
Pou Kanohi, New Zealand at War is a war 
memorial space designed to educate young 
people about the country’s experience of WWI. 
The interactive gallery has been designed to 
encourage students to explore and discover 
through hands-on activities and digital 
experiences.

When visiting this space with primary and 
intermediate students we recommend that a class 
is broken into smaller groups, each with an adult 
to help support, navigate and engage the students 
with the content of the exhibition. Upon entry to 
the exhibition we advise using the briefing space 
in the middle of the gallery (red carpeted area) 
to introduce and prepare the students before 
breaking into groups. This will enable more 
students to access and better engage with  
the gallery. 

‘My Collection’ enables students to collect content 
in the gallery and access it following their visit. ‘My 
Collection’ cards are available from the dispenser 
at the end of the chronology, in the 1918 section. 
When you see this symbol:  , the ‘My Collection’ 
system can be used. The QR code should be held 
face up under the scanner to save the content. 
Students also have the option of entering an  
email address to have content sent without using 
the cards.  
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Letters from the Front Line – Enduring the Horrors 
(Digital Letters Wall)

While enduring the hardships of warfare, many soldiers had a 
sense of duty to their country and loyalty to their mates. Life  
at war varied from the horrific to the mundane, reflected in  
the ‘trench art’ objects on display and contained in the lines  
of letters soldiers wrote when not fighting. 

Students can use the digital screens to discover letters 
written by those who experienced the horrors of war first 
hand. Students can view the original letter from the Museum 
collection alongside the transcription, access definitions of  
key words (where highlighted) and save letters with the  
‘My Collection’ system. 

Letters are searchable via four themes; People, Places, Events, 
and Experiences. This is designed to help students find letters 
based on the task given to them. (i.e. Find a letter from a 
nurse – People, find a letter written in Egypt – Places, find a 
letter written at Gallipoli – Events, find a letter that talks  
about death – Experiences.)

Questions:
•  Select a letter from the Experiences menu that interests 

you. When choosing a letter, does the excerpt give you  
a sense of how the author experienced this theme?  
Explain why. 

•  Do you get a sense of what these soldiers and nurses miss 
from home? Is it unsurprising or shocking? Do they seem 
scared or calm about what they are experiencing? 

•  The emotional power of letters was heightened by the 
fear of loss and the need to communicate during times 
of separation. It would often take weeks or months for 
letters to be delivered. How do you think this delay in 
communication would impact the nurses, soldiers and  
those on the home front? How does this differ from our 
means of communication today?

Auckland’s War Stories

Although we think of the war as something that happened 
very far away in other countries, many soldiers who embarked 
for WWI spent time in Auckland before and after their 
departure. For some, it was where their war ended. 

Students can explore places in the city where Māori and Pacific 
Island servicemen came during their wartime journey through 
six short poetic reflections. 

Questions:
•  Select one of the six poems. What are the messages  

the poet is trying to convey in each poem?
•  How do you feel about the impact WWI had on this 

country?



Digging In

This case study focuses on the war in the trenches and 
features content focusing on the NZ Pioneer Battalion. The NZ 
Pioneer Battalion was predominantly Māori, and were involved 
in constructing, maintaining and fighting in trenches.

Students can explore the purpose of trenches, the evolution 
of entrenching technology and consider what life was like in 
those trenches, tunnels and ditches. 

Questions: 
•  Why were trenches so common in WWI? Why were they 

dug? What was their purpose?
•  Consider what it would have been like to dig trenches.  

What tools would soldiers require? 
•  What was the New Zealand Pioneer Battalion and what 

was their role?
•  Trenches often formed the front line and didn’t move for 

months at a time as progress stalled. Can you imagine 
what it would be like to spend weeks in trenches, with  
the enemy close by? What were the conditions like? 

A Modern War

Developments in weapons, especially machine guns, air 
warfare and artillery, meant that WWI was unlike any other 
before it. It was a mechanised war, where new deadly 
weapons resulted in casualties on a scale previously 
unimaginable. 

Here students can see how weapons and headgear developed 
before and during the war, pilot an aerial reconnaissance 
mission and use Virtual Reality to see a field artillery gun  
in action. 

Questions:
•  What kind of information could aerial photography 

capture and why would it be useful? 
•  How did the development of weapons affect the war and 

impact on human life? How do the helmets here relate to 
the advances in weaponry?

•  How have weapons changed since WWI? How might they 
continue to change in the future?



Basic Needs

During the war, New Zealand soldiers served in environments 
as diverse as the extreme heat of Egypt and the bitter cold of 
the Western Front in France and Belgium. 

Ensuring troops had decent food, clothing and equipment 
was a huge undertaking that required the whole country to 
mobilise its production. 

Students can explore the equipment issued to soldiers to 
survive the extreme conditions of the war and consider the 
basic nature of the kit soldiers were expected to use to live, 
fight and survive. Have a look at the greatcoat and consider 
the questions that are stitched on the inside. 

Questions:
•  How do you think the New Zealand wool industry  

was affected by the increased demand for clothing  
for soldiers? How would this have impacted other  
New Zealand industries?

•  What sort of protection do you think the greatcoat  
and lemon squeezer hat would provide a soldier?

•  When it got wet or muddy, how heavy do you think  
the greatcoat would have been?

•  After spending long periods of time in cold, wet trenches, 
some soldiers developed trench foot. Swelling, pain and 
skin damage could occur, so it was necessary to change 
one’s socks regularly. Other than the risk of trench foot, 
why do you think hygiene and cleanliness was important?

Why Go?

New Zealanders volunteered to go to war for many reasons. 
For some, loyalty to Britain was still strong in New Zealand 
and people believed it was the right thing to do. Others 
refused to fight. 

Students can read the stories of these soldiers and nurses 
and get a glimpse of why so many left their loved ones and 
headed overseas. 

Questions:
•  Other than loyalty and adventure, what other reasons did 

men and women provide for enlisting and volunteering?
•  Many referred to the need ‘to do one’s bit’. What do you 

think this meant?
•  What were some of the reasons why some men appealed 

the Military Service Act of 1916? Can you explain three of 
these reasons? What happened to those who refused to 
serve?


