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Section A: Source Questions 

 

A History Mystery – the Sinking of RMS Lusitania, 7th May 1915 

 

 

 

 

At the beginning of the First World War, Germany had only 20 submarines (U-boats), but by 

1917 it had 140 and by that time had destroyed 30% of world merchant shipping.  

 

From the outbreak of war in August 1914, the British used their navy to blockade Germany, 

preventing supplies of food, weapons and other materials into the country. In response, the 

German navy began a policy of sinking merchant ships supplying these goods to Britain and 

her allies.  

 

On 7th May 1915, the passenger liner the RMS Lusitania was sunk off the southern coast of 

Ireland by a submarine, the U-20, on its way from New York to Liverpool. This attack has 

caused controversy ever since. 

 

Why did the Germans sink the Lusitania? Were they justified in doing so? The sources below 

explore these questions.  
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You are not expected to know anything about the sources below, but will be given marks 

on the strength of your analysis. The questions follow: please answer all of them. 

 

 

 

Source A 

 

By 1914, the use of submarines was defined by Part IV, Article 22 of the Treaty for the Limitation and 

Reduction of Naval Armaments, which said:   

 

  
 

 

 

Source B 

 

Franz Becker, an Oberleutnant in the Imperial German navy, talks about sinking merchant ships.  

 

We were off Portugal, off Lisbon, and during the afternoon, we met a very, very big tugboat 

of the British navy which had a barge and tug. Exchanged some fire shots and then it was 

finished. The people of the British tugboat left the ship and we had to sink these two ships. 

Now it came very rough weather and we were we were too far from the coast, and I took on 

board the crew of these ships – in all 30 sailors – and we had our own crew, also 30 men, so 

we were equal on board and that was very nice. We gave them food. In the morning, the 

weather was better and the captain and two commissioned officers I had to make prisoner. 

Then I took the two boats of the crew to the shore and then I left them. And in this moment, 

these two boats of men made three cheers for the German submarine and that was, I can tell 

you, the nicest moment of my submarine war. 
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Source C 

 

Two advertisements from the same page of the New York Times, 1 May 1915. 
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Source D: 

 

An article from the Washington Times, 1 May 1915.  
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Source E: 

 

Translated extracts from the war diary of Kapitanleutnant Walter Schwieger, commander of the U-

20. Here he describes sinking the Lusitania on 7th May 1915. 

 

Clear bow shot at 700 metres…Shot struck the right side just behind the bridge. It produces 

an exceptionally strong detonation, followed by a very large cloud of smoke (at great height 

above the front funnel). To the explosion of the torpedo, there must have been added a 

second explosion (boiler or coal, or powder). The superstructure and the deck above the 

point hit are cut to bits A fire breaks out. The upper bridge is encompassed with smoke. The 

ship stopped immediately and lists sharply to starboard, while settling dangerously in the 

front at the same time. It appeared as it if would capsize at any moment. Great confusion 

arose on the ship; some of the boats were swung clear and lowered into the water. 

 

Many people must have lost their heads; several boats loaded with people rushed 

downward, struck the water and filled at once…The ship blew off steam; at the front, the 

name ‘Lusitania’ in golden letters was visible. The funnels were painted black; rear flag not 

in place. It was running at 20 nautical miles. Since it seemed as if the steamer could only 

remain above water for a short time, went to 24m and ran towards the sea. Nor could I have 

fired a second torpedo into this swarm of people who were trying to save themselves. 

 

 

Source F: 

 

Account of May Bird, a stewardess on the Lusitania. 

 

I saw the ship actually go down and she was quite upright and I watched her until I saw the 

top of the funnels and they went under. She went down with all her funnels straight and 

without a sound or any kind of emotion. As she quietly slid away out of sight, I did see the 

submarine come up and the men on the deck, they all stood in a row and they stayed their 

quite a while, then they vanished.  
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Source G 

 

Infographic from The Graphic magazine, 15th May 1915 
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Source H 

 

A British propaganda poster, 1915. In this context ‘Hun’ refers to the Germans. 

 

 
 

Source I 

 

The box lid from a German children’s toy, 1915, ‘Our U-Boats'. 
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Source J 

 

Response of the Imperial German Government to an enquiry by the US Government concerning the 

circumstances of the sinking of the Lusitania, 28th May 1915. 

  

It is, moreover, known to the Imperial Government from reliable information furnished by 

its officials and neutral passengers that for some time practically all the more valuable 

English merchant vessels have been provided with guns, ammunition and other weapons, 

and reinforced with a crew specially practiced in manning guns. According to reports at 

hand here, the Lusitania when she left New York, undoubtedly had guns on board which 

were mounted under decks and masked… 

 

The Imperial government must also specially point out that on her last trip, the Lusitania, as 

on earlier occasions, had Canadian troops and munitions on board, including no less than 

5,400 cases on ammunition destined for the destruction of brave German soldiers who are 

fulfilling with self-sacrifice and devotion their duty in the service of the fatherland. 

The German government believes that it acts in just self-defence when it seeks to protect the 

lives of its soldiers by destroying ammunition destined for the enemy with the means of war 

at its command. The English steamship company must have been aware of the dangers to 

which passengers on board the Lusitania were exposed under the circumstances. 

 

In taking them on board in spite of this, the company quite deliberately tried to use the lives 

of American citizens as protection for the ammunition carried, and violated the clear 

provisions of American laws which expressly prohibit and provide punishment for the 

carrying of passengers on ships which have explosives on board. The company thereby 

carelessly caused the death of so many passengers. 

 

According to the express report of the submarine commander concerned, which is further 

confirmed by all other reports, there can be no doubt that the rapid sinking of the Lusitania 

was primarily due to the explosion of the cargo of ammunition caused by the torpedo. 

Otherwise, in all human probability, the passengers would have been saved.  
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Source K 

 

Part of the cargo manifest from the Lusitania. Remmington is an American arms company. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source L 

 

List of passengers who survived and died during the sinking of the Lusitania.  
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Questions  

 

 

Read sources A and B. 

 

1. How far does Becker’s account in Source B conform to the rules of war set out in 

Source A? [4] 

 

 

Look at the advertisements in Source C and the article in Source D.  

 

2. Why did Germany claim the ship was a legitimate target? [2] 

3. Why did passengers nevertheless ignore these warnings? [2] 

 

 

Read Sources E, F and G. 

 

4. How far do the sources agree about what happened during the sinking of the 

Lusitania? [4] 

5. Which source do you find more convincing and why? [2] 

 

 

Consider sources H and I. 

 

6. How do the messages of these cartoons differ? [4] 

 

 

Read Sources K, J and L, then consider all of the sources.  

 

7. How far do the sources support the view that the sinking of the Lusitania by 

Germany was justified? [7] 

 

 

 

Total for Section A: 25 
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Section B: Essays 

 

Answer one question. Use examples from your own knowledge to support your 

answer.  Wherever possible, anchor your arguments in your knowledge of the past.  All 

questions are worth 20 marks.  

 

1. What can historians learn about the past from studying coins?   

2. Is luck the defining factor in determining the outcome of battles? 

3. Do revolutions always come from below? 

4. Choose one person from history who you consider to have been a failure and explain 

why you think they were. 

5. To what extent do think there are ‘turning points’ in History?  

6. It is said that ‘history is written by the victors.’ How far do you agree? 

 

Total for Section B: 20 marks 

 

Total for paper: 45 marks 

 

 

https://www.SATs-Papers.co.uk

