
CHRISTCHURCH ~ A CITY MUNTED 

Christchurch is New Zealand’s third largest city, with a population of approximately 360,000.  On September 

4, 2010, a 7.1 magnitude earthquake occurred along a previously unknown fault line, and struck the Canterbury 

region at 4:35 am.  It caused a great deal of widespread damage, but no loss of life.  Just over four months later, 

at 12:51pm on February 22, an “aftershock” measuring 6.3 caused the death of 182 people, injured many others, 

added to the damage done by the first one, and made many thousands homeless.  Over 12,500 aftershocks, of 

various depths and sizes, have been recorded since September 2010.  This earthquake is New Zealand's worst 

natural disaster.  Those in the business of predicting the future say it will take many years for the city, and the 

country, to recover. 

Munted was a word I'd heard the Mayor of Christchurch, Bob Parker, use during a television interview.  I had 

to ask my cousin, who was in the city during one of quakes, what it meant.  He simply replied, “Damaged, 

broken, completely ruined.”  The term rose to the surface, and into common usage following the second 

earthquake.  I could easily just post my photos, write “Munted.  End of story.” and move on…but I can’t. 

There's more to it for me, and there's definitely a whole lot more to it for the city of Christchurch, the region of 

Canterbury, and for New Zealand as a whole. 

 

I don’t think there’s one person in New Zealand who doesn't have a connection to the earthquakes.  Either they 

were in or near Christchurch at the time, or they know someone who was.  I heard many stories of miraculous 

escapes. 

 

I hope we never become people who think, What’s the big deal about the Christchurch earthquake? Aren’t 

there are other disasters, in other parts of the world, that are worse than this one?  Isn’t that now an old news 

story? They should be over it by now, so why keep digging up the past?  We donated money, so shouldn’t they 

put all this behind them, and move on with their lives.  

  

At various times, I wondered what was behind my desire to see the destruction for myself.  I didn’t want people 

to think I was a sadistic ghoul who got her satisfaction from seeing others go through hell.  Christchurch was 

my home from 1980 – 83, but even before those years, it was part of my life in ways too numerous to mention 

here.  I still have friends living there; friends who have family and friends there.  I have lived in Aspen, 

Colorado for nineteen years, and have a New Zealand friend who also lives there, his forty-five year-old brother 

(a husband and father of three) was killed when the CTV building collapsed.  The city had played a huge role in 

making me who I am now, and I needed to go back to say goodbye. 

 

It was late in the evening when I drove into Christchurch to stay with my friends, Sefton and Margaret Jones, 

near the edge of the city limits.  I saw nothing when I arrived, but the morning light revealed a lovely suburb 

that appeared to be unharmed.  This was because it was among the first areas to be repaired. 

 

I thought it best to take the bus into the center of the city so I 

could concentrate on looking at all the familiar landmarks I 

had loved so much.    Contemplating the suburban splendor 

we were driving through, I began to feel smug and 

thought: Well it sure looks like nothing happened here. 

That was, until we drove by St Peter's Anglican Church, 

situated in the V part of the Y intersection where Yaldhurst 

Road merges into Riccarton Road.  It is known locally as 

Church Corner.  I used to pass this beautiful building nearly 

every day for three years.  I was shocked.   



 

 

Further up Riccarton Road my second clue, the fenced 

off St James' Anglican Church, confirmed that 

something very big indeed had happened here. 

 

 

 

 

The sign on the fence said it all. 

 

 

 

 

My ego was now suitable deflated, and I braced myself to prepare for what lay ahead. 

The bus ride terminated at Lichfield Street and, with trepidation, I stepped out of it, and into a virtually silent 

and wasted land, full of broken buildings, piles of rubble, and vacant lots.  This was once the city’s flourishing 

central business district.  The only operative building I could see was Ballantyne's.  It was New Zealand’s first 

department store, with a history in Christchurch that dates back to 1854.  They had their own disaster when it 

caught fire in 1947 and forty-one people died.  Now, thanks to forward-thinking management, the building was 

strengthened, making it more earthquake-proof than most of its neighbors. Even though they were surrounded 

by destruction, they were able to reopen, nine months later, when some of the restrictions to the area were lifted. 

At first I was quite confused as to which direction to go.  A woman beside me said, "I worked here for years 

using the buildings to navigate my way around.  Now they're gone, I don't even know where I am."  That was 

my experience also. 

Since 1851, Christchurch Cathedral Square, affectionately 

known to most people as The Square, has been the beating 

heart of the city, and a central meeting place for both locals 

and tourists.  Without a doubt, the Anglican Cathedral was the 

city's most charming and popular attraction.  It was admired 

and loved by all its visitors, regardless of their religious beliefs 

and affiliations.   

 



 

 

But now, The Square is fenced off, and 

the Cathedral is a ruined shell of its 

former self.  Most of the other buildings, 

and nearly all of the trees have gone.  In 

their place a strange stillness casts its 

shroud over the almost empty area.  

 

 

                      

                                                                         

 

 

(The cathedral’s temporary future: a new location, and a new building made entirely out of cardboard and 

plastic!) 

 

As I eavesdropped on the conversations of the 

people standing at the fence, it occurred to me that 

the sequence of events, following these earthquakes, 

are almost identical to what we go through when 

other tragedies and catastrophes are set before 

us.   They bring out the best, and exposes the worst, 

in us all.  Because they usually happen when we 

least expect them, we're seldom prepared to respond 

well.  We go into shock and try our best to stand 

were we fell.  Outside assistance is needed to search 

through the remaining rubble for signs of life.  There 

will be fatalities, as well as victims with terrible 

injuries, and life threatening wounds, that require 

immediate assistance. 
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To avoid further injuries to ourselves, and others, the first thing that must be done is close off access to the 

broken and destroyed areas.  When the crisis has passed, we begin salvaging whatever we can from the ruins.  

But, sometimes the damage is so great, that before we can even begin to think of recovering and rebuilding, we 

have to call in a demolition crew to destroy what’s left.  This process of destruction makes an even bigger mess, 

which then has to be hauled away and disposed of elsewhere.  Eventually, when the dust settles, and our vision 

clears, we must come back, either alone or with others, to point, to stare, to remember, to grieve, and to accept 

that this really did happen here, and yes, it happened to us.    

Gradually, as the shock fades, we find the strength to stop the pain and tears from paralyzing us into thinking all 

hope for any future happiness has gone.  We must continue to talk about the event, and cry, for as long as it 

takes to grasp the reality of our situation.  Going back to “the good old days” is impossible; too much has 

happened, and too much has changed.  It's hard, but the best thing to do is find whatever we can to be grateful 

about, look for the lessons, search for a new purpose, and then turn around and move forward in that direction.  

Moment by moment ~ second by second ~ minute by minute ~ hour by hour ~ day by day ~ week by week ~ 

month by month ~ year by year ~ ~ inch by inch ~ small step after small step, we move further away from the 

past, and closer to the future.  We eventually come to understand that we never get over the loss, we just get 

used to it, and learn to walk with the “limp”.  But, in time, we’ll discover fresh reasons to live, new places to 

live in, and faithful friends to share this mysterious, and sometimes difficult, journey we call “life”…if we 

persevere.   

I saw evidence of this process unfolding on a 

street whose name I can’t remember 

now.  The people there had thought outside 

the box ...or should I say inside the containers 

and tents in this case…and come up with 

novel ways to draw people back to the area.  It 

was a testimony to the tenacity of the human 

heart amidst all the fragility and uncertainty.   

 

 

 

The center of Christchurch 

now feels more like a 

village than a city.    

It was comforting sitting 

with a handful of 

strangers, amongst the 

makeshift banks, shops 

and cafes, and enjoy an  

outdoor lunch in the 

healing warmth of the 

Canterbury sunshine. 



It took a while, but I eventually figured out, or at 

least I think I did, where the building that I once 

worked used to be (right).  The one building, still 

standing on the whole block, looked like a lone 

and useless molar in a toothless mouth ...I was 

told that it is on the list for “extraction” as well. 

 

 

(An enterprising young woman escorting 

a bike tour around the damaged areas.) 

 

 

This little mall, now closed to the public, 

was one I took frequent shortcuts 

through on my way back to the office. 

Seeing the grass growing through the 

tiles confounded me.  Its emptiness 

echoed with a deafening silence.    

 

On what once was a busy street, I spoke to the only other person there besides myself; an elderly gentleman 

who was taking photos.  We stood, clutching our cameras, as he told me how he helped a neighbor get back to 

his house.  The neighbor had just got out of hospital the day before, after having had open heart 

surgery.  Together, they waded through water that was three feet deep, and was so full of mud and silt they 

couldn’t tell what the ground beneath their feet was like.  Having had the former I couldn't imagine doing the 

later one week post-op!  He suggested I go to one of the "red-zoned" suburbs, but warned that I should prepare 

myself for a shock.  He also informed me that: many people had lost all they owned in the earthquakes, more 

than a few have made a great deal of money because of them, and the worst affected people lived in the poorest 

suburbs and they were the ones still waiting for help.  Why?  Because it takes a long time before for the level of 

"muntedness" can be properly accessed, a dollar value put on it, a course of action decided, and the correct steps 

put in place to act on those decisions.   

On the second day I pointed my car east towards the New Brighton area, and negotiated my way over roads that 

were somewhat buckled and twisted.  I turned off the main road and had not gone too far before I suddenly felt 

a change in the atmosphere, which was shortly followed by the realization that I was the only one in the street. 



I stopped the car, and tried to think of words that would describe the experience of driving through a whole 

suburb of damaged and empty houses.  “Chilling and haunting” were the first ones that came to mind.  I have to 

confess I was unable to summon up the courage to step out of the car for fear that the monster, who "got" all of 

these people, would rise up out of the ground and "get" me as well. 

The ghosts, and collective anguish, of all who once lived here, totally overwhelmed me.  How on earth will they 

get the help they need to assuage all this pain and suffering? Where's that fairy Godmother woman with 

her magic wand when you need her?  

 

 

 

Kia Ora, is the Maori greeting that means “be 

well” or “be healthy”.  It’s bit too late for this 

abandoned street. 

 

 

 

 

How quickly things get overgrown. 

How quickly decay takes over. 

How quickly I turned and left! 

 

 

 

The third day found me overcoming my fear in the 

red zones of Avondale.  Turning a corner, I came 

face to face with a security guard parked by the side 

of the road.  I boldly parked my car and got out, but I 

didn’t have the nerve to walk over and talk to him.  I 

did attempt to make eye contact, but he looked the 

other way while I took photos.  I guess that was his 

way of telling me he knew I wasn't a looter. 



 

 

 

A slightly more appropriately named road! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The people moved out, taking their cats and dogs with 

them, and the stoats, weasels and ferrets moved in.  

They have been enjoying making a great feast out of 

the bird population, which has caused a serious 

reduction in the number of birds to be found in these 

areas.   

These lucky birds were bathing in a large pool of 

water that was being filled from an underground 

source.   When I turned the engine off, all I heard were 

the birds, a blind flapping through a broken window, 

and the water from the bird’s bath trickling down the 

gutter towards the drain. 

 

The randomness of it all was incomprehensible. 

A well-groomed and lived-in house, (right) was on 

one side of the river … 

 

...while directly opposite it, on the other side of the 

river, was this empty boarded up house... 

 

 



 

Two doors down, on the same side as the first 

house, on a very uneven and no longer cared for 

section, stood this one.  It looked like somebody 

was still living there.   

 

 

 

 

 

Until the earthquakes, most people never gave much thought to how dangerous it was living in houses that were 

built on sand.  Many living in homes built on rock, or made out of concrete and stone, didn't fare so well either.  

 

I asked my friends where all these people had gone and was told that many are living in garages or with friends, 

some are housed in temporary settlements on what used to be sports fields, some moved to other parts of the 

city or other areas of New Zealand.  Some have relocated to Australia and various other parts of the world.  

Sadly, many still live in their condemned homes, without amenities, while they wait for decisions to be made 

and insurance claims to be finalized which will then enable them to rebuild or relocate. 

In short, these families, and the communities they once lived in, have been shattered and scattered.   

As for the ground beneath the city's feet, I’m told that in many places it is now as much as three meters lower, 

and in some areas it's that much higher.  I drove over a few bridges and roads that would attest to the accuracy 

of this information. 

The steps necessary to ensure that any future earthquakes will not cause the same damage Christchurch 

suffered, has created a ripple effect throughout the whole country.  People are now having to deal with the many 

issues related to buildings that aren't earthquake-proof, as well as greatly increased insurance costs. 

I’ve no wish to sound maudlin, but I will go as far as to say that my short time in Christchurch has "munted" my 

previous convictions about many things.  Something (a major fault line?) has shifted inside me as I pondered 

how quickly, and often violently, the things we think are important, and even those we take for granted, can be 

taken away from us.  And, how fast we can forget this fact, once the crisis is over and life returns to “normal.” 

I heard, from a number of different sources, that churches were among the worst affected groups.  Most of their 

building are old and were "dropped" by the quakes.  Increased insurance costs, difficulty raising funds to 

rebuild, and all the other pressing priorities have pretty much put them on the bottom of the list to be repaired or 

replaced.  While they wait, the congregations gather anywhere they can. 

Demolition of the Christchurch Cathedral remains at a standstill.  Two former politicians formed a group to 

oppose the Anglican Church's plan to demolish it and build a more contemporary structure.  The group wanted 

the church to restore what had survived, and build a replica of the original cathedral. The legal battle continues 

to be a protracted affair.   



 

I could be wrong, but I don't think you're supposed to see the 

ceiling of the sanctuary from the street! 

 

 

 

 

The tiny sign on the wall (left), behind the fence reads, 

“Ill kiss it better.” 

I think it’ll take a lot more than a kiss to heal this 

city’s wounds, mend its broken heart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One can only hope that the lessons learned from 

this, and other events just like it, will be put to 

good use, so that in the end, all this pain, suffering 

and loss will not have been in vain. 

 

Two bold and 

hopeful requests. 

 

 

 



 

 

A different place to put a spire? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Wainoni Methodist Church was the only church 

where I saw anyone.  It was a hive of activity but I 

was able to speak briefly with one of the staff 

members. She told me the building was in the red zone 

and therefore would eventually have to be evacuated 

and demolished.  There are many places where the 

buildings seem okay, but it’s the unstable earth 

underneath them is the problem.  She also told me 

they are fighting hard to stay open for as long as they 

can.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The building's not badly damaged," she said.  Not too badly damaged!  I'd be asking my pastor to declare a 

worldwide state of emergency if the front and back fell off our church building! 
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Wainoni Church was where I found a home for the many postcards of encouragement written by those who 

attended the Now More Than Ever benefit organized by my Colorado friend, Izzi Mata.  She had heard me 

speak about what had happened, mobilized her family and friends, and put on a wonderful concert to raise 

money for the New Zealand and Japanese earthquake victims.  She was only fifteen at the time!  The woman at 

the church was, "blown away" when I handed her the cards, and told her what Izzi and her friends had 

done.  She said the Red Cross was going to be holding a meeting for the community at the church the following 

week, and promised the cards would be distributed at that event. 

I asked many people what they did during, and immediately after, the earthquake.  Without exception, everyone 

told me that once the earth stopped moving, and they could stand up again, the first thing they did was check on 

the well-being of family and others in the same area.  Then they ventured out, into the unknown, to check on 

their neighbors and friends in other places.  Some did this at a great cost to their own safety.  In the same street 

as the container shops is Quake City, a “unique multi-sensory attraction aimed at informing, engaging and 

educating New Zealanders, and international tourists about the earthquakes.”  They show a video of gut-

wrenching stories from some of the survivors.   As I said before, these kind of things bring out the best in us. 

I'm still trying to wrap my mind around what it felt like seeing: homes and buildings without people; people 

without homes and buildings; and a whole city where individuals, families, businesses, communities and 

suburbs have been munted.  I once read a quote by Winston Churchill, from a speech he made during WW II, 

about the plan to rebuild the House of Commons after it was bombed.  It went something like this: “We shape 

our buildings, and in the end our buildings shape us.”  It seems to me that this is what’s happening in 

Christchurch; the only difference being, Britain was bombed from above, and Christchurch was bombed from 

below.  

The words written on a sheet, inside the abandoned Breezes Road Baptist Church billboard, best describes the 

effect being in Christchurch had on me. 

Because of what I saw and heard, I now... 

 


