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Book review

NEW BEGINNINGS: NEW KIWI WOMEN WRITE THEIR STORIES 
Renee Liang (Editor)
Auckland, NZ: Monster Fish Publishing, Autumn/Winter, 2013; 103pp./ 78pp. 
ISBN 978 0 473 24604 4/978 0 473 25064 5

New beginnings: New Kiwi women write their stories series is no ordinary publication. It 
emerges from the hearts of women who are invisibly linked by their fascinating experiences 
of living in a land they have chosen as their new home, Aotearoa New Zealand. The book is a 
result of the New Kiwi women write their stories programme which was created in 2012 and 
has been conducted in three parts of Auckland so far: Albany (March-April 2012), Glenfield 
(March-April 2013), and Sandringham (May-June 2013). The programme offers opportunities 
for migrant women in Auckland and Waikato regions to explore their creative writing talents. 
The workshops are led by professional Kiwi women writers, including Renee Liang, Sarah 
Laing, Paula Morris, Siobhan Harvey, Miriam Barr and Riemke Ensing. A sample of the par-
ticipants’ work gets published at the end of the programme after being reviewed by the book 
editor and course convener, Renee Liang. Each series is followed by a community book launch 
where the women writers and their families and friends attend and they recite their poems.1

 The three published volumes of New beginnings encompass poetry, short stories, non-fiction and 
comic strips. What unites all these women is an undeniable presence of passion for telling and shar-
ing stories. The most captivating feature of the books lies in offering a range of different but unique 
voices which come from various parts of the world – there have been works of women originally 
from more than 25 countries in each series. Throughout the collections, it is enthralling that some 
work appears in different languages and is translated by their authors into English. 
 As is common with emerging writers, the style of writing in these series is light and con-
versational, which gives a deceptively simple feel. Some of the poems in these collections are 
remarkably inconclusive in terms of their endings and fluency. Some other pieces are powerful 
in imagery and capture ‘the moment’ in words and rhythm. There are also poems which have 
very little rhyme and a prose-like structure. The books are the humble efforts of a group of tal-
ented women who share their creative writing with readers; nonetheless the strengths of these 
women’s feelings that are evoked in their writings are unquestionably exceptional. The prose 
and poems are anything but simple, sometimes conjuring a moment in time: 

And you walked away again.
In the distance, music playing on a radio comes in short waves, only to be lost in the stillness of the room.
The sole idea of this cup staring back at me, as freaky as it is, is not enough to free it from my hand’s embrace. 
(Gabriel Ugalde, ‘Fissures’, Winter 2013)

The reader can read the stories between the lines. The subjects vary and range from memo-
ries of childhood, migrant experiences, love, heritage, family life and relationships, landscape, 
marriage, and many more. 
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 New beginnings showcase migrant experiences and diasporic identities in New Zealand. 
Some of these writings tell us the reasons for departure and challenges of homemaking in the 
new home – when the writers look back at their homeland and reminisce with joy and sorrow 
of the days they spent with their parents, siblings, relatives and friends. These are the stories 
that unfold the realities that were lived and left behind:

Twenty years—With hard labour
Never up for parole—No going back
I left my homeland—To migrate down under
Just as bird do—Flying across oceans
Leaving our lives for good.
(Asoka Basnayake, ‘The eternal migrants?’ Autumn 2013)

The writings exemplify various aspects of questions of identity and hybrid realities, the dis-
tinctiveness of experience of residing in a foreign land with no family, friends and memories. 
In these poems, there is much imagery that evokes the links of the inner self to the new land, 
staging personal feelings when doubt and reality meet in the farthest corners of the mind: 

The navigator(ess) sat in silence somewhere in Aotearoa

[…]
‘Where is the road to destination?’ she pondered.
[…]
There was no response 
only an echo of her breath against destiny
The whisper of her fingers 
when she scratched the palaces of memories of her past. 
(Arezou Zalipour, ‘A Constellation in Aotearoa’, Winter 2013)

We read crucial moments of unwritten parts of history in some of these personal renditions 
– the silent narratives of war, terror, disillusionment and defeat. For instance, Hanna Hong’s 
story of growing up in Red China, in the poem ‘Fire fire fire’, takes us to the heart of personal 
experiences which are imbued with social and political nuances of a milieu: 

They captured the girls, and put them in the classroom.
One boy shouted: “the fire was put down, but you are to be 
punished.”
(Hanna Hong, ‘Fire fire fire’, Autumn 2013)

The world these poems build may be nothing similar to what we have heard of or experienced 
before. Such imageries can only come from someone who has witnessed such events and acted 
upon them; someone who has crossed geographical borders and has experienced living in a 
different chronotope; someone who through mobility and migration has empowered herself to 
look back and imagine what was once lived. 
 The New beginnings series provides a fresh perspective in New Zealand creative writing as 
these emerging women writers are speaking of many lands and memories. The collection as a 
whole is a celebration of creation and passion that at their best have the strung-together lines 
and imageries. If embraced, these stories herald writing of new and arresting beauty in the lit-
erary arena of Aotearoa New Zealand. 
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pora, transnationalism and cultural production, with a secondary research in poetics. 

Note
1 Adapted from New Kiwi women write their stories  URL: http://newkiwiwomenstories.wordpress.com/about/


