NAME: Mary Euphrasie O'Leary (née Towsey)
BIRTH DETAILS: 4 January 1864 Henley-upon-Thames
DEATH DETAILS: 17 Aug.1907 Wellington, NZ
CHART REF: Towsey Chart B1
MARRIAGE DETAILS: 26 June 1902 Wellington
SPOUSE: Robert O'Leary

Mary Euphrasie Towsey, Known as May, was the last of Charles Augustus and Mary
Harriet Towsey's ten children.
The first we hear of May, is in the census of April 1871. Although the family were still
living at 10 Hart Street, in Henley, on that particular night, 7 year-old May, with her mother and
12 year-old sister, Connie, were lodging
in a guest house in Brighton, enjoying
the first warmth of spring at the seaside.
Three months later, Charles Towsey retired and the few
family members still at home moved to Deal, near Ramsgate on
the Kent coast. The family had already been spending time at
Ramsgate, as we have photos taken there from 1868.

Arthur John’s youngest sister, Mary Euphrasie Towsey, known as May, arrived in Christchurch from England on
nd
16 April, 1886, travelling in 2 class aboard the SS Coptic.
th
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May was then 22 years old and had been studying
music for four years at the newly established Berlin
Scharwenka Conservatory under the then famous pianist
and composer, Xaver Scharwenka. She also studied at
Trinity College in London.
In Christchurch, apart from private pupils, May

taught at the Sacred Heart Convent School for Young
Ladies. It is not clear if she started at the convent upon
arrival in 1886, or at a later date, but she was living there
by 1893. May was not, of course, Catholic herself; nor
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were all of the pupils at the convent. So this did not seem
to interfere with her teaching of music and perhaps the
German language as well.
There is a report of a tourist excursion to
the South West coast of the South Island, that had
become a regular event each summer. On an earlier trip,
Edward Towsey had been the musical director and, in
January of 1884, Jessy Towsey had taken the trip, before
the family had left Dunedin.
The excursion of January 1888, had amongst the
passengers, Arthur John Towsey and his sister May.
In October of 1888, the Towsey family went to
Melbourne to see the Great Exhibition, which was
centred around a temporary exhibition building, built in
the Exhibition Gardens on Exhibition Street, all of which
are still there. By looking at the ship passenger lists at
that time, it is apparent that May Towsey accompanied
the family on the trip.
This picture of May Towsey was taken in
Christchurch in the mid 1890s. We see though, that in
January 1900, May is playing a piano solo: Norwegian
Dances in a charity concert, in Hastings, which is on
Hawkes Bay, near Napier on the south east coat of the
North Island, in aid of the war relief fund, for those
wounded in the Boer War. Five months later, she
performed in another charity concert, in aid of a famine in
India.
th

On 26 June, 1902, she was married in Wellington to
Robert O’Leary, a 37 year-old train driver, one year younger
than herself, born in County Tipperary, in 1865.
Robert O'Leary must have been a widower, as he
already had a seven year-old son and a five year-old daughter. I
have not been able to discover any details of his earlier
marriage or of the birth of his children, so this might have
happened outside New Zealand.
In 1905, May O'Leary, at the rather late age of forty
years, gave birth to a son whom she named Edward Augustus
O'Leary.
Perhaps the 'Edward' part of the name was in honour of
her elder brother, Edward Towsey, whilst the 'Augustus' in the
middle might have been added to give an extra air of classical
gentility, as had been popular at the time of her grandfather,
William Augustus Towsey, or May might just have been fondly
remembering her dear father, Charles Augustus.
May O'Leary was pregnant for a second time by the end
of 1906. She gave birth to a daughter, whom she unsurprisingly
and unimaginatively named Mary, on 31st July, 1907.
Unfortunately, most likely as a result of bad hygiene at
the birth, May contracted septicaemia and tragically died on
17th August. She was buried at Karori Cemetery in Wellington,
where she was joined by her son, Edward, who died just three
years later, at five years of age.
On a happier note, it seems that her daughter, Mary O'Leary lived for 85 years, dying in New Zealand in 1992.
Perhaps she wisely followed the example of her aunts back in England, that her mother had failed to follow, of never
marrying, or if you do, to at least avoid having children.
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