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INTRODUCTION TO THE COOPER SQUARE PRESS EDITION

A biographer should combine the scholar’s passion for learning about his subject and the period in which he lived with the detective’s monomaniacal delight in facts for their own sake. He should be an exceptionally organized person who enjoys gossip and likes to ferret out secrets. When he has finished his research, contemplated his discoveries, and understood the intellectual and emotional life of his subject, he must be able to fit everything he has learned into a meaningful pattern and to satisfy his readers’ natural curiosity about the life of an extraordinary person.

I first learned about Katherine Mansfield through her association with D. H. Lawrence and soon found she was the perfect subject, partly because she lived in Britain during the period I knew most about, the early twentieth century. She also came from an exotic background, was extremely attractive, and had an adventurous bisexual life and a bizarre marriage to the critic and editor, John Middleton Murry. A close friend of Lawrence, Virginia Woolf and the society hostess Lady Ottoline Morrell, she was a good writer of both short stories and autobiography (in her journal and letters). She became attracted to mysticism at the end of her life, and fought bravely against tuberculosis, which killed her, at the age of thirty-four, in 1923.

When I began the book I did not know much about Mansfield, apart from her friendship with Lawrence and his wife, Frieda, and Lawrence’s unsatisfactory love-hate relationship with Murry. I realized there were several mysteries in her life which had to be solved before I could write a full-scale biography: her relations with a young musician, Garnet Trowell, which led to her first pregnancy; her six months in Wörishofen, Germany, in 1909, where she had a miscarriage and another love affair with the Polish émigré Floryan Sobienowski; her relationship with William Orton; her one-day marriage to George Bowden; the liaison which led to her second pregnancy and abortion; and Murry’s affairs with Dorothy Brett and Elizabeth Bibesco. Most intimate information does not appear in printed sources, and must be discovered either in unpublished manuscripts or in personal interviews.

I also wrote to Mansfield’s family and friends (her sister, Murry’s brother, her closest friend, Ida Baker), and to every person who had any connection with her, asking specific questions and requesting interviews. I was fortunate to receive letters from many well-known writers: Gerald Brenan, David Garnett, Frank Swinnerton, Sylvia Townsend Warner and Rebecca West as well as from everyone alive who had known Mansfield. When I wrote to Christopher Isherwood, a writer strongly affected by Mansfield, he suggested I telephone him in Santa Monica. In a long talk he generously answered all my questions and discussed her influence on his early work. Mansfield was the model for the heroine of his novel, The World in the Evening, and was the source of his famous phrase, “I am a camera.”

When I discovered that Floryan Sobienowski had translated Shaw’s plays into Polish, I wrote to Dan Laurence, the literary executor of Shaw’s estate, who sent me a great deal of new biographical information about Floryan. Laurence’s papers also revealed that Floryan had translated one of Mansfield’s poems into Polish and published it in a Warsaw literary weekly in 1910. I wrote to the National Library in Warsaw about this, and they sent me a Xerox copy of the poem and Floryan’s critique—the first to be written on Mansfield. A friend translated the critique into English, and it became the basis of my essay, “Katherine Mansfield’s To Stanislaw Wyspianski.”

The personal interviews provided an exceptional opportunity to meet many distinguished and unusual people who were invariably hospitable and kind. I mostly interviewed people in their seventies and eighties, and found that they had good memories for the distant, significant past—though they often didn’t remember what happened yesterday. But they tended to repeat what they had written rather than what had originally happened, as if their memory had obstructed as well as recorded the primary experience. I usually brought photographs, which helped to recall obscure incidents. Older people tend to become extremely tired after an hour’s conversation, so rapport has to be established almost immediately. I had to convey the impression of being knowledgeable, serious and sympathetic, yet not appear to be prying into secrets they were reluctant to disclose.

It was essential to stick strictly to the subject and prevent them from wandering from it, for time was precious. I began with rather general questions and then, once their confidence had been gained, led up to more personal ones, always remembering that people born in the nineteenth century have a very different idea of sexual morality than now exists and can easily be shocked. At the end of the interview I always asked to see their books and letters by Mansfield; and if they had written a book, I brought a copy and asked them to inscribe it. Though many people claimed, in their letters or on the telephone, that they had nothing valuable to say and scarcely knew Mansfield, I always insisted on the promised interview. Every conversation revealed something of value and allowed me to corroborate other written and spoken evidence. Personal interviews gave me the most vivid sense of what Mansfield was really like.

Dorothy Brett, a close friend of Mansfield and Lawrence, was 93 when I visited her rather squalid adobe house at the edge of the desert near Taos, New Mexico. She was extremely frank and friendly, said and meant “ask me anything” (though I didn’t have the nerve to say, “Did you sleep with Murry fifty years ago?”), and enjoyed being interviewed and talking about her happiest days. Though she had been deaf all her life, she could now hear better than ever with her modern hearing aid. Brett was lively and sympathetic, adored Mansfield and Murry, and made me understand why so many brilliant people had sought her friendship. Brett’s friend and biographer confirmed Mansfield’s suspicions—and my own—that Brett did have an affair with Murry when Mansfield was recuperating in Italy in the fall of 1919.

Brett’s friend Enid Hilton, who had been introduced to Mansfield by Lawrence in 1919, wrote the most vivid and perceptive letter I had received about Mansfield. After talking about her old friends, Mrs. Hilton showed me a large bag that an Indian had made from the hide of Lawrence’s horse Azul; and then took me to a reservation, north of her home in Ukiah, California, where she had been a social worker for thirty years.

It was important to acquire a good understanding of the New Zealand and Wellington background, and I followed Mansfield’s footsteps through the still wild and Maori-speaking Urewera country, which had scarcely changed since her adventurous journey of 1907. I also saw her birthplace, her house in Karori (the setting of “Prelude”) and her house in Day’s Bay, but I was horrified to find that two of her grand nineteenth-century homes had been destroyed to make room for a modern motorway.

The most crucial person connected with my research was Margaret Scott, who was editing Mansfield’s correspondence, for she had manuscript and typescript copies of letters from all over the world as well as Murry’s unpublished letters to Mansfield. She very generously let me stay in her house and read all the letters while I was working in Wellington, which saved my traveling to libraries in Australia, England and America (as she had done) and reading the letters in Mansfield’s difficult handwriting (which she had learned to decipher) instead of in clear type. She also showed me her copy of Mansfield’s Journal, which indicated the unpublished entries, and her notes in Ida Baker’s Memories.

But as the weeks passed and I worked furiously all day and late into the night—for it was winter in wet and windy Wellington, and I found it the most boring city on earth—Margaret Scott seemed to become jealous of my energetic achievement, which contrasted so strongly with her own lethargy. She began to nag and pick quarrels with me, and we once had a tug-of-war with a pair of my trousers while debating whether or not she should iron them. Her overt hostility alternated with menacing sulks, but I was determined to put up with anything until I had finished reading the letters and cleared out just before the inevitable explosion.

I was, however, able to interview two of Mansfield’s girlhood friends, who revealed a great deal about her years in Wellington and Queen’s College. The fragile Edie Bendall, who was 97 and lived near the setting of “At the Bay,” had had a brief but passionate love affair with Mansfield in 1907. During the interview she asked me to help her across the room to look at some photographs, but we had to turn back when she became exhausted. She inquired when my book would be published; I replied “In a year or two”; she thought for a moment and then said, “Well, I don’t know. . . .”

Ruth Herrick, who was a spry 86 and had commanded the New Zealand WRENS in World War II, was more tough-minded and straightforward. She discussed Mansfield’s attitude toward her father, sisters, the Trowells, Ida Baker and her teachers in Queen’s College, and revealed that Mansfield, striking an aesthetic pose, had insisted on conversing in French with her, although they had only ten words between them. I also met Mansfield’s second cousin Henry Craddock Barclay, who told me some new things about her family and her father, and described how during her lifetime readers in Wellington tended to dislike her works and preferred the more popular novels by her famous cousin, who wrote under the name of “Elizabeth.”

I went to England to complete the interviews, and was often surprised by the shabby circumstances of distinguished men like Murry’s biographer, Frank Lea, and Murry’s brother, Richard, who cooked a superb lunch and told me about his family background, his devotion to Mansfield and her attitude toward her illness. Murry’s fourth wife, Mary, and his son, Colin (who spoke to me for twelve hours and invited me to stay overnight) both defended Murry’s behavior and helped me see things from his point of view.

Frank Lea, in great pain and clearly dying, showed me how much an intelligent man could admire Murry. After listening to him praise Murry for more than an hour (a useful corrective to my own negative view), I finally said, “Who but Murry could write a book called God and then spend the first thirty pages discussing himself, as if to put the Deity in proper perspective?” Lea poignantly replied, “Let the Hampstead intellectuals sneer. I found it to be a moving and a profound book.”

Montague Weekley, the son of Frieda Lawrence, had met Mansfield as a schoolboy, after his mother had left the family and run away with Lawrence. Mansfield acted as an emissary from his mother and brought him sweets and money as he came out of school. Lady Juliette Huxley, who had been French tutor and companion to Julian Morrell, described the atmosphere at Garsington and analyzed the intriguing characters of Frieda and Koteliansky, two of Mansfield’s close friends. She said the greatest crime in Bloomsbury was to be boring. This was the world Mansfield entered when she came to London.

Frank Swinnerton, who was 92 but had a remarkable memory, and the publisher A. S. Frere both told me a great deal about Mansfield’s cousin and rival, Elizabeth, Countess Russell. And both repeated, as an example of her caustic wit, the same anecdote. After the Great War, when Elizabeth was told of a man who had been wounded in seventeen places, she replied, “I didn’t know a man had seventeen places!”

When I first wrote to Mansfield’s 90-year-old friend, Ida Baker, a letter—signed, but clearly not written by her—answered my questions. It also said she did not want to discuss Mansfield and referred me to an obscure young man who managed her practical affairs. After an extremely unpleasant meeting with this officious guardian in the dreary suburbs of London, he forbade me to interview Ida. But I felt I owed it to myself and to scholarship to try to see her, and decided to challenge his claim to speak for her—for she was the only person who could answer certain questions about Mansfield.

I decided to try my luck with Ida while staying with friends in Winchester, who lived near her home in the New Forest. I drove into the tiny village of Fordingbridge on a rainy winter afternoon and proceeded on foot down a narrow muddy path to her thatched-roof cottage. There was a totally immobile cow outside her door and a stone-like dog lying before the gas fire. I peered through the window at the haggard profile of Ida, as she sat bent over in a deep chair, buried under a pile of old army blankets and surrounded by a ring of dirty tissues.

My first thought, when she failed to answer the loud knocks, was that she was dead and that I was the first to find her. But when a weak voice bade me enter, I went in thinking of Henry James’ intrepid biographer in “The Aspern Papers.” I introduced myself and handed Ida a bunch of limp sopping flowers, but she absolutely refused to say a word about Mansfield. When she insisted, “I’m tired, I want to rest,” I had to restrain myself from saying, “You’ll soon have plenty of time to rest. This is the time to talk.” I protested that I had come all the way from America to see her, and she coldly agreed, “Yes, you have come a long way.”

I found it extremely difficult to imagine the young and beautiful Mansfield in love with this musty, skeletal figure. The stone dog never moved, and I had to suppress a desire to pile a few more blankets on Ida and carefully go through her papers. But since she clearly wouldn’t speak to me, or even sign her book for me (she claimed blindness though there were books and spectacles on her table) I reluctantly took my leave. When my grandchildren ask if I ever saw Ida Baker, I’ll at least be able to answer that I did.

I had considerably more successful interviews with members of the Trowell family. Garnet’s nephew, Oliver Trowell, a painter and art teacher, told me about his uncle, gave me an original photograph of his grandfather (who had been Mansfield’s cello teacher in Wellington) and provided an introduction to his aunt. The most revealing talk of all was with Dorothy Richards, the younger sister of Garnet and Mansfield’s beloved “Dolly.” I had not known her whereabouts until Oliver Trowell told me she was living in Cambridge. After discreet and careful questioning, she revealed that Garnet had not married Mansfield because she had been thrown out of the Trowell house by Garnet’s father—when he discovered that Garnet had got her pregnant. Mrs. Richards thus provided the crucial link of evidence between Mansfield’s life with the Trowells in London and her passionate letters to Garnet. She also helped confirm that Mansfield married her first husband, George Bowden, to provide a father for Garnet’s child.

A thoroughly researched biography, which is firmly based on extensive archival evidence and presents new material as the basis of original interpretations, is perhaps the most valuable contribution to modern scholarship. The Katherine Mansfield who emerged from my quest was very different from the sentimental and idealized portrait that had been created by Murry and reinforced by her previous biographers. Though illness gave her a frail and delicate appearance, her character was less exquisite than tough; and she was more rebellious and daring, more cruel and capable than the figure in the legend.



CHAPTER ONE

Childhood, 1888–1902

THE ANCESTORS of Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp (who used the pen-name of Katherine Mansfield) can be traced to prosperous goldsmiths in the reign of Charles II. On November 14, 1660, the diarist Samuel Pepys recorded: ‘I went into Cheapside to Mr. Beauchamp’s, the goldsmith, to look out a piece of plate . . . and did choose a gilt tankard.’1 The family business continued well into the nineteenth century, when it was inherited by Katherine’s great-grandfather, John Beauchamp, who loved fox-hunting and the works of Byron and Coleridge, and was known to his Highgate neighbours as ‘the Poet of Hornsey Lane’. His brother-in-law was the friend and biographer of the painter, John Constable, who visited Beauchamp’s works in 1833.2 But when John Beauchamp abandoned his traditional craft and began to manufacture imitation ‘British Plate’, the business failed, and in 1848 his four sons emigrated to the antipodes. The eldest son, Henry Herron Beauchamp, was the father of the best-selling novelist, Elizabeth von Arnim, who wrote Elizabeth and Her German Garden; his brother, Arthur Beauchamp, was the grandfather of Katherine Mansfield.

Arthur Beauchamp made the three-month voyage to Wellington to claim a thousand acres of land left to him by his wealthy sister. But legal complications between the British government and the New Zealand Company prevented him from taking possession. Arthur moved to the penal colony of Australia when gold was discovered there in 1850 and married Mary Elizabeth Stanley, the daughter of a Lancashire silversmith, a few years later. In 1858 Katherine’s father, Harold Beauchamp, was born in the gold fields of Ararat, a hundred miles north-west of Melbourne. Three years later the restless Arthur, who had no luck as a gold miner, returned to New Zealand and established himself as a general merchant and auctioneer in Picton, which was situated on a sheltered harbour at the top of South Island and was then the seat of the government. Arthur was elected to the New Zealand parliament in 1866, a year after Wellington became the capital, and died in 1910 at the age of eighty-three.

Samuel Butler, who had been a sheep farmer near Christchurch from 1860 to 1864 (and portrayed the beauty of the New Zealand landscape in the opening chapters of Erewbon), describes the dominance of materialism over culture which would later disturb Katherine Mansfield: ‘New Zealand seems far better adapted to develop and maintain in health the physical than the intellectual nature. The fact is, people here are busy making money; that is the inducement which led them to come in the first instance, and they show their sense by devoting their energies to the work. . . . It does not do to speak about John Sebastian Bach’s Fugues or pre-Raphaelite pictures.’3 Though Butler ‘only saved his soul by escaping to New Zealand’,4 Katherine felt she had saved her soul by escaping from that raw pioneering country which either rejected culture entirely or pursued it with ‘gauche eagerness’.5

Travellers to New Zealand towards the end of the nineteenth century recorded the dominant characteristics of the people, who were (and still are) conservative, conformist, respectable, decorous and diligent. At the turn of the century they lacked style and elegance, had simple tastes and unsophisticated habits, and were ‘solid and reliable, narrow and egotistical’. Visitors described ‘the drabness of the towns and the bleakness of the landscape, the crude empiricism of the politicians, and the intellectual apathy of the people’ in that ‘comfortable and colourless’ country. The political style, popularized by Richard Seddon, who was Prime Minister from 1893 until 1906, combined ‘energy, good fellowship, the common touch, [and] a crude intelligence unhampered by reflection’.6

Katherine’s father, who was proud of being a settler type, a self-made tycoon and a friend of politicians, had many of Seddon’s qualities. He left school at fourteen, entered his father’s firm in 1872, and joined the importing house of W. M. Bannatyne in 1877. The following year he met the fourteen-year-old Annie Burnell Dyer, the daughter of a Sydney pioneer and sister of his fellow clerk. Six years later, in 1884, Harold married the exceptionally beautiful and aristocratic-looking Annie.

Their daughter, Katherine Mansfield Beauchamp, was born at eight o’clock on a spring morning, October 14, 1888, at 11 Tinakori Road. It was a white, wooden, red-roofed house overlooking the splendid natural harbour, within sound of the foghorns and close to the shops and quays of the wet and windy city.

Katherine’s father soon made his fortune. He became a partner of Bannatyne’s in 1889, a member of the Wellington Harbour Board in 1895, a director of the Bank of New Zealand in 1898 and Chairman in 1907. Marion Ruddick, a young Canadian girl whose father worked in Wellington, described Harold Beauchamp in 1898 as ‘a big man with sandy hair greying at the temples . . . and a ruddy complexion’.7 The architect William Craddock Barclay spoke of his second cousin as a shrewd but straight trader with a keen financial brain, and thought the strong-willed and pompous Harold was a colourful and impressive figure, a polished rather than a rough diamond. Barclay illustrated Harold’s love of money with the perhaps apocryphal but nevertheless revealing story of how he lent a sovereign to a cousin who was leaving for the Great War and then asked for it back when he returned several years later.8 Another story relates how Harold chartered an exclusive railway car and would not allow the people who were clinging to the outside of the train to enter his car. Though his family pleaded with him, Harold insisted: ‘I paid for it and it’s mine!’

Katherine portrayed her domineering father, who believed in ‘Duty’ and often reminded his daughter ‘one cannot live on mulberry leaves like a silkworm’,9 in many letters and stories including ‘A Birthday’ and ‘The Stranger’. Though she imaginatively transformed reality, her intensely autobiographical stories create a composite portrait of her family and illuminate the experiences and emotions of her childhood. In ‘Juliet’ (1906), a fragmentary and unfinished novel, she incisively describes her father as ‘a tall grey bearded man, with prominent blue eyes, large ungainly hands, and inclining to stoutness. He was a general merchant, thoroughly commonplace and commercial.’10 In 1919 she diminished his stature and confirmed his limitations in a letter to Lady Ottoline Morrell: ‘He is not tall, very healthy looking with white hair and a small clipped beard, large blue eyes, and expansive voice. In fact he looks a typical Colonial banker!!’11

Harold Beauchamp also appears in ‘Prelude’ (1918) as the energetic and authoritative, blustering and egotistical, brutish and pathetic Stanley Burnell. The delicate Linda Burnell (Katherine’s mother’s second name) resents her husband’s rather predatory demands and thinks: ‘If only he wouldn’t jump at her so, and bark so loudly, and watch her with such eager, loving eyes. He was too strong for her.’ And she warns her aggressive husband: ‘ “You know I’m very delicate. You know as well as I do that my heart is affected, and the doctor told you I may die at any moment”.’12 His daughter was also frightened of him, and wrote in ‘The Little Girl’ (1912) that ‘he was a figure to be feared and avoided’.13

Harold was the classic Beauchamp ‘Pa man’: overbearing, independent, commonsensical and benevolent; Katherine was torn between her hatred of his philistine domination and her desire for his love and protection. In 1913, when she was twenty-five, she still felt childishly insecure about him, and wrote: ‘I feel towards my Pa man like a little girl. I want to jump and stamp on his chest and cry “You’ve got to love me”.’14 She spent a great deal of her adult life trying to win the affection and respect of her prosaic father, who built an ugly bus shelter in Wellington as a memorial to his imaginative child.

Katherine’s mother, Annie, had a severe attack of rheumatic fever in her teens, suffered from chronic heart trouble, and resented the physical and emotional burdens of motherhood. Though Annie was something of an invalid, she gave Katherine an intense response to life and a courageous spirit. As Katherine wrote to Dorothy Brett after her mother’s death in 1918, when she had painfully acquired her own understanding of illness: ‘She lived every moment of life more fully and completely than anyone I’ve ever known—and her gaiety wasn’t any less real for being high courage—courage to meet anything with. . . . [Her death] has made me realize more fully than ever before that I love courage—spirit—poise (do you know what I mean? all these words are too little) more than anything.’15 Though Katherine praised her mother’s brave response to life, despite her illness, she portrayed Annie in ‘At the Bay’ (1922) as an ethereal, languid and remote invalid who dreads and resents having children: ‘She was broken, made weak, her courage was gone, through child-bearing. And what made it doubly hard to bear was, she did not love the children. It was useless pretending. Even if she had had the strength she would never have nursed and played with the little girls.’16

In 1890, when the newest baby was born, Katherine was brought in to see it:

‘Her name is Gwen,’ said the grandmother. ‘Kiss her.’

I bent down and kissed the little goldy tuft. But she took no notice.

She lay quite still with her eyes shut.

‘Now go and kiss mother,’ said the grandmother.

But mother did not want to kiss me. Very languid, leaning against some pillows, she was eating some sago.17

In this crucial moment of emotional rejection, when Katherine is supplanted as the baby of the family (significantly, the grandmother holds Gwen while Annie attends to her own needs), her self-absorbed mother refuses to kiss her and makes the child doubt her love. The search for and disappointment in love was a dominant pattern of Katherine’s life.

A few weeks after she was born her parents took a long holiday in England and left Katherine, who had jaundice when she was three months old, in the care of her grandmother. Margaret Mansfield Dyer lived with the family and looked after the six children: Vera, who was born in 1885, Charlotte in 1887, ‘Kass’ in 1888, Gwendoline (who died in infancy) in 1890, Jeanne in 1892, and a brother, Leslie, in 1894. In ‘Prelude’ Katherine’s beloved grandmother appears as Mrs. Fairfield (a literal translation of Beauchamp), gladly assumes the maternal role abandoned by her daughter, and gives the children the warmth and affection they failed to receive from their self-absorbed parents. Linda’s child-like but precise physical description of her mother subtly suggests the old lady’s moral qualities: ‘There was something comforting in the sight of her that Linda felt she could never do without. She needed the sweet smell of her flesh, and the soft feel of her cheeks and her arms and shoulders still softer. She loved the way her hair curled, silver at her forehead, lighter at her neck, and bright brown still in the big coil under the muslin cap. Exquisite were her mother’s hands, and the two rings she wore seemed to melt into her creamy skin. And she was always so fresh, so delicious. The old woman could bear nothing but linen next to her body and she bathed in cold water winter and summer’.18 When Katherine was lonely and ill in Bavaria in 1909, she comforted herself with the memory of her grandmother’s tender care: ‘The only adorable thing I can imagine is for my Grandmother to put me to bed and bring me a bowl of hot bread and milk, and standing, her hands folded, the left thumb over the right, say in her adorable voice: “There, darling, isn’t that nice?” Oh, what a miracle of happiness that would be! To wake later to find her turning down the bedclothes in a little pink singlet, softer than a cat’s fur.’19 As Katherine’s sister, Jeanne Renshaw, writes: ‘Grandmother Dyer, a widow who lived with us, played a very big part in our life. Looking back on my parents—that strong dynamic Father who fell in love with Mother when she was 14. They married when she was 19. Mother I could not have loved more. Small and fragile—my parents so sensitive and tender hearted.’20 But their tenderness was directed more towards each other than towards their children; and in 1919 Katherine characterized her own selfish withdrawal by stating: ‘I am become—Mother. I don’t care a rap for people.’21

At Easter 1893 the Beauchamps moved from Tinakori Road to Karori, a rural retreat in an upland valley about four miles from the town. In ‘Prelude’ Katherine describes the first of a great number of moves in her short life. The village, which had about 1200 people, included a general store, wooden church, hall, library and blacksmith. Chesney Wold, ‘a great old rambling house’ with large bay windows and ornamented porch, was ‘planted lonesomely in the midst of huge gardens, orchards and paddocks’22 and had a solitary aloe and a quick stream. It was built in the mid-1860s and had been the residence of a former Prime Minister. The house was looked after by the likeable Irish handyman, Pat Sheehan, who wore a dignified brown bowler hat and drove Harold to and from work every day. Harold, who bought a bigger house to mark each stage of his financial success, enjoyed playing the role of traditional land owner, country squire and Justice of the Peace in Karori.

Annie’s brother-in-law, Valentine Waters, a musician, clerk in the post office and model for Jonathan Trout in ‘At the Bay’, soon followed the Beauchamps to Karori. His two boys joined their cousins in the small school, which ‘had been on its present site since 1875 and in 1893 had three classrooms, one for the infants and two for standards 1 to 7’.23 In ‘The Doll’s House’ (1922), Katherine portrays her parents’ rather snobbish attitude towards the unfortunately democratic school, which she attended from 1895 until 1898: ‘The school the Burnell children went to was not at all the kind of place their parents would have chosen if there had been any choice. But there was none. It was the only school for miles. And the consequence was all the children of the neighbourhood, the Judge’s little girls, the doctor’s daughters, the store-keeper’s children, the milkman’s, were forced to mix together. Not to speak of there being an equal number of rude, rough little boys as well.’24 A friend has described an incident that reveals Katherine’s youthful sympathy and courage: ‘When the teacher of the school rebuked a lad for sleeping at his desk, Katherine spoke up to explain that he was forced to rise at three o’clock each morning to help with the family milk delivery, and the boy escaped a caning.’25

In 1893, the year of the move to Karori, the family began to spend their summers swimming, boating and fishing in Anakiwa, near Picton. In ‘The Voyage’ (1921), Katherine describes Fenella’s journey across the Strait to visit her paternal grandfather, with his white tuft of hair, rosy face and long silver beard, and her arrival at the old family home: ‘Up a little path of round white pebbles they went, with drenched sleeping flowers on either side. . . . The blinds were down in the little house; they mounted the steps on to the verandah.’26

In 1898 the Beauchamps moved back to 75 Tinakori Road—a large house with a spacious garden, tennis court, and magnificent view of the harbour and distant mountains—which looked down Saunders Lane at the cottages of the poor and was the setting of ‘The Garden Party’. In her Journal of 1916 Katherine describes the house which ‘stood far back from the road. It was a big, white-painted square house with a slender pillared verandah and balcony running all the way round it. In the front of the verandah edge the garden sloped away in the terraces and flights of concrete steps—down—until you reached the stone wall covered with nasturtiums that had three gates let into it—the visitors’ gate, the tradesmen’s gate, and a huge pair of old iron gates that were never used.’27 In 1898 Harold also bought a modest holiday bungalow at 3 Main Road, Day’s Bay. There was no highway around the wide harbour in those days, and the park, pavilion, pier and beach could only be reached by the ferry described in ‘At the Bay’.

In modern Wellington the hideous motorway that slashes through old Thorndon and the centre of the city has destroyed Katherine’s homes at 75 Tinakori Road (now a severed street) and 47 Fitzherbert Terrace, where she lived during 1907–1908. Though Chesney Wold still stands in the suburbs at 372 Karori Road, the lovely façade was torn off and the house ruined when it was converted into four flats. Only her birthplace at 11 Tinakori Road and the small summer cottage in Day’s Bay still survive intact. Katherine is very modestly commemorated in her birthplace by a small park, by Katherine Street off Fitzherbert Terrace and by Beauchamp Street off Karori Road.

Katherine’s family had wealth, influence and social prestige, but her childhood—despite its rich teas and grown-up dinners, charades and theatricals, boat trips and birthdays—was far from idyllic. The affectionate Vera was the favourite child; and Katherine’s sisters, like her mother, were extremely attractive and perfectly obedient. By contrast, the fat and homely Katherine, who wore steel-rimmed spectacles and had a disabling stutter, was anxious, highly strung and rebellious. She appears in childhood photographs with a pinched mouth, pudgy face, and a severe and solemn look. In ‘The Little Girl’ Katherine writes that ‘She never stuttered with other people—had quite given it up—but only with father, because then she was trying so hard to say the words properly’.28 And in ‘New Dresses’ (1912), when the mother blames the child and refuses to accept the reality and psychological significance of the stutter, the father rather casually dismisses the problem:

‘I really shall have to see Dr. Malcolm about her stuttering, if only to give her a good fright. I believe it’s merely an affectation she’s picked up at school—that she can help it.’

‘Anne, you know she’s always stuttered. You did just the same when you were her age, she’s highly strung.’29

Katherine expressed her anxiety, resentment and loneliness in fits of temper that drew attention to herself and provoked her father’s hostility. As she wrote to her sister Jeanne in 1921: ‘I remember one birthday when you bit me! It was the same one when I got a doll’s pram and in a rage let it go hurling by itself down the grassy slope outside the conservatory. Father was awfully angry and said no one was to speak to me.’30

Katherine attended Wellington Girls’ High School during 1898 and 1899, where she formed her first real friendship with the Canadian girl, Marion Ruddick; published her first story, ‘Enna Blake’, which the Headmistress felt ‘showed promise of great merit’; and received prizes in arithmetic, French and English. Though she was eager to transfer to the élite Miss Swainson’s School on Fitzherbert Terrace and to wear its distinctive red and blue ribbon on her straw hat, she was unpopular and ‘utterly idle’ there during her years of adolescence from 1900 to 1903. Her compositions were ‘poorly written, poorly spelled, and careless’,31 one teacher called her ‘dumpy and unattractive—not even cleverly naughty’,32 and the Headmistress classified her as ‘a surly sort of a girl’ who was ‘imaginative to the point of untruth’.33 In ‘Juliet’, the most revealing description of her childhood, she characterizes herself, with considerable insight, as an ugly, moody, angry, critical girl, who withdrew from her family and friends into her own imaginative existence:

Juliet was the odd man out of the family—the ugly duckling. She had lived in a world of her own, created her own people, read anything and everything which came to hand, was possessed with a violent temper, and completely lacked placidity. She was dominated by her moods which swept through her and in number were legion. She had been as yet, utterly idle at school, drifted through her classes, picked up a quantity of heterogeneous knowledge—and all the pleading and protestations of her teachers could not induce her to learn that which did not appeal to her. She criticised everybody and everything with which she came into contact, and wrapped herself in a fierce white reserve.34

It was not until many years later that her Headmistress retrospectively realized, ‘The family was very conventional; Kass was the outlaw. No one here saw that the unconventionality and rebellion had something behind it. Nobody, I think, understood that or her. They just tried to make her conform’35—and she refused to do so.

Though Katherine’s parents and teachers did not understand her, she made two intimate friends during this period who encouraged her unconventional behaviour and profoundly influenced her life. At Miss Swainson’s School she met and fell passionately in love with a half-caste Maori princess and heiress, a year or two older than herself, who had been educated in English schools. Maata Mahupuka (or Martha Grace) had a soft, gentle and sensuous face, and her golden skin and flashing dark eyes reflected the exotic beauty of her race. In the fragment of an unfinished novel written in the winter of 1913, Katherine portrayed Maata as a sensitive and responsive girl who enchanted everyone in her family. Though she sensed Maata’s emotional uneasiness, she attributed her own feelings to her friend: ‘Maata felt half suffocated by the strain of the child’s little eager body, her smothering kisses, her fumbling hands, and yet it comforted her. . . . It was something real and human and safe.’36 And in a recently discovered confessional passage, suppressed in her Journal of 1907, the rather naive but honest Katherine gives full expression to her powerful lesbian feelings: ‘Do other people of my age feel as I do I wonder so absolutely powerful licentious so almost physically ill—I alone in this silent clock filled room have become powerfully—I want Maata I want her—and I have had her—terribly—this is unclean I know but true. What an extraordinary thing—I feel savagely crude—and almost powerfully enamoured of the child.’37 Though Katherine felt guilty about her ‘unclean’ feelings, Maata allowed her, for the first time in her life, to express her deepest emotions and taught her that she could love a woman as well as a man.

Katherine had loved Maata for two years when in 1900 she met the ‘cellist Arnold Trowell, who was also born in 1888, at a musical evening in her home. Arnold, who was the child prodigy of Wellington, practised for eight hours a day and was planning to study in Europe. In ‘Juliet’, which was written four years later and concerns her tragic love for the sensitive and inspired musician, she idealizes the ‘thin stripling, with red hair, [prominent teeth], and no pretensions to good looks’38 as David, ‘A boy of very much her own age. . . . He stood beside a great lamp and the light fell full on his face and his profusion of red-brown hair. Very pale he was, with a dreamy exquisite face, and a striking suggestion of confidence and Power in every feature.’39 Later on in the story David confesses that their very similarities prevent him from loving her: ‘ “I feel as though I ought to love her—to me she is an angel, she has always been an angel—but I do not. She is too like me. I understand her too well. We are both too moody, we both feel too much the same about everything. That is what I feel, and so she does not attract me”.’40 When Juliet is later reminded of her ‘past affaire de coeur’ with David, she regrets her submission and adoration, and cries: ‘ “To think of it makes me feel overwhelmingly sick. When I think how he filled, swayed my whole life, how I worshipped him—only I did. How jealous I was of him! I kept the very envelopes of his letters, for years”.’41

Arnold, the first real artist she had ever known, inspired Katherine’s musical as well as sexual passion, for ‘when he drew his bow across the strings her whole soul woke and lived for the first time in her life’.42 Katherine felt that ‘ “he was the first person with whom she could really be herself”. Arnold felt that “she really understood him”. They “told each other everything” ’43 and carried on an intimate correspondence for six years, until he lost interest in Katherine and she transferred her love to his fraternal-twin brother, Garnet.

After hearing Arnold perform in Wellington Katherine began to take ’cello lessons from his father, Thomas Trowell. Thomas had been born in Birmingham and had come to New Zealand in 1880 to marry Kate Wheeler, whom he had first courted in England. Their eldest son, Lyndley, had died of pneumonia at the age of ten; and Thomas, who was a violinist and music master at St. Patrick’s, a Catholic college for boys, then devoted himself to the musical education of the prodigious twins. He was a Unitarian, with a free and independent mind, a good sense of humour and a bad temper; and had a large forehead, bright eyes, high straight nose, long drooping moustache and rather pudgy hands. Thomas, a great music teacher, was a father-figure to Katherine, who dressed in brown so that her clothes would ‘tone’ with her instrument.44

Arnold initiated Katherine into the world of art, turned her thoughts beyond the limited confines and conventional values of Wellington, and confirmed her desire to go to Europe. Though it was not a common practice, a few wealthy families sent their daughters to complete their education in the superior English schools, which gave them a refined accent and considerable prestige among those who had never been ‘Home’. The Beauchamps chose Queen’s College in London because their three Payne cousins were attending the school and had recommended it. They arranged for Annie’s younger sister, Belle Dyer (the restless, dreamy and vain Beryl of ‘Prelude’), to remain in England with the three eldest girls and act as assistant to Miss Wood, the head of the college hostel.

In January 1903 the entire family accompanied the girls to England on the Niwaru, and Vera recalls: ‘We were a party of nine and had the entire accommodation of a cargo passenger ship. It took us 42 days—with one day at Las Palmas on the way. . . . We had a clavichord to practise on, a canary in a cage, a sewing machine, and all the amenities that a ship of that kind could provide.’45 The ship stopped briefly in the Canary Islands, Uruguay and Mexico, where Katherine sent love letters to Arnold.

When she sailed for England at the age of fourteen, Katherine had already absorbed the experiences she would later portray in her stories of New Zealand. On this voyage she made a strong impression on an elderly gentleman, who noticed her distinctive powers of observation, her seriousness and her maturity: ‘She struck him as intensely alert, with a deep curiosity altogether different from the flighty, excited curiosity usual in children. She turned things over in her head and asked him questions which surprised him. She was sometimes with her grandmother and the other children, but oftener alone, going about the boat, looking the world over with quiet satisfaction.’46

In New Zealand Katherine was an unconventional and rebellious outsider who opposed her parents’ values but inherited their unusual mixture of toughness and sensitivity, experienced her emotional awakening and linked sexual with imaginative freedom, and saw herself as an artist who lived in a world of her own. In the more congenial though idealized milieu of England, she would gain confidence in her own beliefs and desires, and would gradually learn to transform experience into art.



CHAPTER TWO

Queen’s College, 1903–1906

QUEEN’S COLLEGE was founded in 1848 by Frederick Denison Maurice, clergyman, author and leader of the Christian Socialism movement, who was a close friend of Tennyson and a charter member of the brilliant Apostles Club at Cambridge. At Queen’s, which was originally created to educate governesses but soon developed into a college of further education for women, there were no regulations or grades and the atmosphere was more like a university than a school. Maurice recruited the faculty from King’s College, London, where he held the Chair of Divinity, and his colleagues were men of considerable intellect.

The two outstanding teachers during 1903–06, when Katherine was a student, were John Adam Cramb and Walter Rippmann. Cramb, balding and short-sighted with a huge drooping moustache, was born in Scotland in 1862 and became professor of modern history at Queen’s College in 1893. He was a friend of Ottoline Morrell, whose biographer writes that ‘he taught what he called “the whole life”: painting, music, philosophy, as well as history. He was a strong imperialist and later became Lord Roberts’s speech-writer.’1 Cramb predicted the Great War in his influential Germany and England, which was based on his lectures at Queen’s in February–March 1913. Katherine was extremely impressed by him and said: ‘He was “history” to me. . . . Cramb striding up and down, filled me up to the brim. I couldn’t write down Cramb’s thunder, I simply wanted to sit and hear him.’2

Walter Rippmann, who was born in London of a German father and English mother, was professor of German at Queen’s from 1896 to 1912. Ruth Herrick, a lively New Zealander who was at the College with Katherine, says that the popular Rippmann, who was younger than most of his colleagues and an exciting lecturer as well as a polished flatterer, was the only teacher entirely acceptable to the students.3 He took a personal interest in the intellectual life of exceptional and advanced girls like Katherine; invited them to his rooms in Notting Hill, which were decorated with modernistic colours, contemporary posters and Japanese prints; and introduced them to the works of Pater, Wilde, Symons, Dowson and other Decadents of the 1890s. Katherine was rather in love with Rippmann, and in 1904 wrote to her cousin Sylvia Payne: ‘I am ashamed at the way in which I long for German. I simply can’t help it. It is dreadful. And when I go into the class I feel I must just stare at him the whole time. I never liked anyone so much. Every day I like him more.’4

Katherine and her two sisters, Vera and Charlotte, dressed in black velour hats and sailor coats with brass buttons, and chaperoned by their somewhat officious Aunt Belle, entered Queen’s College in April 1903. The College, a handsome Georgian building at 45 Harley Street, had a spacious Waiting Room with a beautiful ceiling; a decorous Library with a rich carpet and portrait of the Founder over the fireplace; and a rather grand main staircase. Katherine lived next door at number 41 with about forty boarders, had a cubicle of her own, and looked out of the Library and across Harley Street to Mansfield Mews. A passage in ‘Juliet’ describes her anxious yet expectant first impressions of her surroundings and establishes her superiority to the philistine English girls:

Juliet looked round her room curiously. So this is where she was to spend the next three years—three years. It did not look inviting. She noticed two texts, ornamented with foxgloves and robins . . . and decided that they must come down. The three large windows looked out upon the Mews below—the houses built all round in a square. She wondered who would share this sanctum. Some English girl, stiff and sporting, who would torture the walls with pictures of dogs, and keep a hockey stick in the corner. Heaven forbid, she thought. She sat down by the side of the bed and pulled off her long gloves. How strange and dim the light was. She was alone in London—glorious thought. Three years of study before her, and then all Life to plunge into.5

Katherine played tennis in Regent’s Park; attended concerts at Queen’s Hall; and took additional ’cello lessons at the London Academy of Music where De Monk Beauchamp, her second cousin and official guardian in England, was a teacher. Her musical ability was not very great, but she studied the ’cello because it was Arnold Trowell’s instrument.

Katherine appears in photographs of this period with a rather puffy face, frizzy hair parted in the middle and springing outward, and dowdy high-necked blouses and long dark skirts. Ruth Herrick observes that she was far from the fair and fluffy Edwardian ideal, exemplified by her sisters, whom she liked though she did not share their looks or their values. Katherine, who had an undistinguished academic career, admired Rippmann and little else. She was not interested in college, did very little work, and was at loggerheads with the professors: ‘Most of them, I’m afraid, thought her troublesome. She was certainly very lazy.’ Ruth Herrick also says, ‘She was a strange girl, and she had an intensity beyond the understanding of most of her schoolfellows’. She did not get on well with the other pupils, and was fond of saying, ‘Don’t bother me, girls: I’m going to have a mood!’6 Ruth Herrick never knew what to believe, for Katherine once claimed she had been ‘raped’, thought she was pregnant and wanted to see a woman doctor. Though she asked her friend to come with her, they never actually went: ‘Mimicry was her strong suit and her sense of drama was faultless—she could think herself into any part.’7

Katherine’s Journal, which records the physical rather than the intellectual aspects of the school, confirms her lack of interest in academic life: ‘I was thinking yesterday of my wasted, wasted early girlhood. My college life, which is such a vivid and detailed memory in one way, might never have contained a book or a lecture. I lived in the girls, the professor [Rippmann], the big, lovely building, the leaping fires in winter and the abundant flowers in summer.’8 Katherine’s story, ‘Carnation’ (1917), describes a terribly boring French class on a ‘wasted’ hot afternoon when ‘all of them lolled and gaped, staring at the round clock, which seemed to have grown paler, too; the hands scarcely crawled. . . . The great difficulty was, of course, if you felt at all feeble, not to get the most awful fit of the giggles.’9 When the lecturer on Bible History asked if any of the young ladies had ever been chased by a wild bull and Katherine falsely claimed that she had (since no one else volunteered), he condescendingly replied: ‘I am afraid you do not count. You are a little savage from New Zealand.’10

Yet a recent letter from the Registrar of Queen’s College reveals that Katherine’s work, especially in modern languages, was certainly above average and considerably better than she had remembered: ‘French and German were clearly her “best” subjects, her reports for these ranging from “good” to “excellent”, but she seems to have done well in most of her classes, except for one term when her English language was “unsatisfactory” and literature “disappointing” (Christmas 1905). Past students who were her contemporaries have said that she was not generally popular because she was very shy and reserved.’11 Though reserved, Katherine was active in music, in debating the question of whether teachers spoil Shakespeare by making him a duty instead of a pleasure, and in the college magazine. Between December 1903 and December 1905 she published five stories about children and her own childhood, including ‘About Pat’ (which was reprinted in her Scrapbook), and ‘Die Einsame’ (The Lonely One) about an alien and solitary spirit, drawn into the agony of exile, which may well have been influenced by her reading Moore’s Life and Letters of Byron and the exotic romances of Anthony Hope.

Katherine’s friendships at Queen’s were undoubtedly more important to her than her teachers, her school work, her writing and even her music. Her older cousins, Sylvia and Evelyn Payne, whose father was a successful doctor, lived in nearby Wimpole Street. In 1903 Katherine spent the Christmas holidays in Bexley, Kent, at the house of her great uncle, Henry Herron Beauchamp, the father of Elizabeth of the German Garden. From there she sent Sylvia, a strange child who wore spectacles and had long red hair, a charming invitation to friendship: ‘I like you much more than any other girl I have met in England, and I seem to see less of you. We just stand upon the threshold of each other’s heart and never get right in. What I mean by “heart” is just this: My heart is a place where everything I love (whether it be in imagination or in truth) has a free entrance. . . . I wish we could know each other, so that I might be able to say, “Sylvia is one of my best friends”.’12

Katherine’s friendship with another girl, the small, dark and slender ‘Mimi’ Bartrick-Baker (who later married Murry’s friend J. W. N. Sullivan), was both emotional and intellectual, and their ‘advanced’ reading was highly suspect in the eyes of the Headmistress. Mimi relates that Katherine was ‘definitely most enthusiastic in temperament, even to the extent of stammering very slightly from sheer excitement when much aroused.’13 ‘Of course Katherine Mansfield and I had long discussions over Tolstoy, Maeterlinck and Ibsen, in the lower corridor. We came an hour earlier for this, and were suspected of immorality. Miss Croudace was stupefied when she asked what we talked about and I told her.’14

Ida Baker, Katherine’s most intimate friend at Queen’s and throughout her life, somewhat jealously records that Katherine and Ruth Herrick swaggered around London in ‘aesthetic’ clothes: ‘They went to concerts together in large, floppy, black ties, and wide, soft felt hats and assumed a rather slouching walk, imagining themselves to be young bohemian musicians. Ruth became devoted to Katherine, perhaps too devoted.’15 Ruth Herrick recalls that Katherine insisted on conversing in French though they knew only ten words between them.

Ida Constance Baker was born in Suffolk in January 1888, was taken when she was two months old to Burma, where her father was an army doctor, and brought back to England in 1895, when the family settled in Welbeck Street. Her sister, May, was crippled by polio, her mother, who was named Katherine, died of typhoid fever in the spring of 1903, and her moody and irascible father, Colonel Oswald Baker, who was ‘a dried up old stick’16 and a model for Constantia’s father in ‘The Daughters of the Late Colonel’, shot himself after World War I. Ida, who was used to nursing her sister, attended Queen’s College school in 1897, entered the College itself in 1901, and met Katherine just after her mother’s death, when she was asked to show the three Beauchamp sisters to their room on the top floor. It was Katherine ‘who suggested that they choose each other. “Let’s be friends,” she said, and for a moment startled the dreaming Ida out of her void. “Be friends!” thought Ida. “But you can’t just be friends. A friend is something you become”.’17’

Katherine called her friend ‘Lesley Moore’ (a composite of the first name of her brother and the maiden name of Ida’s mother) because she felt that Ida Baker was ‘the ugliest name on earth’;18 Ottoline Morrell later labelled her ‘The Mountain’ because of her overshadowing height. Katherine, who was extremely fond of pet names and pseudonyms, and liked to enhance reality with fantasy, also called her prosaic friend ‘Adelaida’, ‘Betsy’, ‘Jones’ and (ironically) ‘The Godmother’, ‘The Faithful One’ (F.O.), ‘The Dwarf’ and ‘The Rhodesian Mountain’ (for Ida spent 1914–1916 in southern Africa).

The graceless and awkward Ida, who was lonely and desperately in need of affection after the death of her mother, soon became attracted to the clever, strong-willed Katherine. Ruth Herrick, who answered Ida’s jealousy with hostility, was ‘not impressed by Ida’s intellect’ and was sickened by the adoration of the ‘lymphatic lump of humanity’, whom Katherine treated like a slave.19 The girls heard Katherine cry: ‘ “Ida! Get my handkerchief from the left-hand bureau drawer!” And they heard Ida’s quiet reply: “Yes, Katie, darling”.’20 Katherine was genuinely fond of the gentle and devoted Ida, but she enjoyed dominating her.

While at Queen’s Katherine continued to write love letters to Arnold Trowell, whose photograph stood on her dressing-table. In the summer of 1903 Arnold and Garnet won a grant from the New Zealand government (subscribed to by Harold Beauchamp) to study music in Europe. They had played in all the principal towns of New Zealand, and toured Australia and South America before completing their formal training in the conservatories of Frankfurt and Brussels. When the two boys came to London for their holidays, Katherine would go to concerts with them. In the spring of 1906 Katherine and her two sisters, escorted by Aunt Belle Dyer, spent two weeks in Belgium; and Katherine told Ida they had bathed naked on a sheltered part of the coast. They visited the Trowells in Brussels; met their bohemian friend Rudolf, who appears in ‘Juliet’, and heard Arnold’s ’cello performance.
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