
  

 

 

                            NAME:  Charles Augustus Towsey 

         BIRTH DETAILS:  10 October 1811  Henley 

        DEATH DETAILS:  25 Jan. 1883  Mutford,  Suffolk 

                  CHART REF:  Towsey Charts C1 & D1 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  20 May 1845  Henley 

                          SPOUSE:  Mary Harriet Sparks 

 

 

 Charles Augustus Towsey was the last of the 3 sons and 4 daughters of William 

Augustus Towsey and Elizabeth Ann Moorhouse. 

He and his elder brother, Frederick, were the only 

children of that family to survive to adulthood and 

marry and, although his brother had six children, 

none of them survived long enough to reproduce, 

so Charles was the only one to carry on his 

father's branch of the Towsey family. For that matter, as far as we can tell, 

his father was also the only one to carry on the line of his father, Charles 

Towsey, the London attorney. 

 With the death of his father, Charles Augustus and his brother took 

over the wine and spirit merchant business, trading under the name 

Frederick Towsey and Company. 

 Over the next few years, Fred and Charles look like the very 

models of middle class respectability. Their mother and Fred's new wife, 

both involved themselves in charitable activities and whilst Fred was 

Church Warden in 1834, Charles helped out by making a booklet showing 

to whom each of the pews in the church was allocated. 

 This slim, hand written volume, must be one of the most boring 

reads of all time, but its purpose was no doubt functional; in clearing up 

any doubts as to who should sit where in the church, during the tedious, 

self-righteous monologues that the good citizens would have felt obliged to 

sit through every Sunday. 

 On 19
th
 August 1839, Frederick and Charles formally dissolved 

their partnership as wine and spirit 

merchants, when Fred decided to 

move to London. From then on 

Charles ran the business on his 

own. 
 Charles did not marry until 

he was 34 years old, on May 20th, 

1845, in Henley. His bride was 22 

year-old Mary Harriet Sparks, who 

was born in London in 1823 but 

had been living just a few doors 

along Bell Street, with her mother, 

since at least 1830, so Charles 

would have known Mary Harriet 

since she was seven years old 



and he was nineteen. 

 Perhaps as a child and 

teenager, Mary had watched 

admiringly as Charles, a keen 

oarsman with a fine physique, had 

rowed up and down the river at the 

bottom of the street. 

Through this interest in 

rowing, Charles, together with a 

group of his fellow Henley 

gentlemen, decided in 1839 to 

stage a properly organized rowing 

regatta in Henley, at which Charles 

was one of the two honorary 

stewards. 

 Being a great success, the 

good gentlemen of Henley decided 

to make it an annual event. 

 The success of the regatta 

was not just in the number of teams 

taking part, but also in the quality of 

the spectators. It so often 

happened, that sporting events 

would attract all sorts of rowdy, 

drunken individuals from the ‘lower ranks’ 

of society, who would quickly lower the 

tone of an event to a point where ‘society’ 

would simply not attend.  

The Henley regatta probably 

managed to maintain its dignity, because 

there were no large manufacturing or 

mining industries in the area and 

therefore no large concentrations of the 

working class. Henley, being a 

predominately middle class town of a 

manageable size, also meant that it was 

easy to enforce the rigid codes of dress 

and conduct that still attach to the regatta 

to this day. 

The regatta became so 

successful, that in 1851, Prince Albert, 

Queen Victoria’s husband, became its 

patron, thereby affording the event the far 

grander title of Henley Royal Regatta. 

Since that date, the regatta has 

remained under the patronage of a 

senior member of the Royal Family. 

Throughout this time, Charles 

Towsey, as Secretary, was responsible 

for organizing the regatta. 

 After Charles Augustus 

Towsey and Mary Harriet Sparks 

married in 1845, she moved into the 

Towsey home at 57 Bell Street. The 

Towsey family lived above Charles’s 

wine and beer merchant business and I 

can only assume that the house was 



bigger than it looks. It is though, hard to judge. 

 This building is still there, more or less. To be precise, the facade is still there. In 1990, the upper level of 57 Bell 

Street looked kind of original, but on closer investigation, the inside was a large hollow space, employed, ironically, as the 

liquor department of a vast supermarket which stretched out to the back and to one side. 

 By 1848, we see that all is not going well for Charles’ wine business in Henley. 

 One part of the business was acting as the agent for a couple of English brewers, but perhaps the larger part of 

the trade, was in buying large quantities of spirits and European wines from importers in London, then retailing them to 

the sipping citizens of Henley. 

With the building of the railways in the mid-1840s, enterprising Henley residents started buying their wine 

supplies directly from the London merchants, who would oblige by putting the purchases on the train and, although the 

railway did not pass through Henley itself, there was a station just seven mile away from which the canny Henley 

residents could collect their purchases. So, you see, there is nothing new about buying on-line. 

Within four years of the opening of the railways, we see that Charles is in financial trouble, necessitating an 

assignment of his entire stock to cover his debts. 

An assignment of this sort, was a way to avoid bankruptcy, by giving over your current stock, which would be sold 

at auction and the proceeds used to pay off your debts. This assignment would be agreed by the creditors, who would 

then divide up the money from the sale, on a pro rata basis, thereby agreeing to forgive any part of the debt that had not 

been covered by the sale. 

In the 1851 census, Charles and Mary are living at 57 Bell Street with their first four children: William Charles, 

born in 1846, Arthur John, born in 1847 (not 1846, as most records in New Zealand claim), Edward, born in 1848 and 

Augusta Mary, born in 1850. They also had three servants. 

All of these bodies left no space for Charles’ poor old mother who, in 1851, was living up the road at number forty. 

Elizabeth Ann, at 78 years of age, was probably happy to move away from all those young children. She was boarding 

with a 61 year old confectioner and his 58 year old deaf, dress-making spinster sister. Elizabeth Ann died there four years 

later from constipation. Had she been eating too many sweets? 

 In 1852, Charles Augustus Towsey is listed as a burgess of Henley, meaning that he was a member of the local 

council. He was also appointed as a churchwarden. 

 Charles and Mary Towsey had another six children, (Towsey Chart C1), the last being born in 1864. 

until well into the twentieth century. 

 One event that certainly impacted on the 

lives of the family at that time, was Charles 

Augustus Towsey being declared bankrupt 

towards the end of 1856. 

 Being declared bankrupt, meant that you 

did not have to pay off your debts, however all of 

your assets were seized by the court, sold off 

and the proceeds divided between those to 

whom you owed money. 

 The bankrupt was barred from most 

business activities and property ownership until 

such time as, usually after a few years, they were 

awarded a certificate that allowed them to again 

trade freely. A first class certificate would allow 

the bankrupt to be completely released from all 

restrictions. A second class certificate would 

allow them to trade, but with certain restrictions. 

 In January of 1857, the court awarded 

Charles Augustus Towsey a second class 

certificate of bankruptcy. I have not been able to 

discover exactly what degree of freedom this 

allowed. 

 In the newspaper report of the granting 

of the second class bankruptcy certificate, you 

will notice that the leading citizens and church 

officials of Henley, were all backing Charles. This 

indicates the degree to which he was a popular 

member of Henley society. 



 The whole incident also indicates that 

maybe Charles was not actually so inclined towards 

a merchant’s life. He was, after all, cast into the role 

by family circumstances, but one wonders if, given 

the freedom to choose, he might not have chosen a 

life in music, or sport. We see, for instance, that 

Charles’ financial woes had not affected his 

enthusiasm for the Regatta, which he was busily 

organizing six month later. 

 There is no doubt that Charles devoted a lot 

of time and sincere effort to the organizing of the 

Henley Royal Regatta, but as a later newspaper 

mentioned, the post of Secretary was, apparently, 

financially very rewarding for Charles. 

 The idea that Charles’ interests lay more in 

the arts, is certainly given weight by the fact that 

most of his children were educated into the world of music.  

But then, it might have been the urging of his wife, Mary 

Harriet, who was undoubtedly paying the school fees, that 

saw the children directed towards music. 

 As we see later, particularly in the lives of Charles' 

children, there is also a thread running through the family of 

social responsibility and involvement in charitable activities. 

All of the evidence of the life of Charles Augustus and 

his family in England for the rest of the 19
th
 century, indicates 

that there was no long term damage to their modest but 

comfortable middle class lifestyle, although they did lose the 

property in Bell Street. It is likely that the majority of the 

collective wealth of the family, was in the name of Mary 

Harriet Towsey who, as we know, had inherited considerable 

sums from her ancestors.  



It would have been these funds that paid for the education of the children which, as we shall see later, with Mary 

Euphrasie  (May) Towsey, their youngest child, would have been very expensive. 

The bankruptcy of 1857 did though, have some impact on the life of the family.  

 The second class certificate that Charles was 

awarded seems to have allowed him to continue as a 

wine merchant. 

Of course the premises at 57 Bell Street had 

been surrendered, so we see that by the 1861 census, 

Charles is trading as a wine merchant and living at 10 

Hart Street, just up the road from the church. 

Also by 1861, Charles and Mary Harriet had nine 

children, of whom the six youngest were living at home. 

The eldest, William Charles Towsey, a 15 years old 

student, was staying with his great aunt, Susanna Terry 

at 67 Bell Street and Edward, their third child, had joined 

Arthur John at St.Michael’s College in Tenbury, where 

their studies were centred around music. 

An advertisement from 1863, shows that Charles 

Towsey was the Henley agent for an insurance company. 

This shows that although he continued on with his wine 

merchant business in Hart Street, he was also branching 

out into other fields. 

 Charles and Mary’s tenth and last child, Mary 

Euphrasie Towsey was born in 1864. Two years later, their 

seventh child Gertrude (“Gerti”), died at nine years of age. 



 For some time in the 1860s, or earlier, 

Charles Towsey owned, or more likely leased a 

pub called “The  Bull” at 25 Hart Street. 

 At the time of the census in April 1871, 

the family were still living at 10 Hart Street, but on that particular night, only Charles and three of his children were at 

home. That is, his eldest daughter, Augusta Mary, then aged 21, 

Alfred, aged 16 and Hubert, aged 9. 

 The three eldest boys, William, Arthur and Edward, had all 



gone to New Zealand several years earlier. 

Of the others, Connie, aged 12 and May, aged 7, were lodging in a guest house in Brighton, enjoying the first 

warmth of spring at the seaside with their mother. Edith was teaching at Spring Hill, a private school at Nailsworth, in one 

of the Stroud Valleys of the Cotswolds in Gloucestershire.  

Charles Towsey retired in 

July 1871 and the few family 

members still at home moved to 

Deal, near Ramsgate on the Kent 

coast. 

The family would no doubt 

have taken their most important 

pieces of furniture with them to 

Kent, but the list of items being sold 

is of some interest, nevertheless. 

A Brussels carpet is one of 

good quality, made of wool on a 

linen background. A loo table is a 

round card table with a single, 

central pedestal, where the top can 

fold down for ease of storage. 

Selling more than one loo table 



possibly indicates that the Towseys enjoyed 

card parties. As to the piano: being the 

middle of the Victorian era, when furniture 

became bulky and overly decorated, means 

that the ‘handsome walnut case’ of the piano, 

must have been at least elaborately carved, 

but just as likely ponderously kitsch. 

Alfred Morell Towsey, their sixth 

child, died in 1872 at seventeen years of-age 

from kidney failure. He died at the family’s 

rented home, Cleveden Villa, in Deal. The 

newspaper report poignantly pointed out that 

his father was with him when he died. 

Edith Margaret (Charles and Mary’s 

fifth), married Reverend John Beers in 

Ramsgate in September 1876. The notice in 

the Thanet Guardian of Saturday, September 

30th, says: Marriage: Sept 19th at Christ 

Church. Rev John B. Beers of Notting Hill, 

eldest son of Rev. James A. Beers, Rector of 

Ballyroney, County Down, to Edith Margaret, 

eldest daughter of Charles Towsey Esq of 

Ramsgate, late of Henley-on-Thames.   

Edith and her husband, who did not 

have any children, spent at least the next 30 

years moving frequently from one parish to 

another, staying in several for no more than 

one year. Were his sermons that boring? 

Although the family had moved away 

from Henley, Charles would frequently travel 

back up from the coast, staying at a guest 

house during whatever time was required for 

the management of the Royal Regatta each 

year. We see that through the 1870s, he was 

also still acting as an insurance agent. 

imagine her enthusiastically dressing 

up in her 86 year-old aunt’s old threads. 

At the time of the April 1881 census, 

Charles Augustus was at the lodging house of 

Annie Bates, in Hart Street, Henley. He may 

well have been in Henley working on plans for 

that year’s Regatta, or to deal with some other 

small business interest. Mary Harriet, at 53 

years of-age, was finally free from all parental 

responsibilities and staying at a beach-side 

hotel in St. Leonards-on-Sea, near Hastings. 

Charles and Mary’s youngest son, 

Hubert, had sailed to New Zealand a year 

earlier, as we shall see later and May had 

started a four year musical education in Berlin, 

about which we will also hear more later. 

Connie, then 22 and calling herself a 

school teacher, was living with the family of 

John Sayer, a wealthy fish monger, in 

Lewisham, south London, as governess to his 

5 year-old triplet girls (born 3rd Qtr. 1875, 

Wandsworth). 



 The ever mobile Edith and John Banks Beers, were in Essex, where he was Curate at Braintree. Edith was also 

blessed with having her widowed mother in-law, 61 year-old Alice Beers, living with them. 

At about that time, but possibly as early as 1880, Charles and Mary Harriet had moved from Deal up to Lowestoft, 

which is about the most easterly spot on the English coast, in Suffolk. It was here that Charles Augustus Towsey died 

from cancer at 71 years of age, on 25
th
 January, 1883, at the small village of Mutford, just outside Lowestoft.  

He had already disposed of whatever estate he might have accumulated since his bankruptcy, because the 

balance which he left to his wife in his will was valued at just £25-15-0. 

 

 

 

 

 


