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I have accidentally followed in the footsteps of Katherine Mansfield. At this moment, I 
am sitting overlooking the River Seine, near Fontainebleau, France, on a hot, summer’s 
day. The green water flows slowly through forest lying ready to be painted by 
Impressionists. In this quiet, sun-splattered world the ears seek out the sounds of 
birdsong, bees, a distant hammering. When we first went biking in the forest I noted 
aloud to my family how I felt as if I were back in New Zealand. I was suddenly on a 
bush track, hurtling along muddy paths where roots curled and ferns brushed legs. 
 I had forgotten that Katherine Mansfield spent her last days in this place. It was 
only when - en route to the vast château of Fontainebleau - I saw ‘Rue Katherine 
Mansfield’ on the map that I realised I had, within the course of five months, managed 
to follow my nation’s greatest writer from cradle to grave, without intending to. 
 Curiously, in March, when I was back visiting Wellington, my brother John had 
arranged to take his Massey class of English language students to the birthplace of 
Katherine Mansfield at 25 Tinakori Road, Thorndon: Te Puakitanga, as it is termed, the 
‘Emergence’. Since it was too large a class to move through the house in one group, 
he’d asked me to shepherd half of it from below while he took the other to see the film 
upstairs before their tour. 
 I had never visited this place before, perhaps fearing it might be a little precious. 
Instead, the guides seemed to strike the right balance between honour and an 
appropriate, earthed, matter-of-factness. ‘Katherine’, as they called her, was shown to be 
firmly rooted in the Wellington of the late 19th century, within a family and a home. I 
was reminded of how much I loved her stories when I read them first in a New Zealand 
literature course at Auckland University. With her great intelligence and care, and her 
relish of language, she could sculpt words into unpretentious works of searing 
observation, not just within her famous stories -  ‘Prelude’, ‘The Garden Party,’ ‘The 
Doll’s House’, and others - but in such small gems as ‘The Fly’, with its ache of multiple 
metaphors. I became - as so many - one of those understood Katherine Mansfield’s 
greatness. 
 Upstairs, the museum had a photographic display and film telling the story of 
Katherine’s life. These presentations could have been dry, but they were well-conceived.  
I was held by her expression in photographs. Katherine’s is a serious face, a little tense 
and sensitive, but with eyes that peer out and spot you. She used those eyes to locate all 
the little details others could miss, all the peculiar similes parked within the everyday. 
 I re-learnt then the details of her life. Born in 1888 and growing up with three 
sisters and a brother, she spent her first formative years in this house, before the family 
moved to Karori in 1893, and then back to another house in Tinakori Road in 1898. 
In 1903 she left for school in England, returning three years later to Wellington, where 
she was irritated by the town’s cramping boringness and provinciality. Katherine 
became the iconic Kiwi expatriate. She left, for the sake of culture and stimulation, only 
to find these entwined with a series of relationship disappointments: pregnant to one 
man, she married another, miscarried, and then took up, turbulently, with the 
influential critic and editor John Middleton Murry. She fraternised with the 



Bloomsbury group, feeling a bit of an outsider, and got tuberculosis. She became a 
double exile in Italy, France and Switzerland, for her health, contact with Murry 
becoming a marriage by correspondence. Her mind was drawn back to the place she’d 
spurned. In Paris, in March 1922, Katherine wrote to her father: “...the longer I live, 
the more I return to New Zealand ... New Zealand is in my very bones”. Within a year 
of these words, she was dead. 
 Perhaps it was just one expat looking at another, one woman’s sense of 
another’s tragedy, or one oh-to-be-a-real-writer author today looking up to a true star, 
but I was touched again by Katherine, in that place: Te Puakitanga. I felt its safety: a 
prosperous home and a caring family. I thanked the guides with genuine gratitude. This 
stop on the Wellington tourist trail certainly fulfilled its purpose: the museum does pull 
you in to Katherine’s world. We became friends; she would now be ‘Katherine’ to me. 
Yet, for some reason, I did not properly take in at the time the whereabouts of her 
death, or remember it. Somewhere in France. She was transient, after all, flitting like a 
fly. 
 I intended to re-read her stories, but, back in England, a steady downpour of 
emails, meetings, teaching and academic articles to finish took me away from that 
purpose. I quickly booked a family holiday in summer from an advertisement in The 
Author, the magazine of the UK Society of Authors, which promoted a writer’s retreat 
by the forest of Fontainebleau. It seemed a restful and pretty place, with opportunities 
for environmentally-friendly adventures. Thanks to deadlines that left me stuck on my 
laptop, I left England on the Eurostar with a bloodshot eye, with a hope just to be in a 
lot of greenery and natural light. 
 I had truly forgotten about Fontainebleau (or more correctly Avon, which is 
fused with Fontainebleau today) being where Katherine died.  The street written on the 
map was a shock. Googling, at the liberatingly airy house we rented at Fontaine-le-Port, 
I rediscovered the final instalment of her life. In Paris, seeking a cure for her 
tuberculosis, Katherine learnt about George Gurdjieff’s Institute for the Harmonious 
Development of Man, in the Château de Prieuré des Basses-Loges, Avon, and went 
there in October 1922. On January 9th, 1923, she died, and was buried in Avon 
cemetery. 
 It was absolutely necessary that I go to these places. My husband Paul asked if I 
wanted to bring flowers, but I did not. Flowers, it seems to me, are too obvious a 
symbol of young death: they are cut at their prime, they wither, they turn into dry 
sticks. Katherine was only 34. 
 We set off on our bikes along the Seine to Vulaine, and then over the bridge to 
Avon, where we checked the map for ‘le Prieuré’, the Priory. We reached the place, but 
the sign indicated something else: ‘Le Prieuré: Établissement de Soins de Suite et de 
Readaptation’. It was a contemporary rehabilitation centre. 
 Where was the old Priory? Our detailed map showed an outline that had to be 
ruins, next to an ‘ancienne route’. Rolling down the hill, we discovered the former 
château on a busy corner, beside a flowery roundabout named ‘les Basses-Loges’, and 
opposite the bizarrely-named ‘Find Later’ discotheque. Gurdjieff’s institute - where 
people came for spiritual growth, healing and personal development through practical 
work and sacred dancing - is now divided up into luxury apartments in well-sealed 
grounds. We could only look in through the tall, iron gates.  The gardens are split into 
both private and public domains. 
 Mentally photoshopping, I tried to delete the modern developments. Once 



there was the quiet chateau amid a two-hundred acre estate: some writer’s retreat. 
 January 9th, 1923. It would not have been this green summery day, but cold 
and grey. The surrounding forest creates winds, apparently, and sudden rains. From my 
internet research, I’d learnt that Katherine had been quite happy here, through the 
winter. She’d believed she was getting better. On the day Murry visited, she ran up the 
stairs, to prove to him how well she had become. And, in doing so, she was struck by a 
pulmonary haemorrhage. That, in itself, seemed a powerful image: an encapsulation of 
a life lived vibrantly, with spontaneity, where suddenly sprinting up a stairway in such a 
grand house was perfectly natural. How very un-European of her. New Zealand was 
indeed in her bones. 
 There was no plaque to commemorate this place, but we went on around the 
corners to the blue street signs that do indeed give Katherine a memorial here: Rue 
Katherine Mansfield. But my heart then sank. An explanation reads: ‘Écrivain née le 14 
octobre 1888 à Karori (Nouvelle-Zélande).’ Translated: Writer born on October 14th 
1888 in Karori (New Zealand). Karori? Oh, please! 
 I felt like scratching a correction in capital letters: ‘THORNDON’ and 
‘WELLINGTON’. Ah well. It’s nice there’s a French street named after her, even if the 
details are not quite right. 
 Looking down the road, however, it did have something of a flavour of 
Wellington in that, from where we were, there was a slope towards the parkland. It was 
one-way, so we walked our bikes to the ‘Square Katherine Mansfield’ where it levels out. 
A small hedged space off the road, largely composed of sycamore trees, this is not really 
a ‘square’ in form or function, but it was cheering to find this place created for 
Katherine in grounds where she must have strolled. 
 Our next stop was the cemetery. Proceeding up the steep hill from the Avon 
viaduct, we came to the edge of the town, where there is the dense graveyard. We 
located Katherine’s resting place in the eighth section, very close to Gurdjieff’s grave, 
which is - uniquely - a patch of lawn between two standing stones. Katherine’s grave is 
not so unusual, apart from its use of English amid French epigraphy. On the headstone 
I read the words, ‘Katherine Mansfield, wife of John Middleton Murry.’ On the ground 
slab are these lines from Shakespeare’s Henry IV, which Katherine had used at the 
beginning of her collection, Bliss and Other Stories (1922): 
  ". . . but I tell you, my lord fool, out of this nettle danger, we pluck this flower, safety." 
 Safety. The safety and care in Katherine’s childhood home came back to me. 
How very unsafe her life had been since she left Wellington. 
 But there was something even more poignant. Someone had placed a paua shell 
on Katherine’s grave. It had been blown to one side, so I put it in a central position. It 
was not one of the touristy polished pauas, but a natural shell found at a beach, the 
kind you could pick up along the shorelines of Wellington when I was a kid, now so 
much harder to find. Paua - the shell used in the wide, perceptive eyes of gods and 
ancestors in a Maori wharenui - seemed very right for Katherine, and it was right that 
she should have a little piece of home resting here. Whoever had given this gift had 
chosen very well. 
 I realised too that I was unwittingly wearing paua: a necklace in the shape of 
Maui’s hook, and paua earrings bought by a dear friend of mine at Hot Water Beach, 
in the Coromandel, a friend whose son is currently living in Paris. How ironic. I felt a 
clear, sharp stab of homesickness, as things came together. Such is the experience of 
being an expatriate. No matter what good reasons you have for living away from where 



you belong, you are forever prodded by the knowledge that it is not where you belong. 
 Katherine never went home, never returned to the safe world of family and 
friends in Wellington. Life was not fair to her. 
 Then, as I looked around, I realised death was not very fair to her either.  
Behind the grave, surmounting the old stone wall of the cemetery, is a huge monster of 
steel: an industrial building. It casts a stern gaze on her exile, and makes her grave look 
even more lonely. 
 ‘New Zealand is in my very bones,’ Katherine wrote to her father before she 
died. But her bones are not in New Zealand. To be buried back home in those days was 
impossible. 
 So I write this now sitting beside the Seine thinking of our return to England, 
and my busy schedule, and when I will next manage to fly back to New Zealand to visit. 
I do not know what to make of my accidental arrival at the home of Katherine 
Mansfield’s birth and her final resting place within such a short space of time. And so I 
write this, and invite anyone who comes to Paris to get on the train at Gare de Lyon to 
Montargis, get out at Fontainebleau-Avon, and pay Katherine a call. 
 Add a few more pauas. 
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