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                            NAME:  Arthur Cyril Towsey 

         BIRTH DETAILS:  23 March 1878   Dunedin 

        DEATH DETAILS:  disappeared 17 March 1932 

                  CHART REF:  Towsey Chart  B1 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  9 August 1911,  Hamilton, NZ 

                          SPOUSE:  Mary Imelda Cooper 

 

PART 1 OF 3 
 

 

 Arthur John and Jessy Towsey’s second child, Arthur Cyril, always known as Cyril, was 

born in March 1878, in Dunedin. 

 The photo of Mary and Cyril was taken in January 1879, 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, 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. 
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 The photo of 

Cyril, taken on 11
th
 

May, 1882, aged four 

years, says on the 

back that it is not a 

good likeness of him. 

True, but then again, 

the Little Lord 

Fauntleroy look is 

certainly a classic 

worth keeping, 

 This look, 

with the ring curls, 

wide brimmed hat 

and little suit (usually 

in velvet), has 

remained known 

because of the Little 

Lord Fauntleroy 

book, written in 1882. 

But in fact this picture 

was taken several 

months before the 

book was published, 

so it was already a 

popular fashion for 

small boys. 

 The lovely 

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. 

 Back in Christchurch and back to the Warwick House School for 

Cyril, where he came third in the hundred yards running race for boys 
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under eleven. At the end of the school year, he also did well in both English and Mathematics. 

 The family then moved back down to Dunedin at the end of 1888. This might have been because Arthur thought 

that his prospects were better in the larger city, but was most 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. 

 In July of 1891, we see that Cyril at 13 years of 

age, is performing several pieces, including “Hungarian 

Dances”, “Blue Beard” and “Sleeping Beauty”, together 

with his father. 

 It was announced in October 1891, that Arthur 

Towsey would be moving to Auckland.  

 In November he was appointed Conductor of the 

Auckland Orchestral Union. It might have been at about this time also, that Arthur was appointed organist at St.Matthew’s 

Church in the centre of Auckland.  

 Also 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. 

At about the time that Arthur was moving to Auckland, Cyril went over to study music in Germany with Heinrich 

Lutter, a pianist who had studied with Liszt. 

 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”. 
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 The photo of Cyril in Dresden in 1892, is not a good 

one. Although 13 years old, he looks much younger here. The 

cord knotted at his collar, indicates that he was perhaps 

wearing a cloak, which might indicate the uniform of either a 

school or choir. 

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 Towsey died of Typhoid, 

after an illness of just fourteen days, the last eight of which 

had been in a coma. 

The fourth concert of the season by the 

Auckland Choral Society, conducted by Professor 

Schmitt and attended by the Governor’s wife, with the 

large hall crowded by a fashionable audience, occurred 

on 20
th
 August 1895; “The Dead March was most 

impressive and beautifully rendered by the orchestra; 

the audience, in response to a request by Professor 

Schmitt, standing meanwhile, as a tribute to the memory 

of the late Mrs.Towsey”. 

Cyril was seventeen years old at the time of his 

mother’s death and was either a student or working at 

St.John’s College in Auckland. This was a theological 

college. 

Just two weeks after his mother’s death, Cyril 

took part in a performance of ‘The Merchant of Venice’. 

A true little trooper: The show must go on! 

 Whereas Cyril’s public performances had 

previously been mainly limited to piano duets and the 

occasional dramatic role, at the start of the 1896 season, at about the time that he turned eighteen, we see him playing 

an active part on the Auckland music scene.  

As accompanists to the Liedertafel, we see that Arthur is playing the organ, whilst Cyril is on the piano. 

 One gets the impression that Arthur had come up with this arrangement, in part as a way of giving Cyril 

experience of public performance. The idea of both Arthur and Cyril accompanying the Liedertafel singers, might seem a 

little excessive, even though it was probably producing a very pleasant sound. But then, just in case Cyril, on the piano, 

starting mucking it up, no doubt Arthur could simply up the volume on the organ, thereby pulling the whole enterprise 

back onto the path of musical righteousness. 
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 There are other reports of this organ/piano configuration 

being used by Arthur and Cyril, particularly in the performance of 

what is claimed to be the organ/piano duet from Lohengrin. 

 Now, despite not being an expert in such matters, I am 

still pretty sure that Wagner never put any keyboard duets into 

any of his operas. But then, being a long long way away from 

Bayreuth, they could no doubt get away with such a claim in 

Auckland. And let’s face it, that was probably about as much 

Wagner as they were going to get. The chances of anybody in 

New Zealand in 1896 doing, say, the Ring Cycle were... well; just 

not going to happen. 

 Even then, would such modern music be welcomed by the 

chattering classes of colonial Auckland?  
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 On the 19
th
 November, 1904, it was announced in the Social Sphere column of a Wellington newspaper, that Mr. 
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Cyril Towsey, only son of Mr. Arthur Towsey, had become engaged to Miss. Smith, daughter of Mr. Smith of Hill Street, 

Wellington. 

 That was the last we heard of that. Five months on, obviously not suffering from a broken heart, we read of Cyril's 

involvement with the newly established Savage Club. 

 The original Savage Club was founded in London in 1857 as a gentlemen’s club for those involved in 

entertainment. The name was chosen so as to remove any hint of grandiose pretension and to demonstrate that the 

purpose of the club was to relax and have fun. 
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Cyril visits Arthur and Mary Towsey,  living in Wanganui 
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