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Maxine Hong Kingston

Writer, Educator, Peace Activist

In October 1991 as acclaimed writer and poet Maxine Hong Kingston was returning from her father’s memorial service she heard that a firestorm had swept through the hills of Oakland, California. She quickly learned that the firestorm had completely destroyed her home and with it the notes, manuscript, and all back up copies and material for her nearly completed book.
Rather than succumb to this loss and tragedy, Kingston turned the experience into the building blocks for her next book. As she formed the ideas for this new effort, she began to teach writing to Vietnam War veterans. Her goal was to help them give voice to their experiences and to use their writing to work toward personal harmony as well as world peace. As she hoped, the writing became a process of healing, renewal and hope both for Kingston and for the veterans who had experienced so much devastation. She called on this experience in creating her recently released novel, The Fifth Book of Peace. 

This was not the first time Kingston turned hardship into new hope both for herself and for her readers. Born in 1940 in Stockton, California, to Chinese immigrant parents, she grew up working long hours in the family-owned laundry. Her world was full of conflicting cultural messages mixed with the stories of other immigrants and immigrant children.
These hardships became the fodder for her first two books, Warrior Women and China Men, both of which won the National Book Critic’s Circle Award. The success of these books, the power of their messages, and the acclaim of later works allowed Kingston to end her fifteen-year career as a classroom teacher and focus on her writing.
Maxine Hong Kingston blends her melodic and poetic storytelling ability with her rich Chinese ancestry and her own cultural struggles. The result is partly autobiographical, partly fiction, but her writings are masterpieces of literature that have helped recent generations discover the fullness of their own spirit.
