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Aotearoa Unearthed:  
From Oral History to Podcasting,  

and Back Again

ROSEMARY BAIRD

Rosemary Baird is a Senior Outreach Advisor at Heritage New Zealand Pouhere 
Taonga. She completed a PhD in oral history at the University of Canterbury 
in 2012. She was an interviewer for several projects dealing with the aftermath 
of the 2010–11 Canterbury Earthquakes. Rosemary has worked at Heritage 
New Zealand Pouhere Taonga since 2014. In 2025, Canterbury University 
Press published her book, The Middle of Nowhere: Stories of working on the 
Manapōuri hydro project, based on her oral history interviews with the men 
and women who worked and lived on this remote 1960s hydroelectric project.  

In March 2020, I returned to my job as Outreach Advisor at Heritage New Zealand 

Pouhere Taonga after time away on maternity leave. Less than two weeks later I was at 

home in lockdown, as our country grappled with the COVID-19 pandemic. Our usual 

engagement events (talks, workshops, open days) were cancelled for the foreseeable 

future. I needed to keep sharing heritage stories with the public and our members, and 

I suddenly had the time to try something new – a podcast.

Figure 1 Sarah Hogan, 2020, Aotearoa Unearthed podcast image, digital artwork, Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga
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My PhD was an oral history study of New Zealand migration to and from Australia 

from the 1960s to the 1990s. Over 50 life interviews and over 200 qualitative written 

accounts gave rich insights into the personal and emotional motivations and experiences 

of migrants – and the ongoing consequences of migration that played out over decades. 

Although not oral history, a podcast was a chance to bring my love of recording inter-

views into my work role. Luckily, I have a supportive manager who encouraged me. She 

found money within our outreach budget for recording equipment that was compat-

ible with Zoom, and a perpetual subscription to audio editing software Hindenburg. 

Heritage New Zealand already had a subscription to the podcast platform, Podbean, 

to which we added another channel. This gave me the confidence to proceed with the 

podcast.

Through my outreach work, I know that there is high public interest in archaeology. 

Public talks and events, for both adults and children, often book out. This history of 

engagement sparked the idea of an archaeology podcast aimed at children. This was 

motivated by our organisational goal of reaching new younger audiences (many of our 

members are elderly). But once I began talking to archaeologists, I realised that their 

professional enthusiasm and attention to detail meant that simplifying and scripting 

content to suit kids would be too time-consuming.

This led to a new educational emphasis on delving deep into the details and lesser-

known aspects of archaeology in New Zealand. Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga 

regulates archaeology in Aotearoa. But the public (and developers) are often unaware 

of the legal requirement to apply for an archaeological authority for modification of 

any site or structure with physical evidence of pre-1900 human activity. There are also 

a lot of misconceptions out there about archaeology; in contrast to the popular idea 

of archaeologists as Indiana Jones–type treasure hunters, fossicking or bottle hunting 

is illegal in New Zealand. Instead, archaeology usually consists of rescue archaeology 

due to development or climate change. While Heritage New Zealand does prosecute 

some breaches, public education is very important. Aotearoa Unearthed: Archaeology 

for everyone would interview New Zealand archaeologists about their work, with an 

emphasis on correct information and showcasing the breadth of archaeology happening 

in Aotearoa.
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I worked for several months on creating an initial group of episodes, but had to reca-

librate when, thanks to helpful feedback from our Māori communications advisor, I 

realised the podcast needed more indigenous-focused episodes. She was concerned that 

most of my interviews were with Pākehā archaeologists who were working on colonial 

sites. My approach since then has been to contact Māori archaeologists through 

personal introductions and to interview them about their work in a culturally appro-

priate way. This might involve including a karakia (prayer) at the start and end of the 

episode. Since then I have always tried to make sure there is an even mix of Māori and 

colonial archaeology content. I have done several joint interviews with both Pākehā 

and Māori participants, which works well. And if I ever have a non-indigenous inter-

viewee talking about Māori archaeology, they will make their position clear. At times 

I will also run an episode past a Māori archaeologist. For example, a recent episode on 

queer feminist approaches to archaeology mentioned koīwi (human remains) and so 

we shared the draft with a Māori archaeologist who gave us some advice about how to 

frame this discussion. 

The main constraint on the project was resourcing. I was doing everything – recording, 

interviewing and editing. I only work three days a week and have many other respon-

sibilities. The interviews were recorded online – via Zoom at first – but results were 

patchy and poor internet connections sometimes damaged the sound quality. Once 

COVID restrictions were reduced, I did some interviews in person but my limited 

travel budget means that online interviews are still the norm. These days, I use Zencastr 

– which records lossless audio at each end, downloaded once the interview is complete. 

It is less vulnerable to connectivity issues and does not require the interviewee to 

download any software. 

For editing, I use the basic version of Hindenberg. At the beginning, I spent hours 

watching YouTube tutorials and experimenting via trial and error. I now have my 

command shortcuts down pat and often use the clipboard function. Audio editing was 

a revelation, and I went overboard with it at first. The ability to cut out every um and 

false start was scarily easy and imperceptible. It took an interviewee pointing out that 

the lack of pauses in his interview sounded unnatural, for me to start reintroducing 

‘breath’ clips between cuts. 
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In my PhD years, much of my reading around oral history emphasised the importance 

of not editing transcripts heavily. More recently, at the recent Oral History Australia 

conference, Alistair Thomson’s workshop on interpreting oral histories illustrated the 

opportunities to tease out the contextual and psychological meanings behind every 

pause and ‘um’ in unedited transcripts and audio. So, the purist oral historian in me 

initially felt guilty for mucking about with the tempo of the interview and excluding 

potentially revealing content and pauses.

But I have discovered that interviewees like being edited. Before an interview, I reassure 

interviewees that any mistakes can be edited out, so they can restart/redo a section at 

any time. This gives them the confidence to do the interview extempore (not reading 

from notes, which sounds stilted) and with just one preliminary content chat. When 

I return draft episodes to the interviewees, they are positive about the editing process. 

For example, one colleague, who features in the second episode, ‘Viewing a landscape 

through Māori eyes’, emailed me after I sent her the draft episode, ‘OMG!!!! The podcast 

is brilliant, you’ve done such a wonderful job, it was quite intriguing and moving. I 

always hate the way I sound and what I say but you made it sound really coherent and 

what I had to say interesting. Thank you so much Rosemary, your treatment is amazing, 

no I have nothing further to add or needing to be changed.’ I have come to feel that a 

heavy editing approach is kindest to the interviewee. I admit I have the same vanity – I 

often edit out my own ums or will re-record an incoherent question. When you are 

putting yourself and others on the internet, for anyone, anywhere, to listen to, why not 

produce something everyone feels happy with?

In many ways, the Aotearoa Unearthed podcast is oral history adjacent rather than oral 

history. I don’t archive the raw audio. I do use a consent form, but it only provides 

for consent for recording and editing for the purposes of the podcast (not for long-

term storage or use by other researchers). The interviews are short and topic-focused. 

The one thing I always do is run a draft episode past the interviewee and archaeology 

experts, which often picks up factual errors. Based on that feedback I then re-edit. 

Ideally, this consists of cuts (which are much easier). But I sometimes re-record a small 

section with the interviewee or re-record my intro and outro. Through the podcast, 

I have formed a good relationship with the New Zealand Archaeology Association 
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and shared the importance of capturing oral histories. Several years ago, they helped 

cover travel costs so I could interview several older archaeologists. The interviews were 

troubled by the health issues of the subjects. Several interviews ended up being half-

finished due to medical incidents after the first interview session. One interviewee 

was ill with cancer and died before I could do a second interview to complete his oral 

history. Other important archaeologists developed dementia before I could interview 

them. I’ve never had such a bad run of luck with interviews, but it did demonstrate the 

need to do the interviews sooner rather than later.

Always, I have more podcast subjects and ideas than time allows (especially now that my 

normal work programme has returned), but by adding episodes gradually over the past 

four years, there are now 21 episodes. The downloads are gradual and steady. There is no 

paid advertising for the podcast, but there now seems to be a group of about 150 people 

who automatically download a new episode. Interestingly, a third of the downloads 

are international, mostly Americans and Australians, but with random appearances 

from countries like Finland, Indonesia and United Arab Emirates. I presume these are 

archaeology aficionados who search for archaeology topics on iTunes or Spotify. The 

most popular episodes tend to be those with Māori content as these are unique to New 

Zealand. 

The challenges are finding time to do the work, and my feelings of inadequacy about 

myself as an audio presence and editor. I don’t see myself as a charismatic or comic 

interviewer. From my oral history experience my inclination is to encourage and be 

curious – a good listener. The episodes are simple – just an interview format without 

sound effects or a musical score. I also just edit intuitively as I listen to the track – I 

don’t have time to create a text-based episode outline to edit to. I try to remind myself 

that there is no other New Zealand archaeology podcast out there, and that something 

is a lot better than nothing. I do get a huge amount of personal satisfaction from the 

process. 

Outcomes from the podcast are hard to measure but I do increasingly meet people in 

my work who have listened to Aotearoa Unearthed. These include teachers, archivists, 

museum curators and cultural monitors (Māori advisors who accompany 
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archaeologists onsite). Our chief legal advisor had a legal contractor who listened to it 

as preparation to taking on legal work around archaeology for Heritage New Zealand. 

Part of the motivation for the podcast is to create a reliable education resource on New 

Zealand history. In 2023 Aotearoa New Zealand history was made a compulsory part 

of the education curriculum for Years 1 to 10.  Recently, my manager worked with a 

high school history class on an archaeology topic, and they used Aotearoa Unearthed as 

a resource. Podcasts are now part of our organisation’s annual planned outputs.

Figure 2 Archaeologist Nicola Molloy rests on an elevated hanging platform to excavate the whare punga during the Te Aro 

Pā excavation and conservation project, c. 2006. Photograph by Dean Whiting, Heritage New Zealand Pouhere Taonga.

As time has gone on, I’ve become more confident in changing up the episode format. I 

recently did a couple of episodes on Te Aro Pā that strung together interviewees’ 

memories of this seminal dig in Wellington 20 years ago. The first episode focused on 

the archaeological discovery and conservation of the rare whare punga (a Māori 

building constructed from tree fern trunks). But the second looked at the relationships 

and political negotiation that enabled the conservation as well as the response from 

Māori and the wider public. It felt like a more ‘oral history’ approach as I let the inter-

viewees speak for themselves (without my questions) and delve into social, cultural and 

emotional responses to the archaeological project. My latest project was visiting the 

University of Otago Field School at Mōeraki, where archaeology students, academics, 
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local Mōeraki rūnanga, and Māori cultural monitors were all part of the excavation. I 

was welcomed along and spent several days recording audio interviews. It’s the first 

time I’ve recorded in situ, and I’m looking forward to including sound effects and 

ambient sound in the edit. 

Figure 3 One of the most popular episodes is about a research project that uncovered Northland’s hidden WWII sites. Here, 

project volunteers Jack Kemp and Bill Guthrie ham it up in Jack’s WWII Jeep (2020). Photograph by Bill Edwards, Heritage 

New Zealand Pouhere Taonga.

The best outcome has been developing my audio editing skills that I can use for other 

interpretation projects at work (audio tours, interpretation audio). I have also provided 

internal online oral history trainings for my HNZPT colleagues and am starting to 

support them in their own oral history projects. The podcast has helped my colleagues 

recognise my oral history expertise and make use of it.          

 


