.17	Tragedy:	
Alan	Harvie,	Engineer,	and	John	“Sarge”	Ransome,	Deck	Department
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Preparation:
1.		 Visit	the	Alan	Harvie	and	John	“Sarge”	Ransome	page	of	Maritime	Voices	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/	 	
	 onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_voices/harvie.htm)	to	preview	the	content.

2.	 Download	&	print	the	transcript	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_	 	
			voices/pdf/transcript_harvie_ransome.pdf)	for	the	Alan	Harvie	and	John	“Sarge”		 	 	 			 				
			Ransome	recording.		Consider	making	copies	for	students.

3.	 Print	the	student	worksheet	(http://americanhistory.si.edu/onthewater/oral_histories/maritime_voices/	 	
	 pdf/worksheet_harvie_ransome.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:
The	“Murmansk	Run”	refers	to	the	shipping	route	used	by	the	Allies	during	World	War	II	to	deliver	supplies	
to	the	Soviet	front.	The	route	stretched	from	ports	in	North	America	and	Great	Britain	around	Iceland	and	
through	the	Arctic	waters	of	the	Barents	Sea	to	the	Soviet	ports	of	Murmansk	and	Archangel.	These	merchant	
ships,	carrying	machinery,	equipment,	ammunition,	food,	and	supplies	for	the	defense	of	the	Soviet	Union,	
were	vulnerable	to	attack	by	German	U-boats	(submarines)	patrolling	the	waters	of	the	North	Atlantic.
The	merchant	ships	traveled	in	convoys	with	protection	from	armed	escort	vessels.	Convoys	bound	for	the	
Soviet	Union	were	named	PQ;	those	returning	were	designated	QP.	Listen	to	Alan	Harvie	and	John	“Sarge”	
Ransome	as	they	recount	their	perilous	experiences	aboard	the	SS	Honomu	sailing	in	the	PQ	17	Convoy	on	the	
Murmansk	Run.

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	Alan	Harvie	and	John	“Sarge”	Ransome	and/or	
their	experiences.



 Maritime Voices: The PQ.17 Tragedy              Page 3 of 8

Questions:
1.		 According	to	the	recorded	statements	of	Alan	Harvie	and	John	Ransome	and	referring	to	at	least	one		

supporting	primary	source,	what	was	the	“Murmansk	Run”	and	why	was	it	so	dangerous?	Cite	your	
evidence.

The Murmansk Run was the route that ships took to get supplies to Russia. It was 
dangerous not only because of the Arctic conditions which are evident in the map of 
the route, but also because the route was patrolled by German U-Boats. Merchant 
vessels carrying supplies were surrounded by convoys of other ships, which served as 
protection from enemy attack.

2.	 According	to	recorded	statements	of	Alan	Harvie	and	John	Ransome,	what	happened	to	them	as	a	result	of	
the	order	to	scatter	the	convoy?

When the convoy was scattered, the merchant ships were basically left on their own 
with no protection, to the resentment of the sailors aboard. Consequently, the merchant 
ships were torpedoed by German U-Boats within a day of being abandoned. 

3.		 Based	on	the	recorded	statements	of	Alan	Harvie	and	John	Ransome,	and	referring	to	at	least	one	
supporting	primary	source,	state	3	conditions	aboard	the	raft	that	would	reduce	the	likelihood	of	Harvie	
and	Ransome’s	survival.

The Arctic conditions certainly limited chances for survival. Looking at the map, one 
can note the extent of the ice sheets at a given time during the year, indicating the 
severity of the cold temperatures along the route and the risk of being exposed to these 
temperatures for multiple days. Supplies such as food and water were limited on these 
rafts, and the sailors had to be careful in rationing what they had for the (unknown) 
duration of their time at sea. They had no idea when they would be rescued or reach 
land, so the rationing was all guesswork. The account states that they were living off 
of 2 ounces or half a pint of water a day; the limited amount of drinking water would 
have certainly impacted their chances of survival. The lack of movement would have 
also hindered their chances for survival. The men speak of ‘immersion foot’ and not 
being able to feel their feet or use them due to lack of exercise and mobility. They had to 
painfully work off this condition by walking as best they could once they were rescued 
and reached the town of Archangel. 

Compare/Contrast:
Harvie	and	Ransome’s	narratives	pair	well	with	Unexpected	Cargo	(Spud	Campbell)	to	compare	two	different	
experiences	on	the	Murmansk	Run.

Supporting Primary Sources:
See	pages	5	through	7	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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	 •	 Page	of	Uboats.net	with	a	map	and	details	on	the	American	steam	mercahant	Honomu     
	 	 (http://uboat.net/allies/merchants/1892.html)
	 •	 Page	of	Uboats.net	with	a	map	and	detailed	descriptions	of	the	PQ-17	convoy	(http://www.uboat.net/	 	
	 	 ops/convoys/convoys.php?convoy=PQ-17)
	 •	 Written	account	of	the	experiences	through	the	eyes	of	John	Beardmore,	Navigating	Officer	in	the		

British	navy,	entitled,	“The	PQ17	Story:	The	Worst	Journey	in	the	World”		(http://www.cbrnp.com/
RNP/Flower/ARTICLES/Poppy/Beardmore-1.htm)
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Convoys to Northern Russia
The	route	to	Murmansk	taken	by	Allied	convoys	during	World	War	II.
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Sailor’s Pants Blown Off in Attack on Convoy
Los	Angeles	Times,	July	14,	1942
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Lifeboat Drills
Lifeboat	drills	were	 an	 essential	 part	 of	 training	 for	 the	Merchant	Marine.	This	drill	was	 conducted	 in	 calm	
waters	under	sunny	skies.	These	were	rarely	the	conditions	faced	by	the	seamen	who	manned	the	lifeboats	while	
under	attack.

Courtesy	U.S.	Maritime	Commission


