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Stories make up the fabric of our connection to place, with 
each story – each recollection or experience – a thread that 
contributes to our overall understanding and grounding 
in a landscape. This is why stories are important: they help 
make tangible what we know and how we feel about place. 
They are engaging and descriptive, and they can help us 
to more clearly represent the cumulative experiences that 
define our personal and collective connections to place.

This book is a collection of micro-stories detailing my personal 
experiences as I explored Ōtautahi Christchurch’s Ōtākaro Avon 
River in January and February of 2020. These stories depict 
“moments” - specific, vivid experiences, realizations, or ponderings  
- that have shaped my understanding of the river, its history, 
its context, and its future. These stories are personal; taken as a 
whole, they describe a larger narrative: how, over the course of 
two months, I came to feel connected to the Ōtākaro Avon River.

I have recorded these stories both with words and with pictures 
as an archive of sorts. If stories help to define our understanding 
of place, then they will also define how we interact with and 
care for these places. This is important, especially as a designer, 
because how we design a landscape is inextricably linked to our 
understanding of it. The stories we tell ourselves and others of these 
places are therefore immensely important, and recording them is 
a valuable exercise both as a tool for conveying our understanding 
and connection to others and as a means for self-reflection. 

These stories represent only a small subset of the rich and 
layered moments that I have been privileged to experience 
during my time in Christchurch. However, thread by thread, 
they begin to weave a picture of my connection to the river, a 
connection that only grows stronger the more stories I tell.

Each dot shows the location of one of 
my micro-stories along the Ōtākaro Avon.A RIVER OF STORIES:
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On the first day of trip in Christchurch, we visit Richmond Commu-
nity Garden. This is our introduction to the Red Zone, and, as we 
approach the river, I feel a bit uneasy. This place feels empty, cared 
for (it’s mowed, after all) but forgotten, as well. And then we see the 
mailboxes - numbers 74, 58, 486 - tipped upside down, plants sprout-
ing from their broken bottoms. Such seemingly mundane items, but 
ones that were important identifiers of place for someone. Did they 
check these boxes every day? Did they use their bright red mailbox 
as a landmark when giving directions? What did these everyday 
items mean to the people who had them? And what does it mean to 
repurpose them?

The mailboxes make me feel simultaneously both hopeful and a bit 
sad. Hopeful that there will be new life and community in the Red 
Zone, starting, perhaps, with projects like the Richmond Community 
Garden. Sad, of course, because of the tremendous loss that these 
families, the owners of these mailboxes, have faced. I wonder if these 
families have seen their repurposed mailboxes. Does the project 
bring them any solace?

I run my hand through the plants emerging from one of the mail-
boxes. I can’t identify the plants, but they have bright red flowers, 
and, paired with the mailboxes, they give the whole scene a whimsi-
cal feel. I love this project - I hope the mailbox’s family does, too.

M
A

IL
B

O
X

ES



Bliss is real fruit ice cream on a warm summer evening. As I sit by the river 
in the Botanic Gardens, all is quiet except for the click and buzz of cicadas 
overhead. The sun has just begun to set, turning the sky to muted yel-
lows and pinks. My attention on sketching - with ice cream in one hand 
and pencil in the other - is disrupted by a shag, which settles on a branch 
across the river to my left. It curls its head into itself - is it sleeping? - and 
I watch it until suddenly it draws it head back upwards and lifts off into 
clumsy flight. My ice cream finished, I head back to my bike to ride home. 

A perfect end to a perfect evening. B
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From a distance, Sullivan Park looks like a beacon of play in the rel-
ative emptiness of the Red Zone. I first glimpse it as I ride my bike 
along the river’s stopbank at the top of the Avonside Loop, the play-
ground’s red plastic slide seeming out of place amidst the greens 
and yellows surrounding it. 

As I approach the park, I notice that the playground is now only the 
ghost of a playspace, its color fading as plants begin to grow up to 
engulf the play equipment. Graffitti covers the slide, and the swing-
less swingset looks eery. The playground looks forgotten - is forgot-
ten. It has clearly been several years since any child has played on it.

The playground makes me sad and unsettled, a trace of a former 
community and playspace that I imagine was well-loved by some-
one. But as I walk back to the road, a chorus of cicadas sings above 
my head, and I am reminded that, though this playground has been 
forgotten, there is still life in the Red Zone.



What makes a place home? And how can we find home in new plac-
es? Through my explorations of the Ōtākaro Avon River, I have begun 
to ground myself in this place and, ultimately, create a sense of home 
in Ōtautahi Christchurch. Home has come from the connection to 
place that I have built through the accumulation of moments - mo-
ments of bliss, of learning, of memory - experienced along the river. 
Home in Christchurch has also come from finding traces of my past 
homes - similar landscapes, similar feelings - that have further con-
nected me to this river and to this place. 

As I walk the circuitous trails along the river in Ilam Gardens, I stumble 
upon a small meadow dotted with oak trees. This landscape feels so 
familiar, so comfortable. It feels much like the landscapes surround-
ing my childhood home in Massachusetts, where historic pastures 
are peppered with scattered trees and rock walls . Recalling these 
meadows of my childhood brings memories of horseback rides and 
holiday walks with family. That these meadow landscapes (remnants 
of English colonization, no doubt) exist both in the my childhood 
home and in this new city is comforting. And though Christchurch 
certainly feels in many way quite different from my former homes, 
these traces of past landscapes and memories connect me to the 
city. I feel more and more like I could find home here. FI
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Another evening visit to the Botanic Gardens: I let my body slide into the 
bench under the tree ferns and revel in my feelings of contentment. The 
air is warm and the trees are filled with evenining birdsong. There are ci-
cadas, too - there are always cicadas on these summer evenings - and I 
watch a scaup float across the pond in front of me. There is a dense canopy 
above me head, and, as I sit there, the forest around me begins to darken, 
with only small speckles of light making it through the branches. I can see 
hints of pink through the fern fronds; however, so I rush out to the nearby 
lawn to see a rosy sunset, the crowns of the trees washed in yellows and 
pinks. I sit on the grass and watch the last sliver of the sun slide behind the 
trees, and I feel very much at peace. I will miss this place. SU
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I love New Zealand forests. The multitude of greens, the impossibly tall 
trees, the brushy new growth that mystifies me. (“How does that grow 
into a giant kahikatkea?”) As Colin leads us through Riccarton Bush, the air 
damp and pigeons cooing above us, I spot an especially gnarled patch of 
roots, all curled and twisted and doubling back on themselves. New Zea-
land forests continuously enchant me, but this one is particularly compel-
ling. A magical pocket of native bush plopped amidst the city and suburbs. 
A haven for rock pigeons and kererū alike. 

I return to the bush a few weeks later after attending the farmer’s market. 
And then a third time, while riding past on my way home from Avonside. 
I’m enchanted by this forest, and entranced by these twisted roots. On one 
visit I reach out to touch the mossy roots, feeling the nuance of their sur-
prisingly smooth bark beneath my hands. The air smells of wet earth, and 
in that moment I am transported back centuries, to a time when the river 
flowed, unhindered, through floodplain forests like these, and wetlands 
spread across much of Ōtautahi Christchurch.  And in that moment, the 
city feels many miles - and many years - away.
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What does it mean to tell future stories? As designers, we are often tasked 
with doing just this: imaging future realities, future “moments.” What 
might a space look like for those who will visit it? What will they see, hear, 
smell? How will it feel? These are very much stories, even they don’t exist 
yet. And they are fundamental to our roles as designers. We must simul-
taneously envision what these stories might be and strive to create them.

As I sit at the site of the future Avonside Landing, I imagine such future 
stories. Who might stand where I stand now, looking down at the water? 
What might catch their eye? I imagine a child, kneeling by the water’s 
edge. She searches the murky water along the bank and pushes aside a 
blade of harakeke that drapes in front of her. And then she sees it, a tuna, 
its snaky body gliding through the water towards the rock beside her. Its 
back looks brown and gray under the rippling water. It reaches the rock 
and slides behind it, taking shelter for a moment, the little girl clapping in 
glee at glimpsing this fascinating creature.
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REFLECTIONS

Storytelling has played an important role in Christchurch’s recovery from 
the 2011 earthquake, both as a tool for remembering and recording the 
city’s pre-earthquake history and as an aid in informing design and plan-
ning efforts. Storytelling also has a larger place in New Zealand – and es-
pecially Māori – culture, as a way of understanding and grounding oneself 
in a landscape. Given this importance of storytelling to building, main-
taining, and recovering identity, I felt that New Zealand was a particularly 
apt place for me to explore my own tendencies and abilities to build con-
nection and identity through story. How could I explore and build my own 
relationship to this river that was so central to my studio project by record-
ing my own “micro-stories”? And beyond this, how could storytelling be 
used not just as a personal tool for identity-building and design but also 
as a collective tool that could be harnessed to create spaces that better 
reflect community experiences.

The answer to the first question, I found, was much easier to explore than 
that of the second. I found that storytelling - both visually through sketch-
ing and photography and through written notes - not only helped me to 
remember “moments” or experiences along the river but also helped me 
to being to process them and to evaluate why I felt particular connections 
to certain places and had strong emotional reactions to others. The “ghost 
playground” at Sullivan Park, for example, haunted me long after I had left, 
perhaps because, as I was recording my own story of the place, I was also 
seeing traces of others’ stories that happened long before I was there, sto-
ries that, unfortunately, were in many ways lost as homes were torn down 
throughout the Red Zone.

Despite the prominent role of storytelling in the rebuild in the immediate 
aftermath of the earthquakes, more recent efforts to harness storytelling 
as a design and planning tool have had less success. In a conversation over 
coffee, Donald Matheson, associate professor at the University of Canter-
bury and the lead investigator for the Red Zone Stories project, specu-
lated that his project has had little participation for two reasons: a sort of 
“consultation fatigue” and a cultural reticence to share more personal sto-
ries with authority figures. Though, with my limited experience with story-
telling in Christchurch, I can’t speculate further on these claims, I do find 
the first one to be particularly interesting. Professor Matheson noted that, 
though there was significant community engagement and storytelling in 
the early days of the regeneration, many community members felt that 
their stories and their experiences had not been manifested in plans for 
Christchurch’s future. Given this, why would they continue to share their 
stories for design and planning purposes if these stories were not reflect-
ed in proposed designs?

This is an important point to consider with storytelling - or with any com-
munity engagement technique, really. If you ask others to share their own 
stories in an attempt to build a collective story (a design for a public space 
could a future story, for example), then the individual, personal stories 
must somehow be recollected or manifested in the collective story of a 
place. The challenge then becomes: how do you tie together the many 
and diverse personal stories of a community into one cohesive fabric? How 
do you ensure that one story (perhaps your own, as the designer) does not 
dominate this narrative? These are important questions, and ones that I 
hope to continue to explore in the future.



“A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment 
of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.”

           - Graham Greene, novelist and author


