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                            NAME:  Mary Myllicent Monfries (née Towsey) 

         BIRTH DETAILS:  26 December 1876  Dunedin 

        DEATH DETAILS:  28 July 1952 

                  CHART REF:  Towsey Chart  B1 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  26 February 1913   Wanganui,  NZ 

                          SPOUSE:  Rev. James Inch Monfries 

 

 

 Arthur John and Jessy 

Towsey’s first child, Mary Myllicent, 

possibly known as Nettie (or Nettei) 

when young, was born in December 

1876 in Dunedin. 
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 The photo of Mary and Cyril, taken in January 

1879, was just before Arthur John left for a year’s stay in 

England and Germany and because it has been cut down, 

I assume that it was trimmed to fit into something which 

Arthur could carry on his long voyage. Jessy and the 

children departed Dunedin for Melbourne by the steamship 

SS Albion in the following month, on February 27
th
. 

Because this was just before steamships were introduced 

onto the voyage between Britain and the Antipodes, it is 

most likely that they took the faster steamship as far as 

Melbourne before joining a sailing ship to England.  

 The lovely photo of Mary,  in 1883,was taken when 

she was about six years old. 

 The picture of Mary and Cyril from 1887, was 

inscribed “for Livesey”. It was presumably meant to be sent 

to their cousin, Livesey Ward in Honolulu. 

 In 1888 the family were living in Christchurch, when 

they all trooped over to Melbourne for the Great Exhibition, 

at which Arthur played the organ in the Exhibition Building. 

 They returned to Christchurch but then at the end 

of 1888, the family moved back down to Dunedin. This 
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might have been because Arthur thought that his 

prospects were better in the larger city, but was more 

likely so that he could be on the spot to push his 

application for Musical Director of the forthcoming South 

Seas Exhibition in Dunedin, at which the good quality 

photos of Cyril, Mary and Jessy were taken. 

 There is a report of a fund raising event for a local 

kindergarten in October 1890, listing the names of the 

various ladies in attendance, including Mrs.A.Towsey. It 

also mentions that “Miss and Master Towsey played a 

duet with great feeling and expression. 

 It was announced in October 1891, that Arthur 

Towsey would be moving to Auckland.  

 In November 1891, we again see that “Master 

Towsey and Miss Towsey performed very cleverly on the 

pianoforte”. Later in the month, at the Otago Art Society’s 

Gallery (in Dunedin), there was a duet by Miss Evelyn 

McLean and Master Cyril Towsey, followed later by a duet 

by Mary and Cyril. 

 When looking at the various photos of the young 

Mary and Cyril, dressed in their finery by their proud 

mother, we get a very real sense of them all as a normal 

family who could be living amongst us now. Looking 

particularly at the photos from the Exhibition in 1889, it is 

easy to imagine Cyril and Mary practicing their duets 

together, with the twelve year-old Mary getting annoyed, 

as all big sisters do, with her typically annoying, boyish ten 

year-old brother. 

As shown in the article from the gossip page, 

'Pars About People', the rest of the family did not follow 

Arthur to Auckland until May. In the meantime, Jessy and 

Mary seem to have been touring around the South and 

Cyril was studying in Germany. 

 A month after Mary and Jessy arrived in Auckland, 

there is a report in the society pages about what various 

women are wearing for day wear, or as the newspaper 

called it ‘walking costumes’; “Miss Towsey; Fawn dress, 

large fawn and brown hat. Mrs.A.Towsey; Pretty light 

brown striped tweed costume, dainty little fawn and brown 

bonnet”. Not very informative, but perhaps they had not 

yet got the hang of writing trivial gossip columns. 

 It was reported on 23
rd

  September, 1892, in the Dunedin and Auckland newspapers, that “The friends of Mr. and 

Mrs. Arthur Towsey will be pleased to hear that they have received very satisfactory accounts from their son in Germany, 

and that his master speaks in glowing terms of his musical ability. He also writes himself in good spirits and delights in his 

work. Mrs.Towsey and daughter were to have left for home this month but have postponed leaving until news of the 

cholera abating”. 

 We see in the society pages that month, amongst the descriptions of what the ladies were wearing at an 

orchestral concert; “Mrs.Towsey, handsome evening dress of black lace and jet, Miss Towsey; crème frock.” 

 It was reported in November 1892, that the steamship Habsburg, had cleared Sydney on 5
th
 November, bound for 

Bremen, in Germany, via Melbourne, with Mrs. and Miss Towsey aboard. 

 Judging by the photo of Mary in Germany at 15 years of age, she seems to have become a bit of a chubby 

teenager. 
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 One of 

Mary’s daughters, 

told me that one of 

her memories from 

that trip was that 

her auntie in 

England wore very 

strange clothes. 

This would 

of course have 

been either her 

Aunt Gus or her 

Aunt Connie; 

Arthur’s two 

unmarried sisters 

who stayed behind 

in England, and 

who did not make 

careers out of 

music. 

At that 

time, corsets were 

worn by every 

fashionable lady 

and, by the time of 

the arrival of sweet, young, innocent, conservative Mary from the 

colonies, tight lacing had reached its extreme manifestation. This 

was the practice of lacing corsets as tightly as possible, so as to 

produce not just a slim, hourglass figure, but also to promote a 

correct, upright posture. The slight drawback of this fashion, was that 

women could not breathe, hence the booming sales of smelling salts, 

to revive them when they fainted. 

Women of strong character, particularly those who were 

disinterested in the attentions of men, like Gus and Connie, formed 

the Rational Dress Society in 1881. The broader movement was 

referred to as the Dress Reform or Rational Dress movement and 

concentrated on eliminating anything that distorted the figure and 

made any sort of healthy exercise impossible. The main target of this 

movement was of course the corset, but also included heavily 

weighted dresses and tied down cloaks that restricted the movement 

of the arms. 

I do not know how long Mary and Cyril stayed in Europe that 

time, but we know that Cyril was in a school play back in Auckland at 

the end of August, 1895. 

 On the fourteenth of August, 1895, at their home in Hobson 

Street, Auckland, Jessy Mackay died of Typhoid, after an illness of 

just fourteen days, the last eight of which had been in a coma. 

Mary meanwhile, despite a two year diet of German food, 

had managed to lose that teenage chubby look and, at eighteen 

years of age, was sporting the very latest English fashion; a bird’s 

nest atop her head. 
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 Moving into the 20th Century, we see that the family 

in Auckland, now consisted of just Arthur and Mary. As would have been expected in those days, Mary would have taken 

over the duties of lady of the house, though they also had a maid to do the dirty work, whilst Mary devoted her time to a 

range of charities and to singing, for which, having received the best of coaching from her father, she was getting very 

good reviews. 

 We see also at this time, that Mary is usually in attendance at the various society functions, including a couple at 

the Governor’s mansion. 
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 The nature of Mary 

Towsey’s ailment that required 

her departure from Auckland, 

was never specified. Perhaps it 

was something like asthma. One 

wonders also, if the climate at 

Wanganui, which was not too far 

south, would really be that much 

different to that of Auckland. 

 We do not hear any 

further news of Mary’s health 

and she certainly has no trouble 

singing, as some of the following 

newspaper cuttings attest. You 

will notice also, that Cyril was a 

regular visitor, being a relatively 

short rail journey away in 

Wellington. 

 As to the position to 

which Arthur was removing himself, neither has that been announced. He did not take up the position that one might 

expect, as choirmaster and organist, until late in 1906, when the incumbent left town. 

 

 

http://www.caliendi.com/


 

www.caliendi.com         Copyright © Julian Towsey 2013 

 The slower pace of life in Wanganui, compared to Auckland, probably suited Arthur at his age, but we must 

wonder at Mary’s thoughts on removing from the Auckland social set. She was not though, moping about at “The Camp”, 

which was the name of their house in Guyton Street. 

 Whilst Arthur was performing regularly at various musical functions, particularly organ recitals at St.Paul’s Hall, 

Mary seemed to be just as regularly engaged in singing, to much acclaim from the critics, who praised her clear 

enunciation. 

 But Mary was not limiting herself to music. We also see occasional results of various tennis matches in which she 

was involved. There is also a report of her winning the fawn-coloured Pug section of the local dog show, with her little 

pooch called “Pinky Panky Poo”, named after a popular song from several years earlier that rather incredibly claimed to 

be a Chinese love song. 

 Mary was also involved in the local branch of the Red Cross and a couple of years later, joined the WSPCA; that 

is, the Wanganui Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals. We see that Arthur joined at the same time, which begs 

the question; did Mary drag her father along, perhaps with heart-rending imaginings of what if someone tried to hurt 

sweet, little, flat-faced, wheezing Pinky Panky Poo? 

 This tiny newspaper clipping from the 

Wanganui newspaper says a lot more than its few 

simple words. 

 It says that either through contact with her 

cousin, Egerton Ward, or through Egerton’s direct 

initiative, Mary Towsey had been introduced to the 

widowed James Monfries. 

 We can speculate as to why, at 35, Mary 

was still not married. With her fine education, singing 

talent, good looks and accessory dog, she would, to 

use the parlance of the day, certainly have been a 

good catch, so we must assume that she was not too 

bothered. 

 Apart from the excuse of looking after her 

father, and Pinky Panky Poo, she may well have 

thought it nicer to maintain her independence. 

 Anyway, it is fare to assume that as James 

had previously been married to a strong, competent 

woman who had died, he was not the sort of man to try to keep his wife in a servile position, so perhaps this helped Mary 

in her decision to marry the Reverend Monfries, in February 1913. 
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 You can read more 

about the life of James Inch 

Monfries in his own Towsey 

Tale. 

 I have heard that after 

their marriage, James and Mary 

Monfries lived on a farm at 

Taringamotu, which is just north 

of Taumarunui, but still within 

easy commuting distance of the 

training farm at Manunui. 

Perhaps they wanted a little 

more privacy in which to bring 

up their children. 

 James and Mary 

Monfries wasted no time in 

building a family, which they 

seem to have done with the sort 

of organizational efficiency otherwise utilized in turning out trained Maori farmers. 

 Their first child, Violet Jessie Monfries, was born in March 1914. Their second, Flora Jean, was born two years 

later. Two years after that, came their third; Mary Veda and their last, who apparently did not survive infancy, was Joline 

Hope in 1920.   

 None of these births were officially recorded, giving a 

somewhat pioneer image of Mary giving birth alone in a log 

cabin amidst the mountains of the King Country. 

 I do not know when exactly, but before too much time 

had passed, Arthur decided that he wanted to be closer to the 

bowls club. 

 I noticed one reference to him going down to 

Wanganui to play, but his solution was to move to Cambridge. 

He might have chosen this location because it was between 

his daughter and his son, in Hamilton, but it might have been 

because there was a position available as church organist; a 

task that would not have been too taxing and, more 

importantly, because they had a good bowling club. 

 In about 1920, the Monfries family also moved close 

to Cambridge, to a place called Monavale, where they leased 

a farm.  They must have stayed there until the early 

1930s when, because of the financial pressures of the 

Depression, they moved to a smaller farm at 

Cambridge, on the Hamilton Road. 
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 I met Violet Monfries in 1998, when she was eighty four years old, 

living in Cambridge in a retirement village. At that age she was still in 

perfect health and, like her grandfather, standing tall and straight. She was 

also still driving her own car. 

 When I asked for her impressions of her grandfather, she told me 

an interesting story that was similar to one told by Cyril’s second son, Pat, 

who was born in 1918. 

 Violet mentioned that one day, her grandfather gave her quite a 

large amount of money to go to the shop. She lost the money and was 

most distraught, but her grandfather was very sweet and loving. All of her 

memories of him are of that gentle, loving old man.  

 At some point in the lives of the Monfries family, perhaps when 

farming their small plot near Cambridge was simply not profitable enough, 

James studied to become a County 

Engineer; managing the building of roads.  

 It was whilst doing this job, that he 

jumped off the running board of a moving 

truck and the jolt somehow dislodged the 

retina in one of his eyes, leaving him blind in 

that eye. For some reason the other eye 

then also went blind in sympathy and he 

spent the rest of his life sightless. 

 The family moved up to Auckland, 

where James learnt Braille and basket work 

at the Blind Institute. 

 James and Mary spent the rest of 

their lives in Auckland, in the suburb of 

Sandringham. 

 Of Mary and James Monfries’ three 

daughters, Violet married James Francis in 

1944, but quickly decided that she preferred 

the single life, divorcing him two years later, 

to the day. She remained single for the rest 

of her long and healthy life; dying in 2005 at 

91 years of age. 
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Mary and James’s 

second daughter, Flora 

Jean, married Arthur 

Edward Macgregor Laird in 

1940. They had three sons 

between 1940 and 1944, 

all of whom are still living. 

Flora died in 1991. 

Her husband died in 1980. 

Mary Veda 

Monfries, who was born in 

1918 at Taumaranui, 

married Nelson Bowman 

Body in 1943. They had 

two sons, in 1946 and 1947 

then a daughter in 1951. 

 Mary Veda died in 

1997 and her husband died 

in 2000. 

 Their eldest son, 

Graham, died in April 2013. 

 We see in these 

two later photos of Mary Monfries, the warm smile of someone who has lived a long and happy life. 

 James died in March, 1952 at 77 years of age. Mary Monfries, nee Towsey, died just four months later. 
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