
the vote in 1893 but didn’t 
get the right to stand for 
Parliament until 1919. They 
wanted equality in divorce, 
where divorce because of 
a man’s adultery had to 
be complicated by incest, 
bestiality or other factors. 
Some of the things I was 
investigating took on lives 
of their own. The biggest 
challenge was writing 
about Maori women’s lives 
because, firstly, did I have 
a right to do so, but also 
feeling one couldn’t write 
a history of New Zealand 
without taking account 
of two very different 
demographic histories. 

N&S: Is this sort of 
grand synthesis history 
making a comeback?

BB: There’s an interesting 
piece in the Guardian 
about why men write big 
histories and women don’t. 
It’s a daunting thing to do. 
I admire people who do. 
Changing Times, which 
is the history of New 
Zealand since 1945, was 
by two women. In New 
Zealand, there has been 
an efflorescence of work 
done by graduate students 
since the 1970s that’s helped 
to feed into these bigger 
histories. My own book 
is incredibly dependent 
on the work of students 
throughout the country.

N&S: Where do you 
begin with something 
on this scale?
BB: It’s always a good idea 
to start with what you 
know. I had ideas about 
how to draft the period 
around the 1930s. But 
then I had to spend a lot 
of time going back to the 
late 18th and early 19th 
century and thinking about 
what that meant. You can 
imagine my delight when 
I found out New Zealand 
was named by a woman: 
Hineteaparangi was said to 
have seen land and cried, 
“He au! He au! A cloud! 
A cloud!” Those kinds of 
discoveries keep you going.

N&S: What do you 
want readers to take 
from the book?

BB: I hope they will see that 
all the work women have 
done is crucial to building a 
nation, be it raising healthy 
children or organising 
voluntary groups. And now 
a lot more women are doing 
paid work. There have been 
huge transformations in 
women’s lives, but at every 
point what they do has 
made it possible to become 
the society that we are. I’m 
really for valuing women’s 
reproductive work in the 
way men’s productive work 
has been valued. Primary 
produce, butter and cheese 
exporting is the history, 
but none of that has been 
possible without women 
alongside the men.

N&S: What has the reaction 
to the book been?
BB: Delight, actually. It’s 
such a beautiful book. I’m 
very thrilled when I get 
comments on the text. I 
had one this morning from 
someone who has read it 
from cover to cover and 
said it’s a great read. Our 
craft as a historian is to 
create a narrative to pull 
people though the past. 

Women’s lives are so 
diverse – not just Maori 
and Pakeha but working 
class, rich, rural, urban – 
that it’s a great challenge 
to create a narrative that 
holds the reader. I really 
wanted to embed within 
the big events, such as the 
war or the Depression, the 
everyday feeling of women’s 
lives. What did it mean to 
try to raise children when 
your husband was in a relief 
camp? What did it mean to 
be pregnant by an American 
serviceman who dies? 

That’s how we can get 
inside the past – if we can 
be taken into how people 
experienced it rather 
than just being told.      +

NORTH & SOUTH:  How did 
this project come about?
BARBARA BROOKES: My 
first book was from my 
PhD. It was very specific, 
on abortion in England. 
When I came back to New 
Zealand in 1982, there was 
no general women’s history 
and by the beginning of the 
90s I thought that would 
be a good thing to have. 
But the way I wanted to 
do it changed over time. 
Various parts became 
articles on their own 
because they were so 
interesting – for example, 
the inquiry into the 
work of Maori women on 
Chinese market gardens in 
the late 20s; what the first 
wave of feminists wanted 
after suffrage – they got 
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