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REVIEWS 
 
 
Jacqueline Leckie, Old Black Cloud: A Cultural History of Mental Depression in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, Massey University Press, Auckland, 2024. 312 pp. $49.99. ISBN 
9781991016720. 
 
Reviewed by Emma-Jean Kelly, Manatū Taonga Ministry for Culture and Heritage. 
 

Dr T.G. Gray, the newly appointed Director-General of New Zealand’s Mental 
Hospitals Department, arrived from Scotland in 1911 and noted the ‘singularly 
isolated position which the mental hospitals occupied in the public life of the 
country … [T]heir drab and dreary structure and routine symbolised the hopelessly 
pessimistic attitude of the public towards the prognosis of those who had to be 
admitted’.1  
 
Jacqueline Leckie’s historical analysis begins 60 years before Gray’s observations, 
and her work offers a foundational history of (largely) state-based asylum care over 
the next century and more. While politicians wring their hands today as they discuss 
the new reports tabled in Parliament from the Royal Commission of Inquiry into 
Abuse in Care, rhetorically asking how abuse in care could possibly have happened, 
Leckie demonstrates how, almost from its inception, the state system designed to 
support people in mental distress was vulnerable to the vagaries, fashions and 
dispositions of those in charge, and the ‘hopelessly pessimistic’ attitudes of the 
general public towards mental health issues.  
 
That Leckie’s history of mental depression was published in the same year as the 
final report of the years-long royal commission feels appropriate. It helps us 
contextualise the long history of isolation which has at times characterised 
institutional care in this country. But it also offers ‘glimpses of the lives of those 
admitted to’ those institutions, as well as the attitudes of those who administered 
and managed them, as Barbara Brookes has argued in relation to paperwork from 
the files of Seacliff Asylum.2  
 
Alexander McKinnon’s family history, Come Back to Mona Vale, offers a companion 
piece to Leckie’s work, a detailed case study to complement her overview. Leckie 
mentions the unusual story of McKinnon’s grandfather, Tracy Gough, a successful 
businessman who was also the purveyor of an early electric shock treatment 
machine. Electric shock treatment was used on his own daughter in a private 
hospital after a sibling had died of an overdose of cardiazol and repeated high doses 
of paraldehyde, both administered at Christchurch’s Sunnyside Hospital in 1941. 
Chillingly, paraldehyde and unmodified electric shock treatment both featured in 

                                                        
1 Alexander McKinnon, Come Back to Mona Vale: Life and Death in a Christchurch Mansion, Otago University Press, 
Dunedin, 2021, p. 281. 
2 Barbara Brookes, ‘Bureaucracy, Archive Files, and the Making of Knowledge’, Rethinking History, vol. 22, no. 3, 
2018, pp. 356–74. 
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the (now officially acknowledged) torture of young people at Lake Alice, near 
Marton, in the 1970s, as outlined in one of the Abuse in Care reports.3  
 
While to some this may be unfamiliar territory, Leckie very generously begins with 
her own experience of depression. It is reasonably unusual for a Pākehā historian 
to offer her personal story, and this is a way to frame the topic, offering a 
contemporary point connection for the reader. It also opens up one of the themes 
of the book, women’s experience of mental illness. Leckie’s experience of 
depression does not seem dissimilar to many of the case studies she describes, but 
her treatment has been very different. 
 
The high-energy entertainer and celebrant Pinky Agnew spoke at the Wellington 
launch of the book. It became clear that Agnew was involved not just because she 
is an old friend of Leckie, but also because she has her own experience of 
depression. But most centrally, her grandmother is the subject of one of the more 
intimate case studies in the book. Agnew explained that as a young child she was 
getting milk out of the fridge when her mother mentioned she was going to visit 
her own mother at Seacliff Mental Hospital in Otago. Agnew described the milk 
splashing upwards out of the jug as she jumped in shock at this revelation. To her 
later shame, she was too embarrassed to visit her grandmother, who lived the last 
52 years of her life in asylums. Her grandmother was Jane Dick, educated and 
trained as a nurse, who came to New Zealand from Scotland as a war bride. She 
suffered post-natal depression while living in an isolated part of Otago Peninsula. 
One day Jane took her son and baby daughter out for a walk, heading for a cliff, 
and it was only the intervention of a neighbour which persuaded her not to walk 
herself and both children over the edge. Having Agnew tell this story at the book 
launch, with further detail offered in Leckie’s book, reminds the reader once more 
that this history is neither long ago nor far away.  
 
Oral history like this aside, in the main Leckie uses the files she was able to access 
from state archives (with great difficulty due to privacy legislation) to try to 
understand various groups who were hospitalised over the span of her study, which 
runs from 1853 to the 1970s and covers mental asylums and hospitals in Auckland, 
Hokitika, Christchurch and Dunedin. Soldiers, and those who for various reasons 
were not able to enlist, feature, as do farmers, immigrants with non-English-
speaking backgrounds. Some (but very few) Māori and Pacific patients appear, with 
Leckie offering context for why there is not more information about these groups. 
Leckie was often able only to access limited information about patients (a common 
experience for those working in this area), but draws out their stories with statistical 
data and analysis of other research, including patterns and trends. She provides 
colour where possible, using the stories of well-known creatives who were unwell 
at times and were sometimes treated differently from the average mentally ill person 
– Janet Frame, Robin Hyde, Alistair Te Ariki Campbell and Meg Campbell among 
them. I was struck forcefully by the poetry of the Campbells quoted in the book – 
for some people, asylums were the refuge promised in the name, but only if the 
patient was regarded as belonging to a certain class of the mentally ill.  
 

                                                        
3 Beautiful Children, Te Uiui o te Manga Tamariki me te Rangatahi ki Lake Alice | Inquiry into the Lake Alice Child 
and Adolescent Unit, December 2022. 
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For others, their experience in the asylum was not so supportive, and their lives 
were lived out in institutions run by people apparently hopelessly pessimistic in their 
attitudes towards their patients. Truby King certainly doesn’t get off lightly. 
According to the records accessed by Leckie, he seems to have been most punitive 
towards women who he felt hadn’t played their expected roles appropriately. For 
example, he describes Agnes F., admitted to Seacliff in 1913 shortly after giving 
birth, as suffering from ‘melancholy combined with a marked lack of moral sense’. 
She was discharged but readmitted a year later after a miscarriage. King stressed her 
‘moral insanity’ and unsuitability as a carer, describing her behaviour as 
‘unreasonable’. Agnes was in her eighties when she died at Cherry Farm, a successor 
institution to Seacliff, in 1969 (pp. 195, 196). 
 
For all that this sounds like a gloomy read, it is not. Rigorously researched and 
humanely presented, Leckie’s work is a triumph. For those working in the area of 
social history and mental health, it offers useful data, including a useful table with 
dates of the formation and development of psychiatric hospitals in New Zealand, 
including name changes, and photographs which support the text. Poetry and 
personal stories add life to the text. Written for both lay readers and those more 
familiar with the field, the book is both a compelling read and a work of reference. 
With the work of the Royal Commission finally completed, Leckie’s research offers 
further context in which to understand the experiences of those with mental 
depression in Aotearoa New Zealand in the past, the present and the future. 

 
Anna Green and Megan Hutching, eds, Remembering and Becoming: Oral History in 
Aotearoa New Zealand, Otago University Press, Dunedin, 2024. 221 pp. $45. ISBN 
9781990048838. 
 
Reviewed by Elizabeth Bowyer, Waikanae. 
 

In recent years, there has been a sense that historians have not just been researching 
history but living through it. The COVID-19 pandemic, Russia’s invasion of 
Ukraine, the US Supreme Court’s overturning of Roe v Wade and the conflict 
between Israel and Palestine have all contributed to this sense of history creation. 
Remembering and Becoming: Oral History in Aotearoa New Zealand serves as a poignant 
reminder that we are not merely living through history but coexisting with it. This 
reminder is particularly significant in Aotearoa New Zealand, where the 
introduction of the New Zealand history curriculum and the Waitangi Tribunal’s 
Kaupapa Inquiries demonstrate historians’ commitment to addressing and 
confronting the country’s colonial past and its lingering impact on the present. Oral 
history has emerged as a crucial tool in this endeavour, and anyone who frequents 
the history sections of local bookshops has witnessed for themselves the rich array 
of publications featuring oral histories that have been produced of late. However, 
20 years have passed since the publication of Anna Green and Megan Hutching’s 
first edited collection on oral history in Aotearoa, and in that time, the use of oral 
history as a research methodology has been taken up by scholars with increasing 
gusto. Thus, the publication of another edited collection by Green and Hutching 
that offers an overview of the current state of oral history in Aotearoa is timely. 
 
The preface and the first chapter (of 13) provide the reader with a broad and concise 
overview of the foundations of oral history and how the discipline has developed 
in Aotearoa. Megan Pōtiki and Green remind the reader (or inform them, if one 
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has never read any oral history theory before) that oral histories are not just an 
alternative source of historical information. Rather, the ‘subjective dimensions’ (p. 
20) of an interview, such as displayed emotions, emphasis on certain points, silences 
on certain subjects, speed of narration, tone, pauses in speech and inconsistencies 
in narration, all reveal something about how the past lives within memory and the 
creation of narrative and identity from which the past is formed. As a result, 
subjective dimensions do not need to be reconciled with the interviewer’s 
expectations of memory of past events. Nor do contradictions between testimony 
and the written record.   
 
The following 12 chapters highlight the rich, multifaceted and diverse ways in which 
these subjective dimensions are analysed. The chapters explore themes of 
colonisation; racism (Margaret Kawharu, Helena Cook); tikanga Kawharu); class; 
identity (Anna Green, Jane Moodie, Robyn Andrews); gender (Helen Frizzell, Pip 
Oldham, Cheryl Ware, Deborah Dunsford); family (Kawharu, Green, Dean 
Broughton, Andrews, Dunsford); place (Natalie Looyer, Frizzell, Oldham, 
Elizabeth Ward, Dunsford); the institutions and laws that shaped interviewees’ lives 
(Kawharu, Cook, Green, Broughton, Ward, Hutching); and the interplay of these 
themes with each other, interviewees’ memories, and the historical contexts and 
events from which these memories and narratives are derived. This list of themes 
is by no means exhaustive.  
 
As with a great deal of oral history work, a number of chapters focus on bringing 
to the forefront of historical research marginalised voices which have too often sat 
on the periphery of the Western written sources that have dominated the historical 
canon. As Helena Cook points out, oral history existed in Aotearoa long before it 
became an academic practice, and it is only relatively recently that neglected voices 
from the past and present have been accepted by academic hegemony (p. 57). In 
recent years, the appetite in Aotearoa for oral histories  in both academic and public 
histories has been growing as historians turn their attention from the ‘events’ of 
colonisation and settlement, to their processes and legacies. Historians, in turn, have 
found that oral histories not only prioritise marginalised voices, but they also unveil 
aspects of the lives of non-marginalised historical actors that have not been 
included in the written record, that is, ‘hidden’ histories (p. 151).  
 
Some of the chapters in Remembering and Becoming provide close readings of the 
contents of the interviews themselves. In other chapters, the authors use their 
interviews to inform and enrich wider contexts of historical events or themes. Many 
chapters comment on the unexpected places that interviews can take you. Dean 
Broughton, for example, set out to interview the families of ship jumpers and 
unexpectedly ended up with a story about closed stranger adoption (chapter 11). In 
her chapter on the life of Marion Stevenson, Natalie Looyer arrives at a case study 
of the extraordinary associations made between people and place in interviewees’ 
memories of Stevenson (chapter 6). Other chapters adopt a more theoretical 
approach to their interviews. I lost count of how many chapters cited Alessandro 
Portelli’s classic work on oral history. Only one chapter, however, Cheryl Ware’s 
exploration of sex workers, touched upon ethics in oral history in an in-depth way 
(chapter 10).  
 
Regardless of their focus, or how authors leverage their interviews, each chapter 
provides a concise, but interesting, perspective on their given topic. As with all 
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edited collections, writing styles vary and readers will inevitably be drawn to 
different chapters on the basis of their interests, but each chapter holds its own in 
this collective work. The chapters provide the reader with a taste of the larger 
projects the authors are currently working on. Remembering and Becoming is not just a 
book for oral historians interested in the state of the discipline, but a succinct 
account of the rich historical projects that are underway in Aotearoa.  
This book is made from a layering of authorship, participation, and the creation of 
knowledge. As Ware states, oral history ‘is the creation between interviewer and 
interviewee’ (p. 140). Behind the 14 historians who have contributed to this work 
sit the participants whose voices speak from the pages. Behind these voices are the 
many other participants who have been interviewed for these research projects. 
They may not feature in this volume, but their contributions and narratives have 
had an impact on the historians’ thinking around methodology and the creation of 
historical meaning. 
 
Pōtiki and Green suggest that there are many ways in which this book can be read, 
but draw attention to three primary approaches. Firstly, the book can be read as a 
historical handbook, as all the interviews featured provide not just knowledge about 
historical events and contexts, but also demonstrate the unique ability for historians 
to ask insightful questions of their sources and receive satisfying answers in return. 
Secondly, the book can be read as a point of access to how the past and present 
collide to form memory, identity, meaning and understanding. Connected to this 
last point is a third approach to reading these chapters: as an opportunity for 
historians to capture and discuss emotions surrounding history, an element that is 
often lacking in written sources.  
 
The introduction sets up the ways the book can be read so aptly that I longed for 
some concluding remarks, especially about the potential for oral history in future 
research. This is a minor point which does not detract from the fact that editors 
Anna Green and Megan Hutching and the contributors to Remembering and Becoming 
have created a valuable addition to Aotearoa’s thriving historical publications. 

 
Katie Cooper, Rēwena and Rabbit Stew: The Rural Kitchen in Aotearoa, 1800–1940, 
Auckland University Press, Auckland, 2024. 343 pp. $49.99. ISBN 9781776711116. 
 
Reviewed by Fiona McKergow, Palmerston North. 
 

Charles Emilius Gold’s enthralling watercolour on the cover of this beautifully 
designed and illustrated book by first-time author Katie Cooper catches the eye 
with its lively detail. A Māori woman and a Pākehā man sit beside a fire in attentive 
(her) and contemplative (him) silence as a pair of kettles variously boil and simmer. 
Ducks, pūkeko, fish and corn hang in the rafters of the kāuta (kitchen).  
 
In Rēwena and Rabbit Stew readers are not introduced to the dishes consumed by the 
peoples of Aotearoa in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Instead they 
are invited to explore the rural kitchen as a heterogeneous space in which food was 
prepared and social relationships were formed. As Katie Cooper states, the rural 
kitchen is ‘the perfect vantage point from which to examine aspects of everyday 
life, for social practices relating to food are fundamental in every household and in 
every society’ (p. 11).  
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An ‘expansive view’ of the rural world is provided. As the author says (p. 12), ‘The 
danger of studying rural Pākehā society in isolation of other rural population groups 
… is that it obscures Māori and Pākehā interactions in rural spaces, does not give 
due prominence to Māori farmers and farming practices, and allows us to pretend 
that Pākehā farming worlds were built in a void.’ In five thematic chapters, Cooper 
builds a convincing picture of the centrality of kitchens of all kinds to the 
conviviality, interdependence and survival of diverse rural communities.  
 
The author’s confident appraisal and interweaving of Māori and Pākehā source 
material is impressive. She draws effectively on the work of Māori historians and 
scholars past – including Moana Jackson and Ranginui Walker – and present – 
including Angela Wanhalla, Ani Mikaere, Aroha Harris, Basil Keane, Danny 
Keenan, Deirdre Brown, Huia Jahnke, Jade Kake, Mason Durie, Melissa Matutina 
Williams, Mere Whaanga, Mike Ross, Rachel Buchanan, Rau Hoskins, Rawiri 
Taonui, Te Maire Tau and others, alongside a wealth of material on Māori foodways 
gleaned from Waitangi Tribunal reports. 
 
Food history is a rich and varied field with many intersections with agricultural, 
economic, environmental, medical, political and social history that has seen 
sustained international development over the past four decades. In Aotearoa, Helen 
Leach’s cummulative research on human diet, prehistoric horticulture, garden and 
culinary history, and the material culture of cooking, recipes and kitchens, shaped 
the field from the 1970s to the 2010s. Surveys are popular: David Burton’s Two 
Hundred Years of New Zealand Food and Cookery (1982); Ray Bailey and Mary Earle’s 
Home Cooking to Takeways (1993); Tony Simpson’s A Distant Feast (1999); and David 
Veart’s How to Catch a Weka (2008). Katie Cooper’s study of the rural kitchen 
provides renewed impetus, by furthering the work of archaeologists, chefs, food 
scientists and journalists, and through careful attention to the sources and methods 
of her discipline.  
 
Chapter 1 explores ‘the built form of the kitchen’ and the ‘ideas and activities that 
contributed to perceptions of ‘homely’ houses’ (p. 25). Distinctions between ‘house’ 
and ‘home’ in Māori and Pākehā contexts are well drawn. Built structures express 
different relationships to food and sociality for Māori whānau and Pākehā families, 
with an uneven convergence when facets of each are blended. The rural kitchen 
exposes settler colonialism in action when approached through a rich medley of 
architectural plans, government housing policy and contemporary social theory. 
Rural kitchens were less bounded – and less of a sanctuary – than I imagined. 
 
Cooking technology is the focus of Chapter 2. Readers are introduced to hāngī, 
umu, iron ‘go-ashore’ pots, colonial ovens, camp ovens, tin billies, coal ranges and 
early electric ovens. The adoption of these technologies, which are illustrated by 
examples from lesser-known museum collections, was not linear, being subject to 
availability of finance and infrastructure and the whims of personal taste. The ways 
food was produced, acquired, preserved and distributed are discusssed in Chapter 
3. Provisioning – whether hunting, gathering, growing, rearing, purchasing or 
exchanging food for home consumption – is engagingly explored through the use 
of reminiscence. Oral testimony from Waitangi Tribunal reports is used to capture 
the pressures of living in two worlds for Māori. 
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Chapter 4 explores gender in the rural kitchen across cultures. I was intrigued to 
learn that the responsibility for hāngī shifted from women to men over time. The 
author sensibly argues that the close association of women with the rural kitchen 
was far from universal and had important specificities according to time, place and 
class. Children, although often absent from our histories, had an undeniably vivid 
presence in the past. The use of childhood recollections in this and other chapters 
is gratifying. Finally, chapter 5 concentrates on shared meals such as hākari, feasts 
and picnics in relation to manaakitanga, hospitality and the formation of community 
relationships. This chapter reinforces the importance of food to social connection 
and communication. As the author states, ‘the kitchen, kāuta, cookhouse, hall and 
wharekai were key sites for the formation of individual and community identity’ (p. 
268), but she concludes that the opportunities for Māori and Pākehā to share meals 
in rural communities were relatively limited. 
 
If I have any reservations about this otherwise excellent book, they relate to the 
place of the material within the social. On the whole this is a work of social history. 
The focus is on rural people, meaning that food itself is decentred as a component 
of the rural kitchen, and that sensory cues – important for those who love cooking 
– are absent. While the illustrations include images from small rural museums of 
objects such as a colonial oven, a tin of egg preserver, a food safe and a cheese 
hoop, these are not used as sources in their own right. There are, however, some 
very satisfying pairings of object images and historical photographs (pp. 82–87, pp. 
106–07).  
 
I was intrigued that recipe books created in rural kitchens and by rural communities 
were not utilised in this study. It is unclear why, given how much they can tell us 
about how kitchens were provisioned, equipped and managed, and the rich insights 
they can provide into the everyday rhythms and routines of their users’ lives. The 
inclusion of an Indian curry recipe from Alan Kerr Taylor of Mt Albert, Auckland, 
raises unanswered questions (p. 166), as does Lady Barker’s decree that although 
cookbooks were ‘unhelpful’ they were nonetheless ‘a broken reed to lean on in a 
real emergency’ (p. 192). The sheer volume of information contained in historic 
cookbooks seems a likely explanation for the author’s decision to leave them 
unexamined. 
 
This is a hospitable and inviting book, in the tradition of openness that suffuses the 
wharekai and the rural kitchen alike. It is also a thoughtful and readable book from 
an early career historian who takes great care to orient the reader as each new theme 
is addressed. Rēwena and Rabbit Stew is essential reading for anyone with an interest 
in rural life, and food, in Aotearoa. The author, and her publisher, are to be 
congratulated on the successful transformation of a doctoral thesis into an attractive 
and absorbing book which deserves a wide readership.  
 

 

 


