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                            NAME:  Mary Amilda Towsey  (née Cooper) 

          aka: Mary O'Connor,  aka: Madame Towsey,  aka: Mamie. 

         BIRTH DETAILS:  18 August 1881  Auckland 

        DEATH DETAILS:  1949  Auckland 

                  CHART REF:  Towsey Charts  B1 & B2 

MARRIAGE DETAILS:  9 August 1911 

                          SPOUSE:  Arthur Cyril Towsey 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 Mary Amilda (often written as 'Imelda') 

Cooper was always called 'Mamie' within the 

family. Her father, Charles Augustus Cooper, 

was born in London in 1846. We do not know a 

great deal about that Cooper family, firstly, 

because they came from that swirling mass of 

mobile humanity called London and secondly, 

because the name ‘Cooper’ is fairly common, 

therefore making it harder to trace family lines.  

 However you can read what we know 

about that Cooper family in Towsey Tale 1846 

Charles A Cooper. You can read about Mamie's 

mother in her Towsey Tale: 1853 Mary J Cooper. 

 This Cooper family is not related to the 

other Cooper family, from whom Cyril Towsey's 

paternal grandmother was descended. 

 The first that we know of the life of Mamie, is this photo 

from when she was about 19 years old. She appears to have 

been earning money by delivering pizzas, which she carried on 

her head. 

 The first record of Mamie, is from when she 

accompanied her sister, Alice, who had married Laurence 

Cunningham, to London in 1906. 

 If the newspaper report of Mamie's trip to London is to 

be believed, it seems that Mamie's primary reason for going 

abroad was to have a bit of a look around, rather than to 

pursue a serious musical career. 

 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 her 
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titled 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. 

 We know that Cyril's father was not 

at all happy about Cyril’s engagement to the 

Catholic Mary Cooper, but he does not seem 

to have done anything as radical as 

disowning his son. In fact we see on several 

occasions, Arthur conducting performances 

where Mamie was 

singing. It must though, 

have rankled Arthur to 

know that after a lifetime 

of promoting and 

defending English 

cultural values, that his 

grandchildren would be 

brought up as Catholics. 

 When Laurance 

Cunningham died from 

typhoid in 1909, Mamie’s 

sister either wanted, or 

was obliged to return to 

New Zealand. This 

would probably have 

brought an end to 

Mamie’s easy access to 

high society. 
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 Mamie, as you can see in the 

'Towsey Tale' of her father, had quite 

a large family back in New Zealand, 

so all in all there would have been 

little desire to stay on in London 

without her sister. Cyril also seemed 

to be missing his home and would 

probably have chosen to return, even 

without Mamie’s influence, though 

whether he would have stayed put in 

that remote colony is open to 

speculation. 

 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. 
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 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. 

In the photo of Mamie and her baby, Arthur Charles 

Towsey, known as "Binki", is her mother, Mary Josephine 

Cooper (née O'Connor: from whence Mamie took her stage 

name), and Ellen Cooper (nee Meaney), the wife of Charles 

Cooper’s son, Daniel Joseph Cooper. 

 Cyril and Mamie were living in Hamilton, south of 

Auckland, at this time. 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. 

We see though, that Mamie was also bringing 

in a small regular income, even when busy with the 
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baby, by sponsoring some sort of probably very dodgy 

throat medicine. This advertisement appeared several 

hundred times, in various parts of New Zealand, over 

about a five year period. 

 Cyril and Mamie, with young Arthur, moved from 

Hamilton up to Auckland in 1918, before their second 

son, Cyril Patrick (Pat), was born. 

 We see from the article about a concert in Thames, 

near Auckland, in 1919, that Cyril and Mamie were still 

performing together. 

We see also that Mamie had developed a career 

singing in a range of dramatic productions and operas. Also, 

whereas in the past Mamie had sung as a mezzo-soprano, 

by 1924 she was starting to sometimes sing the deeper 

contralto roles. 

 It sometimes happens that as a singer matures, her 

voice can become lower. 
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 Some years ago, when looking at the photo of Pat 

with his big brother, from circa 1925, with Pat and others, we 

all had a good laugh, Some things, like the timid-looking little 

fellow with the big ears, just go on providing amusement 

down the generations. 

Always at the forefront of any new entertainment 

technology, we see in the radio station 1YA announcement, 

that Mamie, who was by then old and respected enough to be 

called ‘Madame Towsey’, participated in the opening 

performance for the first radio broadcast in New Zealand, in 

1926. 

 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. 
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 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 the 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?” 

 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. 
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 The radio 

programme from 

February 1930, is 

typical of the line-up for 

most evenings, with 

“Madame Towsey”. 

 Although 

Mamie had stopped 

performing on the radio 

in the early 1930s, in 

October of 1936, we 

see that Mamie was 

performing at the 

German Club, of which 

she was a member, at a 

concert to welcome the 

new German Consul to 

New Zealand. It is a pity that 

there is no film of her singing 

boldly in German in front of the 

Swastika flag. That would have 

been good for a wind-up, though 

I doubt that the humour in the 

situation would have been seen 

during the remainder of her 

lifetime. 

 Although no longer 

performing on the radio, we see that in 1943, Mamie was conductor of the St. Benedict's Church Choir. 

 Mamie died in Auckland in April 1949, not long after the birth of her son, Arthur's first daughter in Melbourne. 

Arthur wrote to his mother saying that they were going to call their daughter 'Gabrielle'. Mamie wrote back saying that "no 

granddaughter of mine will be called "Gabby!" And so it came to pass. 
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