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My focusing question: What different experiences did New Zealanders have in the RNZAF 
during World War Two? 

Source Reference: 

 
Source 2: Royal Air Force Bomber Pilot and the French Resistance Source: 'John Morris and the French 
Resistance', URL: https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/sound/john-morris-and-french-resistance, (Ministry for 
Culture and Heritage), updated 18-Dec-2014 

Key ideas that are in the source: 
This is an oral interview transcript of previous RNZAF bomber pilot John Morris. He is telling his story of 
what happened after his plane got shot down. In this story he describes how once he was shot down he 
was helped by a French resistance worker called Lucienne. John Morris’s story shows the key ideas of 
luck and other people’s bravery. It shows luck because of how he survived once for his crash, but then 
again after narrowly escaping the German soldiers. It shows others bravery because Lucienne went out 
of her way to save one soldier. She was willing to do anything to save airmen, and that shines through 

https://nzhistory.govt.nz/media/sound/john-morris-and-french-resistance
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in this source. 

How does this source answer the focusing question: 
This source answers the focusing question because it shows a New Zealanders non-combat 
experience. By having the information from this source, we can understand the emotions and feelings 
that bomber pilot John Morris must’ve been having at the time such as danger, and fear, but then also a 
sense of comfort from Lucienne’s presence and actions. It also gives us information on what the 
civilians helped with during the war, and it expands our knowledge to post crash stories.  

Strengths of this source: 
We can see that this source is reliable because the website looks secure, and it comes from a trusty 
source. This source is a first hand oral account of Morris’ story. It gives us a detailed enough 
explanation of a lucky story that took place during WWII, which broadens our understanding of how 
some pilots survived after being shot down. Another strength of this source is that it shows us another 
perspective outside of combat, and it also shows a cross-national experience because it is the French 
helping the Kiwis. This piece of evidence also provides a strong emotional connection because it makes 
us empathise and sense the fear and danger. 

Limitations of this source: 
The main limitation is that we only hear from one person’s perspective (the NZ pilots). This source 
could’ve been made better by hearing from Lucienne’s perspective as well, this would’ve given us a 
more rounded understanding because we would’ve heard from two perspectives. Some other key 
limitations include; the interview being decades later, doesn’t represent Māori or Pacific roles, needs 
background knowledge, lacks wider context of airmen, and we only hear one dramatic moment. 
Because this interview took place decades after the event some information could’ve been changed or 
forgotten. The result of this that it makes us question if everything in the interview is 100% correct. It 
also doesn’t represent Māori, Pacific or other airmen’s roles, which are a key part of NZ’s involvement. 
This limits our knowledge, and doesn’t give us all the perspectives we need to make this one source 
fully answer the focus question. This account also needs a bit of background knowledge to fully 
understand what’s going on. Without this we may presume things. This story also only covers one 
dramatic moment, it doesn’t cover for instance how the pilot was shot down, and what happened after 
he narrowly escaped.  
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Source Reference: 

 
Source 3: newspapers  
New Zealand Herald 6 December 1940 Page 8 
Auckland Star 18 November 1944 Page 7 

Key ideas that are in the source: 
These newspaper clippings are both reporting about training in Canada. The first one is from an 
outsider’s perspective, and the second is from an officer’s perspective. Both articles make the men 
come across as very happy, proud, and keen. The soldiers are praised for their discipline and 
determination. This evidence reflects them as having high morales even though they were in cold 
foreign environments. The main idea that these articles show is that the New Zealanders training in 
Canada is going very well, and that the soldiers are having a great time. This makes the audience 
back in New Zealand reading this feel confident that their soldiers are safe and happy.  

How does this source answer the focusing question: 
This source is useful in helping to answer the focusing question because it shows us the training 
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experience that New Zealanders had in Canada during WWII. It is providing another experience to 
take into account when considering what New Zealanders in the RNZAF during WWII had to 
experience. It also shows the international aspect of the RNZAF because they were all the way across 
the world in Canada. This material adds an official tone, as it is focusing on the preparation of the 
RNZAF.  

Strengths of this source: 
This source is a strong source as it shows us what the training experience was like in the RNZAF, 
shows the wider commonwealth environment, and the writing is easy to understand. It also provides an 
insight into how the New Zealand soldiers were viewed by others. They were viewed with pride and 
they were seen as very determined and keen. These newspaper articles are very relevant, factual, and 
include formal content.  

Limitations of this source: 
There are many limitations to this source. It lacks personal detail and emotion. These are just reports, 
and we don’t actually hear from the soldiers. Also, this source is very biased. It was probably written to 
show the people back in New Zealand that all was well, and that their soldiers and very happy and 
keen. This means that we can’t fully trust them to show us how soldiers truly felt. There is no mention 
in this source of any failures, or any mental health issues going on, or even fears of the soldiers. This 
is probably done to make sure that no one back home is worried.  

 
 

 
  
Source 4: Correspondence Flight Sergeant 
Charles Raymond “Ray” Ellis 
Source: 
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https://sites.rootsweb.com/~nzlscant/letters_home.htm 
 

Key ideas that are in the source: 
Charles Raymond Ellis was a flight sergeant who wrote home during his deployment in the UK. He 
described how long the letters took, leave, and homesickness. The second half of the source is official 
letters about him being missing and presumed dead. A key idea we can get from this source is how his 
family back home received updates. It reflects the harsh communication limits and the anxiety of 
families that have been torn apart during wartime. This source also shows us a tragic outcome for one 
soldier. It makes us realize that there were probably many more who had a similar outcome. These 
letters also portray the sense of sadness and loss, because a soldier lost his life. 

How does this source answer the focusing question: 
This source is useful in helping to answer the focusing question because it displays a range of 
experiences from daily life to tragedy. It also highlights another perspective, what the families of soldiers 
experienced during the war. This source reflects the danger and emotional impact that war brought. 
Another thing it shows is how the communication and official systems worked. We also hear from first 
person, and officers perspectives which gives us a bigger range of experiences.  

Strengths of this source: 
This source is a strong source. It is very authentic primary source letters that give a deep emotional 
connection. We also know that it is 100% true, because they are official documents. They give us an 
understanding of how the processes worked when a soldier went missing, and also what kind of things 
soldiers wrote home to their families. The letters make us empathize with the soldiers and their family 
back home, specifically because it shows real people at war. This source also shows us two points of 
view,  Charles Raymond Ellis’s, and the officials, which makes it more complete. It gives us closure to 
what happened to Ellis. This source is very relevant information, has very emotional content, and is a 
reliable source overall. 

Limitations of this source: 
This source has many limitations. Firstly, it is only one person’s experience so we cannot build the 
bigger picture. If it included other New Zealanders perspectives, it would be more complete. 
Additionally, some sections lack context of what’s going on and it also lacks the broader RNZAF picture 
as it is only one person’s story. There is also the fact that information may have been censored from the 
letters because the officials would not want Ellis’s family knowing the harsh truth of what went on. Ellis 
also could’ve left a lot out of his letters, so that his family would feel more reassured. We can also see 
the difference between the tone of the two sections of the source. The first half shows feelings while the 
second is very formal. This shows that soldiers had to stay strong for their families even if things were 
really tough. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://sites.rootsweb.com/%7Enzlscant/letters_home.htm
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Source Reference: 

 
Source 5- Maori Airmen 1943 
source: Photo from The Weekly News,17 March 1943, with caption, “A Māori team at a British air station 
– R. W. Raharuhi (Takara), M. T. Parata (Waikanae), M. T. T. Manawaiti and E. H. Gray (Otaki).” 
Thought to have been taken at Mildenhall. – Photo: The Weekly News, from Air Force Museum of New 
Zealand. 

Key ideas that are in the source: 
In photo, we see four Māori men being photographed in Britain, 1943. They are inside a British air base. 
Their names and hometowns are listed below, and it visually confirms Māori service in the RNZAF 
overseas. It shows the men in their uniform, looking proud and united. This photo captures a moment of 
recognition for Māori servicemen in the RNZAF during WWII. This photo is important because it shows 
the Māori involvement in the RNZAF. Often history skips Māori involvement, so this photo makes us 
more aware. 

How does this source answer the focusing question: 
This source is useful in helping to answer the focusing question because it provides more proof of 
another New Zealanders experience in the RNZAF, in this case it is 4 men. It proves that Māori men 
were involved overseas, and it also introduces a cultural perspective, which makes us question topics 
such as inclusion, equality, and recognition within the RNZAF. This source is a strong source that works 
well with other detailed sources. The photo is also highly relevant to the topic, and it’s a real historical 
photograph.  

Strengths of this source: 
Because this source is a photo, it’s a piece of evidence that helps us quickly understand the snapshot in 
time. It visually proves that these men were there, at the airbase in 1943, and that Māori men did serve 
overseas. By having the men’s names and hometowns listed below, it makes it more personalized, and 
makes us connect more. It’s a representation of Māori service during a time when non-Pākehā voices 
were often excluded. This source is also very reliable because it comes from the weekly news, from the 
Air Force Museum of NZ.  
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Limitations of this source: 
This photo is limited in content. It doesn’t give us much information on what the men did, what they were 
feeling at the time, or what challenges they had to overcome. They also may have been told where to 
stand and told to smile by the photographer – we can’t be sure of this. Without other sources it’s 
impossible to know their daily routines or what their experiences were like. It also doesn’t show the 
broader picture of Māori involvement, because we only see 4 men. We also don’t hear from any female 
or Pacific roles. 

 

Source Reference: 

 
 

Key ideas that are in the source: 
This primary sources within the documentary help tell us of the experiences of John Pohe, who was a 
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Māori pilot in the RNZAF. It follows his journey from training to flying bombing missions to his capture 
and great escape plans. The documentary uses interviews, photos, and videos to highlight his bravery, 
loyalty, and the tough challenges he faced. It displays Pohe as both a soldier and a symbol for hope, 
and Māori contribution to the war.  

How does this source answer the focusing question: 
This source answers the focusing question because it shows the diversity within the RNZAF and honors 
the contribution of Māori New Zealanders. This story adds depth to our understanding of the RNZAF 
experiences around identity, bravery, and sacrifice- in particularly the work ethic, skill, and attributes of 
Pohe. It also shows us experiences beyond combat – this especially delves into capture, and escaping 
elements. This is a very relevant source because it focuses on a New Zealander in the RNZAF during 
WWII.  

Strengths of this source: 
It covers a wide range of John Pohe’s experiences from training, to combat, to capture, to escaping, 
while also emphasizing his identity through interviews with those related to him. It highlights an 
underrepresented group in New Zealand’s military history. This source is very factual, reliable – it is 
based on records, and it is relevant to the topic. The artefacts such as his letters home, and the 
interviews with those who escaped with him, are highly reliable sources due to their primacy to the 
event. The interviews with the survivor in particular also allows for other elements of the documentary 
such as the photographs to be contextualized and corroborated. 

Limitations of this source: 
It also only focuses on one individual and the event it focuses on- an escape from a POW camp, is not 
typical of the RNZAF experience, therefore very little can be extrapolated from this to the wider 
experience RNZAF soldiers experiences. There are also no direct interviews with Pohe (due to his 
death), and it requires some background knowledge to understand his role in the great escape fully.  

 
Connections: 

Ideas specific to Primary Source 1 only (John 
Morris) 

Common ideas between one or more 
sources: 

• Focuses on a shot down pilot and his 
recue by a French resistance worker 

• Involves civilians bravery and willingness 
to save pilot 

• Emotional storytelling in first person 
• Not about combat but still very dangerous 
• Relies on human memory rather than 

official documents/records 

 
Commonalities/Themes:  
Even though these sources are different in 
type, and tone, they have overlapping 
themes. Some sources also show different 
sides of the same story. For example, the 
newspapers report that the soldiers are keen 
and happy, whereas the letters from Ellis 
reveal sadness and stress. This helps us 
view both public and private parts of war. 
Danger and risk – this is evident in sources 
1,3, and 5. In source 1 Morris very narrowly 
escaped capture by the German’s, in source 
3 Ellis went missing on a mission, and in 
source 5 Pohe was planning and executing a 
dangerous escape.  

Ideas specific to Primary Source 2 only 
(newspapers) 

• Highlights training phase of RNZAF 
• Public tone that is done to make the 

people back home reading newspapers 
think that all is well, and soldiers are 
happy 

• National pride 
• Government and media bias 
• Voices official perspectives, not soldiers 
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Ideas specific to Primary Source 3 only (letters) Diversity: this theme appears strongly in 
sources 4 and 5 showing that Māori New 
Zealanders played a huge part in the war 
effort – in this case in the RNZAF. These 
sources challenge the assumption that the 
military was solely for pākehā men. 
Connection to back home: This is very 
evident in source 3 because Ellis is writing 
letters back to his family, but it is also evident 
in source 2 because it reflects national pride 
of NZ airmen. These highlight how the 
emotional ties to home were still important, 
even while serving overseas. This 
communication with home, both missing 
home and wanting to ensure loved ones that 
they were ok is also a theme in source 5. 
Different stages of RNZAF: These sources 
give us a broad picture on serving in the 
RNZAF because source 2 covers the training 
part, source 1 on post-crash experience, 
source 3 on active duty and loss, source 4 on 
visual presence, and source 5 offers a bigger 
story about a pilots life from training to 
capture. Most of the stories are about pilots, 
we don’t hear from other important jobs such 
as medics, engineers, women, or Pacific 
islanders did. That means the picture is less 
complete which is a limitation of the 
collection of sources. 
 
Together these sources build a big picture on 
a RNZAF life. They show us that service 
wasn’t just about flying, but danger, 
emotional tolls, cultural pride, and 
consequences. 

• Very personal letters that reflect 
homesickness, daily life, and hopes 

• Includes official letters about being 
presumed missing, and presumed dead 

• Reflects family perspective and emotional 
toll 

• Captures both informal and formal 
communication 

• Shows the uncertainty and fear that 
families back home felt 

Ideas specific to Primary Source 4 only (photo) 
• Provides visual representation of Māori 

airmen 
• Snapshot of nations pride 
• Shows inclusion overseas 
• Makes us questions the soldiers roles 

Ideas specific to Primary Source 5 only (John 
Pohe story) 

• Shows rare outcomes of combat, capture, 
and escape 

• Strong focus on identity 
• Represents sacrifice  
• Shows how Māori soldiers contributed at 

high levels 

Considering the sources as a collection, please consider the following: 
• What elements of the focusing question’s answer have the sources not addressed? 
• Are there missing perspectives or information from the collection of sources? 
• How well do the sources work together to provide important insights? 
• Think of them as a package-are they effective in helping you fully understand the focus 

question? Are you left with gaps in your knowledge? 
Aim to write 200 words 

A major strength of these five sources, is that they work well together to provide a range of 
different experiences that New Zealanders had in the RNZAF during World War Two. They cover 
key themes such as danger/risk, diversity, connection to home, legacy, and the different stages of 
the RNZAF. Each source offers a unique perspective. Source 1 shows the danger after being shot 
down, source 2 reflects the pride in training overseas – in Canada, source 3 reflects the emotional 
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toll of service on soldiers and their families, source 4 highlights Māori involvement, and source 5 
shows sacrifice and legacy. Some sources reflect memory or legacy rather than lived experience, 
which reminds us that history is shaped by how people’s stories are remembered. Together, they 
provide an insight into the emotional and personal side of war- with many of the sources capturing 
the very human emotional response to the situation they found them in- whether it was gratitude, 
determination, resilience, bravery etc. This is a strength as often secondary accounts fail to 
capture the human element, and group individual experiences into a collective- which these 
sources do not, although to some extent, this presents a limitation as we can not with certainty 
say these experiences reflect and represent similar experiences of the wider group. 
 
However, there are some limitations to the collection. As mentioned above, several sources are 
based on individual experiences, and lack the broader RNZAF picture. For example, we hear from 
Ellis and Morris, but their stories won’t represent what other airmen might’ve gone through. 
There’s no mention of other essential roles in the RNZAF such as medics, ground crew, and 
engineers meaning we don’t see the full RNZAF structure. Women’s perspectives and Pacific 
involvement are completely missing, which limits our view further and creates an unbalanced and 
incomplete answer to the focus question. Seeking sources that better address these perspectives 
would strengthen the overall collection. 
 
Overall, these sources present a wide range of experiences that New Zealanders had in the 
RNZAF during WWII. They cover combat, non-combat, training, personal emotions, cultural 
identity, and loss. They include lots of different source types and time periods giving emotional 
depth, factual and historical information, and visual evidence. Together the sources provide a 
strong but incomplete view of the RNZAF service which helps us understand what happened, but 
more specifically how they were remembered. 


