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 heart-felt piece in the “Social Scene” from 9 July, 1904, gives a good insight into
Arthur’s personality. As society had moved into the more relaxed Edwardian era, Arthur was still
living by the mores and values of the mid Victorians. With his zeal for the Temperance
movement and his faith in the rituals and righteousness of the ‘established’ church, Arthur would
always have come across as somewhat self-righteous and perhaps aloof. But as the above
piece also indicates, he was also a person of strong character
on whom you could depend.
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The genuine collective sorrow at his departure, shows how the people of Auckland had suddenly realized just
how big a part Arthur had played in the nourishment of their more subtle cultural yearnings, even if they did not always
fully appreciate the music itself.
In other words, the colonial gentry of Auckland might have preferred Vaudeville to Wagner; Music Hall to Mahler,
but they still liked to have the subtle arts about them, demonstrating that their antipodean remoteness had not cut them
off entirely from the finer things of European culture.
There is also an element of the fin de siecle uncertainty about this. That is; they had just moved into a new
century, symbolic of moving forward into an uncertain future, and had just lost the Queen (The Widow of Windsor), who
had reigned for longer than almost anyone could remember, Within that context, the departure of Arthur Towsey, who
was the quintessence of Victoriana; conservative, paternalistic, moralistic, but also reliable, trustworthy and indefatigable,
was another example of that movement away from the familiar.
There was in fact, a great fear at the time, in certain circles, that British society might be about to fall apart.
The previous decade had been referred to as “the naughty nineties”, as society had started to unbutton it’s
Victorian rigidity. There was also a fear that as the notoriously libertine Prince of Wales became King Edward the
Seventh, the mystique of the monarchy would diminish. In the event, to the surprise of many, Edward, during his nine
years on the throne, turned out to be a good and largely responsible King. Certainly society loosened up under his reign,
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but it also managed to maintain a proper dignity, buoyed up by the belief that, as the largest empire that had ever existed,
Britain, with its Dominions, was the glowing example to the world of what civilization should be.
The gap between this self-belief and the reality, is what has come to be known as Edwardian Hypocricy.
It is interesting also to note the difference in how the people of the South Island thought about Arthur, compared
to those in the North Island: When Arthur was leaving Dunedin and Christchurch, there were mumblings about how much
money he cost, whilst in the North, people tended to comment more on his conservatism, without apparently considering
the pounds, shillings and pence.
The simple reason for this North/South difference, could probably be summed up in one word; Presbyterianism. A
large proportion of the population of the South Island was Scottish, whilst that of the North had a high percentage of more
liberal, if not downright
hedonistic,
Irish
and
English migrants.
The nature of
Mary Towsey’s ailment
that
required
her
departure from Auckland,
was
never
specified.
Perhaps it was something
like
asthma.
One
wonders also, if the
climate at Wanganui,
which was not too far
south, would really be
that much different to that
of Auckland.
We do not hear
any further news of
Mary’s health and she
certainly has no trouble
singing, as newspaper reports of the time attest. As to the position to which Arthur was removing himself: he did not take
up the position that one might expect, as choirmaster and organist, until late in 1906, when the incumbent left town.
Life for Arthur and Mary in Wanganui, followed a fairly comfortable routine, with Arthur, at sixty years of age,
seeming to spend about as much time playing bowls as he was with playing music.
The slower pace of life in Wanganui, compared to Auckland, probably suited Arthur at his age, but we must
wonder at Mary’s thoughts on removing from the Auckland social set. She was not though, moping about at “The Camp”,
which was the name of their house in Guyton Street.
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Whilst Arthur was performing regularly at various musical functions, particularly organ recitals at St.Paul’s Hall,
Mary seemed to be just as regularly engaged in singing, to much acclaim from the critics, who praised her clear
enunciation.
Arthur was not though, just stuck away down in
Wanganui. After a bit of advertising, he seems to have taken
on enough pupils in the town of Feilding, a couple of hours
south by train, to justify the journey for a day each week.
Then also, Arthur travelled from time to time with the
Wanganui Bowling Club, for matches against other cities. We
see here, that on visiting Auckland in 1908, he was well
received by the Liedertafel.
You can read more about the life of Mary Towsey in
her own Towsey Tale, in which you will learn that she finally
married in 1913, at 35 years of age. This meant her moving
from Wanganui, north to a small town called Taumarunui,
where her new husband, Reverend James Monfries, was a
missionary.
Whether or not Arthur had any choice in the matter of
his future abode we cannot really say, but he moved in with
Mary and her new husband without apparent hesitation,
nevertheless.

Although "Mr.Towsey expressed his regret at
having to leave Wanganui", I wonder if perhaps, at 70
years of age, Arthur might be thinking that retirement in

www.caliendi.com

Copyright © Julian Towsey 2013

the country was looking like a good option; maybe playing whatever wheezing little excuse for an organ they had up there
in Taumarunui.
Moving up to Taumarunui would in itself not present any logistical problems, being on the main trunk rail line
between Wellington and Auckland. Moving would simply mean putting an extra baggage car onto the back of the train to
carry all of his sovereign purses, three more of which he was given upon leaving Wanganui. But then, the purse from the
church offertory would probably not amount to much and the clubs of Wanganui would not have been as big or as
financially flush as those up in Auckland. But those are points about which we should not quibble.
Arthur was probably only with James and Mary for a month or so before going up to Auckland, to see his first
th
grandson, Arthur Charles Towsey, the son of Cyril, who had also recently married, but also for the 100 performance of
the Auckland Liedertafel, at which he was to be the special guest. It was unlikely though, that he would be given another
purse of sovereigns.
I do not know when exactly,
but before too much time had
passed, Arthur decided that he
wanted to be closer to the bowls
club.
I noticed one reference to
him going down to Wanganui to play,
but his solution was to move to
Cambridge. He might have chosen
this location because it was between
his daughter and his son, in
Hamilton, but it might have been
because there was a position
available as church organist; a task
that would not have been too taxing
and, more importantly, because they
had a good bowling club.
In about 1920, the Monfries
family also moved close to
Cambridge, to a place called
Monavale, where they leased a farm.
They must have stayed there until
the early 1930s when, because of
the financial pressures of the
Depression, they moved to a smaller
farm at Cambridge, on the Hamilton
Road.
We see in the photos of Arthur J Towsey, looking rather dapper at the bowls club in Cambridge, in about 1922,
that at seventy five years of age, he was still looking good. These photos were probably taken by his daughter, Mary. The
little girl is Violet: the eldest of Mary's three daughters.
I met Violet in 1998, when she was eighty four years old, living in Cambridge in a retirement village. At that age
she was still in perfect health and, like her grandfather, standing tall and straight. She was also still driving her own car.
When I asked for her impressions of her grandfather, she told me an interesting story that was similar to one told
by Cyril’s second son, Pat, who was born in 1918.
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Violet mentioned that one day, her grandfather gave her quite a large amount of money to go to the shop. She
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lost the money and was most distraught, but her
grandfather was very sweet and loving. All of her memories
of him are of that gentle, loving old man.
On another occasion, he was staying with Cyril and
his family, who by then had moved up to Auckland. Pat
was busy playing some game when his mother came in
and said; “Would you please go to the shop and buy suchand-such?” Pat, who did not want to interrupt his game,
went to his grandfather and said “Grandpa, would you
please go to the shop and buy such-and-such?”
What Pat remembered was Arthur going to his
mother and saying in a dramatic, outraged tone; “Do you
know what your son said to me!?”
My impression is that although Arthur might have
been outraged by young Pat’s bad manners, it could also
be that Pat was too young to pick up on the amused irony
in his grandfather’s tone.
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