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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 3 OF 3 
 

 When Cyril left for London, it was unsure whether or not he would ever return to New 

Zealand. The deciding factor at the time of his departure, would have been the degree to which 

he was successful at ‘Home’.  

 Taking into account 

what Cyril had said about 

success in London being dependent more on being 

known than on talent, it is reasonable to assume that he 

had, by 1910, establishing enough of a name for himself 

to have gone on to a successful career in Britain and 

Europe. So there are other factors to take into account in 

his decision to return to the smaller pond of New Zealand. 

 The first of these would be his already lengthy 

engagement to Miss Cooper and in her case, there might 

well have been a greater desire to return to New Zealand. 

 Judging by the reviews of her London performances, she seemed to have a voice good enough to be successful, 

but when you look more closely at those comments, they might have been complementary, but they were not as fulsome 

as one would expect for a truly great singer. We should also not place too great an emphasis on the glittering status of 

the Lords and Ladies in her audiences, as these bejewelled socialites were clearly associated with her brother in-law, 

Laurence Cunningham, with whose family she had resided during her London years. 
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 When Mamie's sister's husband died in 1909, Mamie’s sister either wanted, or was obliged to return to New 

Zealand, probably bringing an end to Mamie’s easy access to high society. 

 Mamie also had quite a large family back in New Zealand, so all in all there would have been little desire to stay 

on in London. Cyril also seemed to be missing his home and would probably have chosen to return anyway, even without 

Mamie’s influence. 

 What this demonstrates, is that when trying for a musical career of global fame, an important factor is whether 

one’s desire for the roar of the crowd is fervent enough to override attachments to family, friends and the familiarity of 

your home town. Cyril on his own, might well have opted for that career; he did not have too many family members left 

and had tended to move about quite a bit already. So he would have returned to New Zealand for a visit but quickly 

discovered that, having visited old places and faces, his greater desire was the hum and buzz of London. Mamie’s life 

though, before London, had been firmly fixed amongst her family in Auckland. 

 Having already been engaged for two years before returning to New Zealand, it is interesting to note that it was 

still another fifteen months before Mamie and Cyril married, in August 1911. 

 What is also interesting about this wedding, is that the only mention of it in the newspapers, is several lines in the 

Auckland Star Marriage Announcements. One would have expected articles to at least appear in the Wellington and 

Auckland papers. But then, perhaps the wedding was a small, quiet affair. 

 It is most likely that Cyril and Mamie moved to Hamilton at the time of their marriage there, because Cyril was 

offered a post as organist. 
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 His wife might have been regularly advertising throat medicine, but that was nothing compared to Cyril’s 

endorsement of La Gloria gramophones. 
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 Knowing how the price of technology keeps falling, it 

is interesting to note that the price of the gramophone must 

have been so high that they daren’t mention it, except to say 

that it could be paid off over two years. 

 The advertisement below, for a concert by Frances 

Alda, sees Cyril as the solo pianist. We also see that the 

concert is being presented and directed by Mr. D.D. O’Connor. 

This is the professional name of Mamie's cousin, Dan 

O’Connor; Timothy Behane O’Connor’s eldest son, who was 

then 33 years old and developing his career as a theatrical 

entrepreneur. Dan O’Connor was associated a lot more with 

the Towsey family in the future, particularly with Cyril's son, 

Arthur. 

 Cyril had met and worked with the famous pianist, 

Wilhelm Backhaus during his years in London and, during 

his tour of New Zealand in 1926, Cyril took his son, Arthur 

to meet him after a concert. 

 Although Arthur never developed any musical 

talent, he did have a very good ear for music. 

 At 13 years of age, maybe Arthur was expressing 

the naivety of youth, or maybe he was being a smart alec, 

but when introduced to the great man, Backhaus asked 

“Well, what did you 

think of that?” To 

which Arthur replied 

“You played a wrong 

note”, to which 

Backhaus replied; 

“You’re quite right. I 

did play a wrong 

note.” 

 Whether 

Backhaus and Cyril 

then took Arthur out 

the back and beat 

him up, was not 

stated. 
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 We see right from the start of radio 

broadcasting in 1926, that Cyril and Mamie 

are both regular performers on the evening 

programmes, almost all of which were 

performed live. 

 Also by the end of the 1920s, there 

was not as much harmony on the domestic 

scene for Cyril and Mamie as there was on 

stage. 

 There is never much point in going 

into the nature of domestic problems, as what 

they tend to boil down to is two different 

personalities, whose initial flush of infatuation 

has passed, for whom the day to day minutia 

of coexistence has become a bit of a chore 

rather than the endless series of blissful 

moments on which their marriage was 

launched. 

 We should be able to get a basic idea 

of the problems by looking at the obvious 

personality traits of Cyril and Mamie. 

 He seems to have been quiet, 

sophisticated, good looking, charming, 

talented and, thereby, still attractive to women. 

 She had the strength of character of 

her ancestors. Wherever in her family gene 

pool she dropped her fishing line, she was bound to pull 

out a larger than average trait. 

 From the little that I have heard of Mamie, she 

tended towards the practical rather than the wafty. For 

instance, she apparently never wasted time chatting on 

that new-fangled telephone; bringing conversations to a 

speedy conclusion with “yes? What do you want?” 
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 It seems that Mamie was either jealous or suspicious, or both, 

of Cyril’s interactions with all the attractive young women with whom 

he came into contact. Whether there was any reason for her 

suspicions, I do not know. 

 Cyril was apparently always polite and reserved, but would 

often be busy working in his room, usually with piano students, at 

family meal times. 

The Mrs. R A Singer referred to in 'Mimes & Music', from 

October 1930, was Dorothy Singer, wife of a prominent barrister and 

solicitor, Richard Arnold Singer, known to his friends as Dick, who was 

a close friend of the Towsey family until his death in 1961.  

Soon after this advertisement was placed, Dorothy Singer was having trouble sleeping and got up in the middle of 

the night and, thinking to take a sleeping potion from the bathroom cabinet, accidentally killed herself by drinking poison 

from another bottle instead. 
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 Cyril’s health had been in decline for some time, 

probably from cancer, when he had an operation in 

December, 1931, performed by a surgeon who was an old 

friend. The procedure had not gone well and Cyril had 

been very concerned about the situation. 

 Arthur commented that after he arrived back in 

Auckland, he noticed a rapid deterioration in his father’s 

health with a corresponding loss of weight.  

After the failure of the operation to relieve his 

pain, he had started looking through medical books in the 

hope that they might shed some light on his condition. 

 On the evening of 17
th
 March, 1932, Cyril had 

been playing at the radio studio with the orchestra as 

usual. He regularly finished there at 10pm, but on that 

evening he left early, leaving his wrist watch on top of the 

piano. 

 At about 10.20 that evening, Arthur was riding his 

motorcycle along Quay Street, which runs along the ferry 

terminal, when he saw his father walking briskly in the opposite 

direction. Arthur turned around and rode up to his father, who 

responded to his greeting by saying that his mother should be 

finishing a singing engagement at the Town Hall at about that 

time and that Arthur should go and accompany her home. 

 Arthur said that Cyril seemed to be in his usual frame 

of mind. 

 Arthur went to the Town Hall, but his mother had 

already left, so he returned home. 

 At about eleven o’clock, James Melling, the Town 

Clerk, who had known Cyril for many years, was boarding the 

ferry to Stanley Bay, when he noticed Cyril also boarding. He 

approached Cyril and, believing that he actually wanted to go 

to Devonport to visit his sister, suggested that Cyril was 

boarding the wrong ferry. Cyril agreed that he must have made 

a mistake and returned to the dock. 

 That was the last time that anyone ever saw Cyril. 

 Over the following months, there were numerous 

reports of citings of Cyril across New Zealand and as far afield 

as China, but all proved to be false. 

 In the days following his disappearance, all ships that 

had left Auckland after that date were radioed to see if Cyril 

might be aboard. 
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There was one 

story that some people 

believed explained Cyril’s 

disappearance. 

In the weeks 

before, a luxury yacht, the 

Nahlin, belonging to a Lady 

Yule, had visited Auckland. 

 During her stay, 

Cyril had conducted a group 

of musicians on board, for 

the entertainment of 

Auckland’s elite and it is 

said that Cyril and Lady 

Yule struck up a close 

friendship. The Nahlin 

sailed soon afterwards and 

despite the yacht being 

stopped at sea and 

searched, rumours that 

Lady Yule and Cyril had run 

off together, persisted for 

years. 

In a Supreme Court 

hearing seven years later, a 

police officer stated that 

from the experience of a 

number of past cases, if 

Cyril had gone into 

the harbour at night, 

on an outgoing tide, it 

was most likely that 

he would have been 

carried out to sea and 

never seen again. 

A sad, lonely 

end to Cyril’s life, but 

perhaps easier than 

the protracted, painful 

decline that he would 

have been expecting 

otherwise. 
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