
Home is 
Where the 
Art is

Creative couple Maurice and Helen Lees spend 
their lives creating art in all its forms — painting, 
sculpture, clothing and excellent sourdough bread.

If you’ve ever driven down Manawahe Road, 
chances are you’ve seen the sign. “We built 
it using an ornate light bracket we scooped 
up from a flea market in the UK — it’s one of 
my favourite pieces,” says Maurice Lees, the 
brains (and baker) behind Bread Asylum. 
“My lovely, creative wife came up with the 
name though,” he adds.

“Bread Asylum is a reflection of my 
personal style,” says Helen Lees, a renowned 
New Zealand artist. “I like my art to sit 
somewhere between beauty and unease.  
I see beauty in lots of things, especially in the 
dark or unusual, and my challenge is to find 
the perfect balance. I love the word ‘asylum’ 
because it means different things to different 
people, from mental disturbance to peaceful 
retreat or sanctuary.”

The couple live on a property in the 
Awakaponga area (between Matata and 
Manawahe), where Maurice runs his artisan 
boulangerie and Helen creates pieces for her 
gallery dubbed ‘The Museum of Curiosity’.

“I’m not one to talk a lot,” says 
Helen, but she doesn’t need to blow her own 
trumpet — there are plenty of others who 
will do it for her, her husband no exception.

“My wife is a creative genius,” says 
Maurice proudly. “She’s beautiful, 
passionate, talented… she’s just wonderful. 
Before taking over the world with her art, 
she had a stint as a school dental nurse and 
received clinical honours for her fillings 
— even they were a work of art!”

You can’t argue with Maurice, but as 
the talent behind sell-out exhibitions, the 
winner of prestigious national art awards, and 
the founder of one of the Bay’s favourite 
events, Tarnished Frocks and Divas, Helen is 
also extremely humble. “I just do it for fun,” 
she says. “My artistic beginnings started when 
I was young — my mother taught me to sew  
so I’d make my own clothes. I made some 
horrendous outfits, but I loved them. It wasn’t 
until I went through an illness that I got into 
art as a way to continue being creative, 
without exerting too much energy.” 

Realising she had a knack for 
painting, Helen commuted from their 
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← Artist Helen and baker Maurice at their 
fascinating Bread Asylum property.



current home to Rotorua to get an art degree 
before successfully approaching respected 
galleries around New Zealand. Her art 
evolved over the years, until one day Helen 
found herself, almost subconsciously, 
bringing the figures in her paintings to life. 

“Helen’s now a sculptor,” says 
Maurice. “She’s continually mastering new 
skills — she’s not afraid of a challenge and she 
can’t be put in a box. When she wanted to try 
taxidermy for the first time, her friend said 
she needed to start with something small, like 
a sparrow. Helen turned up with a peacock.”

The way they look at each other 
makes it hard to believe Maurice and Helen 
aren’t newlyweds. Married 25 years, Maurice 
admits to “stalking” her for seven years 
before he landed a date.“Helen was 

managing the Expozay swimsuit store in 
Mount Maunganui at the time. I can 
remember what she was wearing the first day 
I spotted her — a black number with zips. I 
almost tripped over the rubbish bin and 
needed medical attention,” Maurice laughs. 

“He’d come into the store with  
the excuse of buying Rip It Up magazine,” 
Helen recalls. “Although, one day I managed 
to sell him a pair of ‘nutties’ — you know, 
speedos, budgie smugglers? He was an  
easy target for a sale. We struck up a 
friendship and when I suddenly became 
single, Maurice called and said he’d love  
me to be his girlfriend — I was shocked!”

“After waiting all those years for  
a date, Helen finally came over for dinner,” 

says Maurice. “And what did she do?  
She turned up with a chaperone. The  
three of us had dinner together — very 
awkwardly — but I must’ve passed the test 
because I got a second date and we were 
married a year later.”

Bay of Plenty born and bred, 
Maurice’s background is environmental 
engineering and industrial chemicals. With 
highly specialised qualifications, the Global 
Financial Crisis hit him hard. “I was suddenly 
made redundant and I had no idea what  
I was going to do,” he says. “Then Helen 
suggested I become a baker. I’d recently built 
a woodfire oven at home and was enjoying 
experimenting, so I trotted off to the United 
Kingdom School of Artisan Food where I did 
an advanced baking course.”

The couple spent five years in 
England working for multi-millionaires  
on a private estate where they’d fill their 
days with errands, art classes, gardening  
and hobnobbing with the UK’s elite.  
“Our neighbour won a BAFTA and her 
husband was the sound engineer for stars 
like Mick Jagger, so we got to experience 
some pretty amazing things,” Maurice 
recalls. “Although we were busy working 
and exploring, we had our own passion 

“Helen’s continually mastering new skills — she’s 
not afraid of a challenge. When she wanted to try 
taxidermy, her friend said she needed to start with 
something small. Helen turned up with a peacock.”

→ Clockwise from top left: The property’s sign 
hangs from an antique light bracket — a favourite 
European find; Maurice with his freshly baked 
loaves; Helen in her studio dreaming up new 
artwork; more vintage gems are stored in the 
container that they brought back home. 
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projects in the works. I’d always dreamed 
about having a little business on a rural 
one-acre block, so we hit the flea markets 
and second-hand stores to start collecting 
architecture for our boulangerie.

“We’d use whatever vehicle we 
could get our hands on, although we’d often 
train to Europe. You should’ve seen Helen 
waltzing onto the train in Brussels carrying a 
tuba and a couple of huge balustrades — her 
face full of determination. All you could see 
was a pile of stuff moving through the 
carriage. It was brilliant.” 

Some of the 
couple’s key finds (and 
Bread Asylum’s most 
distinguishing features) 
include doors from a 
house in Paris circa 
1890, stools from 
Bavarian beer festivals, 
200-year-old arched 
windows from a pub  
in England, chairs from 
Parisian cafes, English 
butler sinks and a 
vintage ‘moonlight’ 
bracket that once likely 
belonged to Posh and 
Becks. Helen put the 
finishing touches on the 
interior, and the result 
is a bakehouse oozing 
the history and charm of a building that’s 
stood much longer than its four years.  

“We met some amazing people who 
knew all about the history of the products,” 
says Helen. “I also loved all the French 
peasant clothing and would get up early on 
market days because all the big buyers 

would be there first thing. It was pretty 
competitive. I once had a tug of war with  
a woman over a dress — the trader had to 
come and break it up.”

It’s hard to imagine Helen getting 
into a fight, but when it comes to art, she’s 
fiercely passionate. Her collection of 
clothing and “beautiful junk”, coupled with 
Maurice’s unique pieces of architecture, 
filled a ginormous shipping container which 
they eventually sent back to Tauranga. 

“As soon as we got home, I drew  
up the plans for the bakehouse and got to 

work,” says Maurice.  
“A few months earlier, 
I’d mentioned to 
Laurent Eudes, a friend 
of mine and French 
baker with more than 
30 years’ experience, 
that I was coming home 
to open a boulangerie. 
He said ‘not without 
me’, which was the 
answer I was looking 
for. Laurent helped with 
the ergonomics and 
baking while I focused 
on marketing.”

Maurice need 
not have worried too 
much about marketing 
— Bread Asylum was  

an instant hit. “The secret to making quality 
sourdough is our traditional methods —  
we lovingly hand roll and shape each loaf 
during a slow fermentation process, which 
can take up to 36 hours. I grow all the  
herbs behind the bakehouse, and we use 
unbleached New Zealand flours with huge 
health benefits.”

Bread Asylum has expanded 
somewhat (their famous sourdough can now 
be found at the Ohope and Rotorua farmers’ 

← Helen’s says her work sits somewhere between 
“beauty and unease”, and her Museum of Curiosity 
includes works like these white clay sculptures 
(left) alongside other “beautiful junk”.
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markets and other stockists around the  
Bay (but not in Mt Maunganui and 
Tauranga), while the bakehouse itself  
has been used as backdrop for photoshoots, 
hospice open days and ritzy parties. 
However, Maurice is hell-bent on ensuring 
his business remains a small artisan 
business where quality is never sacrificed.

Sharing the spotlight is, of course, 
Helen’s studio and Museum of Curiosity, 
which she also started pulling together as 
soon as they hit home soil. It’s an eerie, 
beautiful mess filled with works of art that 
are anything but mainstream, yet too 
delicate to actually be disturbing.   

“I like juxtaposing things — like old 
boxing gloves with fur — to take them out  
of their usual context,” Helen says. She has 
created almost everything inside, from 

handpainted wallpaper with possums 
drinking moonshine to her collection  
of beautiful frocks, famous oil paintings  
and a motley crew of robotic figures and 
dolls. And everywhere you look there’s  
a different cluster of mysterious white or 
black clay sculptures, caught somewhere 
between human and bird form, maybe 
hanging from the ceiling or curled up 
vulnerably on the floor. 

When I ask whether the museum 
will be open to the public, Helen says “no” 
and Maurice says “yes” at the same time. 
“It’ll be open to those who are interested,” 
she laughs. “This is my world, and if people 
want to see it, I’d be thrilled. But like 
Maurice has built his bakehouse for himself 
to enjoy, I do my art for me.” Ⓟ

  @breadasylum 

↑ View across to the bakery, with its 200-year-old arched windows and Parisian doors.
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