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REVIEWED BY ERIN K. BURRELL

The book starts with an introduction that I would consider to be a masterclass on
oral history. The introduction begins with early career scholar Megan Potiki telling
her personal history. Potiki’s brave rendering of intimate experiences documents her
own journey with te 20 Maori (Maori worldview) including her remembered history of
her mother and grandmother and the progress made within the ze reo Miori language
movement since its near extinction, such that the reader cannot help but be inspired.
Weaving Kai Tahu waiata (songs), whakapapa (genealogical and place-based histories)

with current movements in creating community through language revitalisation, the
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introduction sets the stage for a future we should all want to be a part of. It is followed
by Green’s short but thorough overview of the value, theory and contribution oral
history offers to our world. In just a few pages, Green surveys the literature, scholarly
and community organisations, and acknowledges the gaps in oral history collection
across Aotearoa making note of the importance of LGBTQI+ inclusion, present-day
contextualisation, and the ongoing need for activist oral history in her work. This
provides not just an overview of the field as it stands today, but a roadmap for inclusive
oral history scholarship capturing a wide range of perspectives that must happen in the
future. Collectively, Potiki and Green draw a web of oral history woven with hope that

is beautiful and validating of the field.

While lacking thematic categorisation which might have been useful to guide a reader,
the collection covers most of the low points in the country’s colonial history. Stories
vary from the exploration of missionary and rural life in the 1910s, British Seafarers as
failed migrants in the 1950s, the harms of the 1970s Dawn Raids and a 2000s account
of Ngati Whatua o Kaipara’s treaty claims process. Margaret Kawharu’s chapter includes
not just the dry realities of a Maori-Crown settlement, but the ongoing use of oral histo-
ries captured and logged with the Waitangi Tribunal creating opportunities to create
connection years later. As Kawharu states ‘oral histories function to connect a crucial
aspect of a remembered past with present concerns’ (p. 32). This story utilises those
histories to call out current levels of bureaucracy and ongoing harm Crown systems and

processes continue to enact while historical scars have yet to fully heal.

Remembering and Becoming also includes dark tales of hardships in institutional care
captured by Elizabeth Ward alongside Helena Cook’s moving remembrance of Will
‘Ilolahia’s time with the Polynesian Panthers — a civil rights group advocating against
racism, discrimination, and oppression inspired by the Black Panthers from the US
during New Zealand’s Dawn Raids. The collection wanders through wartime remem-
bering, stories of migration and early rural life in the country, although many of these
pieces lack a connection to the ‘becoming’ that the title promises readers. Despite
recounting adversity faced by the protagonists, little discussion is had regarding the
political and social changes that have occurred because of them. The meaning-making

offered in most chapters appears limited to those of the interviewee and they are, of
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course, time-bound to the moments when they were recorded, in many cases decades

before this collection’s publication.

Multiple chapters are written from interviews captured long ago including Cheryl
Ware on sex work including interviews from the 1980s and ’90s; Jane Moodie’s work
on social class recorded in 1998; Debrah Dunsford’s discussion of rural Huapai in
2000; and Megan Hutching’s rendering of wartime service from 2002. While no less
important than those captured more recently, they left this reader feeling a little like
most of the contributors were pulling content from dusty filing cabinets without a
desire to learn from them. Few authors speak to the gap between interview and publi-
cation or the social and attitudinal shifts the country itself has experienced in this time.
As a reader it felt like this was a missed opportunity from the editors and authors to
not just capture these histories as they are but to ensure the lessons they have to offer
were presented in today’s context as well. Further, the lack of commentary on how
these delays impacted ethical protocols is concerning. While authorised repositories
are likely in these cases, ethical transparency is critical for readers. Despite these gaps,
authors Natalie Looyer and Cheryl Ware highlight how in the recounting of histories
often the orator finds new insights and increased personal awareness as was the case in
both of their chapters. Interrogating important stories of sex work and material histo-
ries, both authors showcase their interview participants discovering compassion for

their younger selves and others in the act of recounting their experiences.

Editors Anna Green and Megan Hutching have layered diverse stories that capture
over a hundred years of Aotearoa New Zealand’s oral history in a single volume while
blending celebrated and early-career scholarly work together elegantly. Exploring
themes of identity, belonging, and hardship, this collection crosses time and space
to offer the reader insights that remain relevant today. The title Remembering and
Becoming strikes the feeling of hope in one’s mind. It seems to me that this review of
oral history suggests a chance to take lessons from history as a foundation for crafting
the future. Initially it opens in just that way, but as the reader progresses deeper into
the edited collection, it leans hard upon troublesome histories and leaves — at least this

reader — with little hope that Aotearoa can learn from its past.
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Overall, the book is an exemplar of well-written stories that most Pakéha New
Zealanders would place their focus on, and it feels representative of the field. My only
sadness is that more stories from Maori, Pacific, and non-European backgrounds were
not included in the collection. And, that it took many of these oral histories decades
to move from desk drawers and digital repositories into the clean light of publication.
I point this out here as significant given many of the participants have now long since
passed. They do not know now how we have had a chance to learn from their stories,
but, as author Dean Broughton calls attention to in his chapter, ‘some stories of the
past will only come to light because of oral history research’ (p. 151). Readers should
be grateful that such an esteemed collection of scholars has been able to bring these
stories together in a collection that just begins to scratch the surface of what Aotearoa

might soon become.
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