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

PART 4 of 5
In July 1890, Arthur accepted a post as organist at the church in St.Kilda,
Melbourne. A couple of months later, he decided not to go, for the sake of his family’s health.
What, exactly, the problem with Melbourne’s weather might be, they did not say.
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 the same month, Arthur resigned, again, as organist and choirmaster at St.Paul’s, presumably because he was
too busy with other work.
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, 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,
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there was a duet by Miss Evelyn McLean and Master Cyril Towsey, followed later by a duet by Mary and Cyril.
One of Arthur’s last performances in Dunedin, was a Grand Concert for Mozart’s Centenary.
In January 1892, Arthur moved up to Auckland, where he gave his first performance with the Orchestral Union in
April, to a packed house.
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.
As shown in the article below, from the gossip page, 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.
We see from about this time,
a more relaxed journalistic style
appearing in the newspapers.
Certainly those in Auckland, anyway.
The 1890s is generally
regarded as the decade where
society started to loosen up a bit,
after so many decades of rigid
Victorian etiquette. However such a
social trend developing in London,
would undoubtedly have still taken a
decade or so to filter out to the
remote colonists, who would be
more inclined to cling to whatever
traditional symbols of ‘Home’ they
could manifest.
This cultural conservatism is
always the way of things with any group
who have been removed from their own
culture.
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.
th
On the 20 July, 1892 Arthur
arranged the first practice for those wishing
to join the Auckland Liedertafel Society. As
he later remembered; “The first rehearsal
was held in the studio of Mr. Frank Wright,
in the Victoria Arcade. We were rather
handicapped for music, but managed to
rake up some old standard part songs.
Amidst easels, paint and palettes, and
other necessary adjuncts of an artist’s
studio, we sat or stood. The majority of
those present had reason to remember
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that practice, for they took away with them self-imposed donations of paint on their clothes, but they did not seem to care.
As they said, it lent colour to the meeting”.
There was also an interesting argument going on in July of 1892, when Arthur tried to introduce chorister boys to
the St.Matthew’s Choir. The rest of the choir did not want them.
rd
It was reported on 23 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”.
In the society pages that month, it was reported 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.”
The report from the Auckland society page, shows that Arthur was very well received in Auckland. It is unlikely
that this is because they were more culturally deprived than the towns to the south. Perhaps the good people of Auckland
where just more generous of spirit or, maybe, more open to enjoying themselves.
By resorting to cultural stereotypes, we might deduce that the predominance of dour Scots in the South, made
them less likely to throw themselves into entertainments, than the population of the north, containing a higher proportion
of English and Irish settlers. To continue the stereotype further, the Northerners might therefore be a little more generous
not just with their artistic support, but with financial patronage as well.
th
It was reported in November 1892, that the steamship Habsburg, had cleared Sydney on 5 November, bound for
Bremen, in Germany, via Melbourne, with Mrs. And Miss Towsey aboard.
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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.
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 Hawkins 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
th
audience, occurred on 20 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”.

There are reports from that time, of an organ and piano
configuration being used by Arthur and his son, 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
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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?
Arthur, as a musical sophisticate, may have been
swept into the Wagner craze during his previous trip to
Germany, but it was really still just a bit avant-garde for
Auckland, as the review of the Lohengrin performance by
Arthur, several years earlier shows; “The selection from
Lohengrin at the beginning of the second part was
splendidly played. The weirdness of Wagner’s very weird
music being given full effect to”.
New Zealand became the first country in the world
to give the vote to women, in 1893. Perhaps it was this
sense of empowerment that led the women of Auckland to
set up their own musical society as a counterpoint to the all
male Liedertafel, in 1896.
There is a reference to the Auckland Ladies
Liederkrantz also performing in the following year and of
someone trying to set up such a society in Wellington in
1905.
There seems to have been some conflict between Arthur Towsey and the minister at St.Matthew’s; the church in
Auckland at which Arthur was organist, though the finer points of this dispute have not been specified.
Whatever the specific issue, it probably came down to a conflict of personalities. Nevertheless, the conflict did
seem to cause quite a division in the church and, judging by the newspaper reports, it would appear that Arthur was the
one with the wider
support.
th
By 15
July
1896, we see that
sympathy for Arthur
Towsey has reached a
point where the mayor
has become involved;
“Mr. Arthur Towsey,
leading musician in
Auckland,
whose
treatment
whilst
organist at one of the
churches in the city
was
strongly
condemned
by
sections
of
the
community,
was
presented last week by
the mayor, on behalf of
a number of friends,
with
a
purse
of
sovereigns, and by a
number of members of
the church in question,
with an illuminated
address,
expressing
sympathy with him in
his position”.
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The number of sovereigns given this time, was not specified, but it is likely that by then, Arthur was having to
allocate a specific cupboard in which to keep all of the purses that he had thus far received from his friends and fans.
th
The following report appeared in the newspaper on 28 July: “The action of the Vestry of St.Matthew’s, Auckland,
in dismissing Mr. Towsey from the position of organist and giving him three months’ salary in lieu of notice, was warmly
discussed at the annual meeting of parishioners on Thursday, the Rev. L. Fitzgerald in the chair. Dr. Hooper, who had
resigned the position of church warden, as a protest against the dismissal, was again nominated but failed to secure reelection”.
It is probably coincidence that it was at about this time that Arthur Towsey became interested, if not increasingly
obsessed, with lawn bowls.
Arthur had actually been a founding member of the Dunedin Bowling Club in 1874, but there are no further
records of his playing the game until the mid nineties in Auckland. Probably just too busy. Anyway, he certainly made up
for it throughout the rest of his life. There are in fact, about five hundred newspaper references to matches in which he
played over the coming twenty or so years.
1897 was the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond
Jubilee; sixty years on the throne.
There were celebrations all over the colony, including
th
the one above in Auckland on 27 June, when a signal was
sent from London, via telegraph, indicating the exact moment
when the National Anthem was commenced at St.Paul’s
Cathedral, so that all of Her Majesty’s subjects, around the
world, could sing it at the same time.
Well, let’s face it; we just don’t get that sort of
nationalistic fervour anymore. Not since we so tragically lost
The Empire, except of course, at the Last Night at The Proms
each year at The Royal Albert Hall.
There seemed to be all sorts of musical groups
springing up at that time. There are several reports of Arthur
conducting concerts by the Banjo, Guitar and Mandolin club in
Auckland.
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 receiving 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.
There is a revue from this time, of a concert in which Arthur participated, lamenting the fact that most of the
audience preferred the
comic songs to the
serious
classical
pieces. But then, it has
always been thus. The
crème
of
society
should
not
be
confused
with
the
intelligencia. It is my
opinion, in this regard,
that chamber music
was developed as a
form of entertainment
for the gentry, played
quietly so as not to
interfere with their
innane gossiping.
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I saw a report in another paper from about that time, of
another conductor who was tired of having to plough through the
constant hum of audience chatter, so arranged for the orchestra, at
the peak of a loud musical passage, to all just stop dead. When they
did this, rising above the general hum of collective intercourse, could
be heard one particularly loud individual exclaiming that: ”I like to fry it
in lard!”

www.caliendi.com

Copyright © Julian Towsey 2013

