NAME: Arthur John Towsey
BIRTH DETAILS: June 1847 Henley-upon-Thames
DEATH DETAILS: 9 June 1931 Cambridge, NZ
CHART REF: Towsey Chart B1
MARRIAGE DETAILS: 25 July 1871 St.Paul's, Dunedin NZ
SPOUSE: Jessy Hawkins Mackay
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The letter to Mister West, mentioned in the article below, would have been sent
together with a large shipment of new music that Arthur John had selected for Mister West’s
shop in Dunedin. Looking at the titles of some of these new songs, gives some impression of the
types of music to which people were listening at that time.
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It is also interesting to read an article from another Dunedin newspaper, The Bruce Herald, where the journalist
has quite a different perspective on Mister Towsey and his ilk.
I mentioned previously the underlying motivation for sending men like A J Towsey out to the colonies; to help
prevent the degeneration of British culture in the Empire’s remote outposts.
Making such plans within the confines of some ancient, entrenched cultural institution back in London, would
have seemed straightforward enough. But when the specific rituals of genteel behaviour were transposed to the more
basic society of the New Zealand
colony, many of the finer points
of that social system would
inevitably have seemed quite out
of place.
Being a relatively small
group, all struggling together
against the same difficulties in
building a new society, together
with a natural freedom of spirit
that
would
blossom
when
removed from the oppressive
weight of a firmly entrenched
ruling ethos, resulted in a
situation where the affectations of
the middle class that would have
been automatically accepted
back home, became the subject
of ridicule and resentment
amongst those who were open to
accepting the new freedoms and
opportunities that colonial life
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afforded.
Apart from shopping for silverware and attending concerts in London, Arthur also undertook some studies, of
harmony, with Bertold Tours, singing with Mr. W. Shakespeare (who was actually human, despite looking like a walrus in
a suit), and Tito Mattei, for piano. For some period, he also gave daily organ recitals at the Alexandra Palace (a large
public venue in North London), and also took some of the lunchtime services at St.Paul’s Cathedral, deputising for Sir
John Stainer, under whom he had studied back at St.Michael’s College in Tenbury.
During this trip, the family
also spent some time in Germany
and possibly toured other parts of
Europe,
before
returning
to
London, where they boarded the
Trevelyan, at the East India Docks,
th
on February 7 , 1880. The ship
was then towed by steam tug down
to Gravesend, in the Thames
Estuary, where a consignment of
gunpowder was loaded. This of
course, had to be done away from
populated areas, just in case a
stray spark were to accelerate the
ship’s passage to New Zealand,
via the moon, in millions of tiny
pieces. On the following day, the
ship was towed closer to the mouth
of the Thames, where she lay at
anchor for two days, awaiting
favourable winds.
Joining Arthur, Jessie and
the children on this voyage, was Hubert Towsey, Arthur’s younger brother, who turned nineteen years of age during the
voyage. Hubert was yet another musician in the family. He seems to have studied in England.
th
The Trevelyan arrived at Port Chalmers, Dunedin on May 20 , 1880, however, not wanting to waste any time in
getting back to work and earning money, Arthur had
estimated the date of his arrival and prearranged an
th
advertisement in the local newspaper, on May 6 .
The tone of the advertisement is a lot more
assured than they had been a decade earlier and
whilst the claim to being a Professor of Music may
well have been warranted, it could also have been an
affectation that Arthur had picked up along the way of
his grand European musical tour. The statement that
“applications will be entertained according to priority”,
could indicate that he was so popular that he could
afford to pick and choose his students. Then again,
this might also have been an advertising ploy.
Arthur’s next advertisement, a month later,
also tells us the prices that he was charging.
There was an article in the same newspaper a
few years later, mentioning the rather miserable lot of
so many young ladies who sought to make a living at
teaching music, rather than succumbing to the
tougher life of a governess. It mentioned that these
ladies were offering their services for as little as one
pound per term.
By contrast, we see that Arthur is charging
between six and eight pounds per term, for piano
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lessons.
This offers a clear explanation of how Arthur and the family could be frequent occupants of first class ship’s
cabins. Of course, Arthur’s appointment as organist and choir master at New Zealand’s premier church would have added
not just a steady source of income, but would also have enhanced his credibility as a teacher.
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Compared to the lives of
other members of the family, those
of Arthur John and Jessie Towsey,
after their return from Europe in
1880, were quite uneventful.
Back in Dunedin, Arthur’s
life was the usual round of concerts,
pupils and occasional charity
appearances, until he decided to
accept a better employment offer in
Christchurch.
One gets the impression
that having been through all of this
goodbye malarkey just five years
earlier, that the good citizens of
Dunedin might have thought to themselves, “Okay! You can have another purse of one hundred sovereigns, but don’t try
this lark a third time.” It also seems like everyone concerned was running out of flattering superlatives; getting somewhat
bound up in trite rhetoric on the way to surreal religious declarations.

th

On 20 February, 1885, AJ Towsey was also
appointed organist and choirmaster of the Christchurch
Choral Association, though he resigned from this post a year
later, citing insufficient time to do justice to the job.
Arthur John’s youngest sister, Mary Euphrasie
Towsey, known as May, arrived in Christchurch from England
th
nd
on 16 April, 1886, travelling in 2 class aboard the SS
Coptic. You can read about May Towsey on her own Towsey
Tale.
The group from Christchurch, above, is probably a
Banjo, Guitar and Mandolin Club. Another such club was
quite successful in Auckland a decade later.
The photo of Jessy, shows her dressed as a lady of
th
the 18 century; a costume in which she attended a ball in
Christchurch, raising funds for a particular charity.
Both charity fundraisers and fancy dress balls, were
regular features in the life of the Towsey family.
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The report below, is of a tourist excursion to the South
West coast of the South Island, that had become a regular event
each summer. On an earlier trip, Edward Towsey had been the
musical director and, in January of 1884, Jessy Towsey had taken
the trip, before the family had left Dunedin.
This particular excursion, in January 1888, had amongst
the passengers, Arthur John Towsey, his sister May and Arthur's
brother William's step-daughter, Elizabeth Jones, who was 20
years old at the time. (see William C Towsey's Towsey Tale for
details of her life).
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