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‘A Tornado of a Man’: Jonadab McCarthy 

and the rise of the McCarthys 

 
Peter Clifford 

 

 
hen Daniel McCarthy arrived in Cheltenham around 1830, 

he was an illiterate, working-class Irishman with a fondness 

for the bottle. When his granddaughter Lila Emma, the 

actress Lillah McCarthy, married for the second time 90 years later, the 

former prime minister, Herbert Asquith, signed the register as a 

witness.1 Lillah, a personal friend of George Bernard Shaw and John 

Masefield, was awarded an OBE that same year, and became Lady 

Keeble shortly afterwards when her husband was knighted. In three 

generations, the McCarthys rose from a life in Cheltenham’s slums to 

become property magnates, stars of stage and screen, and friends of the 

rich and famous. In large measure this is the story of one remarkable 

man, Lillah’s father Jonadab, who, despite now being almost entirely 

forgotten, was a major force in the development of Cheltenham as a 

thriving retail centre in the late 19th century, described in 1904 as ‘the 

largest Cheltenham property owner’.2 But Jonadab was much more than 

just an enterprising businessman, being also a respected expert on 

matters as diverse as art, antiques, literature, geology and astronomy. 

Daniel McCarthy was born in County Cork around 1809/1811. 

His life before Cheltenham is obscure. The first record for him is his 

marriage, on 31 December 1827, at St Peter’s, Liverpool, to Elizabeth 
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Gwinn (or Gwyn).3 Daniel was probably no more than 18 years old, 

while Elizabeth, a Welsh girl born in Llandogo, Monmouthshire and 

baptised at Trelleck parish church on 25 May 1800, was 27.4 The 

marriage register entry describes Daniel as a ‘labourer’, and both marked 

the register with a cross. A possible first child, baptized in Chester only 

three months later, might explain the disparity of ages, but seems to 

have died aged 13 months.5 

Even in an era of high infant mortality, Daniel and Elizabeth 

were particularly unfortunate. After they moved to Cheltenham, five 

more children were born between 1830 and 1838, and baptized either 

at St Mary’s or the Catholic Chapel.6 All, sadly, were buried soon 

afterwards.7 Given these personal tragedies, it is perhaps unsurprising 

that Daniel turned to drink: in 1834, the Chronicle reported ‘Daniel 

M’Carthy fined 5s and costs for intoxication’.8 

From the late 1830s, the family’s fortunes appear to have taken 

a turn for the better, for a while, at least. When Daniel registered the 

birth of their next child, Lavinia in 1839, the family was still living in a 

working-class district at 60 Sherborne Street, and Daniel still gave his 

occupation as  ‘labourer’, but it is notable that he appears to have been 

able to sign his name.9 It looks as if Daniel had learned to read and write. 

And when the census was taken two years later, not only had Lavinia 

survived, Daniel was now working as a ‘dealer’ and the family had 

relocated to the more salubrious area of Albion Street, possibly above 

Daniel’s shop.10 Later that same year, they were living nearby at 14 

Grosvenor Terrace, where Daniel and Elizabeth’s last two children, 

sons Jonadab and Daniel Christopher, were born, on 14 December 

1841 and 9 August 1844 respectively. Daniel’s occupation was stated on 

the birth certificates first as a ‘dealer’, and then as a ‘licensed hawker’.11 

It is worth taking a moment to consider the implications of the 

choice of that unusual forename ‘Jonadab’. Jonadab, or Jehonadab, son 

of Rechab, is a biblical figure from the book of Jeremiah, noted for 

having forbidden his followers to drink alcohol.12 This story inspired 

the name of a temperance movement, the Independent Order of 

Rechabites, founded in Salford in 1835. There was an active Rechabite 
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branch in Cheltenham by 1840, as they are reported as having taken part 

in the annual temperance festival at the Assembly Rooms that year.13 

Daniel was perhaps trying to improve himself and his family, morally as 

well as economically, and had signed the pledge. If this is correct, and 

he had indeed climbed aboard the water wagon, he fell off it again in 

1848 when he was fined 5s plus 2s expenses for being ‘drunk and 

incapable of taking care of himself’.14  

Perhaps Daniel’s attempts to build a business were not going 

entirely smoothly. By 1851, the McCarthys had vacated their home in 

relatively respectable Grosvenor Terrace and moved to Swindon Place, 

one of the town’s worst slums and its only example of the notoriously 

unsanitary back-to-back form of housing.15 

Incongruously, despite living in one of the poorest areas of the 

town, Daniel was now calling himself a ‘jeweller’.16 This probably meant 

little more than that he bought and sold trinkets and bric-a-brac, and 

the impression is that Daniel was trying a variety of jobs, sometimes 

simultaneously, in the hope one came good. The following year, 1852, 

perhaps unsurprisingly given their living conditions, seven-year-old 

Daniel Christopher died at 9 Swindon Place, of scarlet fever.17 Elizabeth 

registered the death, though she had still not learned to sign her name. 

She gave her husband’s occupation as ‘umbrella maker’ – yet another 

new line of work. Four years later, he was listed as an umbrella maker, 

of Albion Street, in the Post Office Directory, but also that same year 

mentioned in a newspaper report as a ‘marine store [general] dealer’ 

when a girl sold him three stolen brass weights.18 By 1861, the 

McCarthys had managed to escape the worst of Cheltenham’s slums 

once more, and Daniel had established a business at 20 Albion Street, 

where they were listed on the next census – possibly the same address 

they were occupying in 1841.19 Though now calling himself a ‘furniture 

broker’, the fact that two young lads were charged with stealing a brace 

of pistols from his shop the following year suggests Daniel was still 

more of a general dealer, willing to purchase anything he thought might 

turn a profit.20 

Daniel McCarthy died at this address on 8 October 1863, aged  
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54, of ‘Chronic disease of lungs and liver. Exhaustion from excitement 

and too liberal a use of Beer and Spirits’. If the choice of the name 

Jonadab for his son indicated a desire to embrace abstinence, one can 

only conclude that effort was unsuccessful, or too late.21 

Nine children have been identified who may have been Daniel 

and Elizabeth’s offspring. Only two, Lavinia and Jonadab, survived into 

adulthood. In 1861, they were still living at 20 Albion Street, and both 

were working as teachers: Lavinia, 21, was a ‘National Infant School 

Teacher’ and Jonadab, 19, a ‘National School Teacher’. According to an 

obituary written 50 years later, he was ‘originally intended for the 

scholastic profession’ and had taught for a while at the St Paul’s 

School.22 Somehow the children of illiterate parents had acquired a good 

level of education, but where or how remains unclear.  

The signs are that, by the time of Daniel’s death, Jonadab had 

already abandoned the teaching profession and, alongside his mother, 

taken up the reins of his father’s business. Daniel left a not 

inconsiderable estate worth £300, but died intestate. Letters of 

administration granted to his widow named Jonadab McCarthy of 20 

Albion Street, ‘furniture broker’, as a surety.23 

Jonadab had been involved in the family business from an early 

age. Twice in 1854, aged 12, he was fined 6d, with 7s expenses, for 

selling umbrellas in the town centre, contrary to the recently passed 

Cheltenham Improvement Act, and threatened with seven days hard 

labour in Northleach Gaol if he was unable to pay.24 At the first 

appearance in court, Daniel had an irate exchange with the magistrate: 

‘The Father – (impudently) – I stands up for my rights, I manufactures 

them, and I should like to know what law prevents me selling them.’25 

After Daniel’s death, Jonadab took over the business as a 

furniture broker and general dealer at 20 Albion Street, and this was still 

his address when he married, at St Mary’s, on 15 November 1865.26 His 

bride was 23-year-old Emma Price. In the register, her father’s details 

were stated as ‘Herbert Jones, lawyer’. In fact, she was the eldest of four 

illegitimate children born to Worcester-based solicitor Herbert George 

Goldingham and his mistress Mary Ann Price, dressmaker.27 
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Jonadab and Emma had nine children: 

Charles Herbert (1866-1923) Educated at Cheltenham 

Grammar School, then London University. 

Schoolmaster, ‘Professor of Languages’. 

Florence Lucy (1868-1923) Married Frank Herbert Jessel in 

1894. Three children. 

Henry Daniel (1869-1930) known as ‘Dan’. Educated at 

Cheltenham Grammar School, then London  

University. Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society.28  

Schoolmaster, private tutor, playwright and actor. 

Frederick William (1870-1928) Mechanical engineer, Fellow of 

the Royal Astronomical Society, ‘Cycle and Athletic 

Outfitter and Dealer’.28  

Ada Marion (1872-1926) Privately tutored (presumably by her 

father) before qualifying for London University.  

Married American Walter Scott Huntley in 1898. Lived  

in the US until c.1919, then became a teacher. 

Jonadab McCarthy and Emma (née Price) 

From Lillah’s autobiography Myself and My Friends  

Photographs courtesy of Sue Rowbotham 
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Alexander Nugent (1873-1917) known as ‘Alec’. Manufacturer 

of garden furniture and blinds. Committed suicide in a 

Brighton boarding house. 

George Henry (1874, died aged 4 months, of pneumonia). 

Lila Emma (‘Lillah’) (1875-1960) Lillah’s life is well 

documented, not least by herself in her memoirs, but 

also in CLHS Journal 25.29 There is a film clip of her 

appearing in ‘Blood and Sand’ at the New Theatre, 

London in 1921 on the British Pathé website.30 

George Frederick (1876-1916) Manager of the Plough Hotel. 

All of these children were baptised in the Church of England 
at St Mary’s.31  

Jonadab’s business seems to have been expanding in the 1860s. 

By 1868, he had moved to 25 Pittville Street, now calling himself a 

‘Dealer in antique works of art’, trading in ‘Antique China, Pictures, 

Coins, Books, Carving Plate and Jewellery’, willing to purchase ‘Military 

and Naval Uniforms and every description of Clothes and Dress […] 

for Theatrical purposes, and for exportation.’ House clearances were a 

speciality. He also offered ‘Money lent upon good security.’32 Later that 

year, he took over 384 High Street and began to advertise his ‘New 

Central Rooms’ with ‘greatly increased facilities’.33 He soon expanded 

into the adjacent No. 385, and by 1872 was advertising his ‘Antique 

Furniture & Works of Art Rooms’ at 384 & 385, High Street.34  

The following year, he added St Mary’s Hall (now Normandy 

House) to his property portfolio and was advertising its use as a 

furniture warehouse.35 This building had once been the town’s 

infirmary, then the ladies’ teacher training college until that institution 

moved to new premises in 1869.36 During a smallpox epidemic in 1871, 

the Cheltenham Examiner suggested it might become a hospital once 

more: ‘It has been unused for years, and seems likely to be tenantless 

for years to come. It contains the space and appliances necessary for a 

large establishment, and ‘may be had for a song’.’37 The Town 

Commissioners did not pursue this proposal, but perhaps Jonadab 

spotted a bargain, and snapped it up. 
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Over the following 40 years, Jonadab’s name is associated with 

literally dozens of properties in the town. Some were places where his 

family lived, and some were his own business premises, though often 

those were one and the same. At least seven of his children were born, 

and one died, at premises where he is also known to have run his 

commercial  affairs. The  following  list of addresses  at which the family  
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lived and/or had business premises will undoubtedly be incomplete:  

1865: 20 Albion Street (marriage);  

1866-1870?: 10 Portland Street (formerly W.J. Dee’s ‘Pittville 

 Furniture Warerooms’);  

1868: 2 Kingston Place (one child born here – possibly 

 Emma’s mother’s address);  

c.1868-1869: 25 Pittville Street (one child born here);  

1869-1876: 384 High Street (five children born, one died here); 

1870-1876: 384 & 385 High Street;  

1873-?: St Mary’s Hall (one child born here);  

1877-?: 119 & 120 High Street;  

1881-1883?: Hartley House, Albion Street (probably residential 

 only);  

1888: 2 The Promenade;  

1890: Quilon Villa, Prestbury Road;  

1890-1897: 7 Grosvenor Place, Albion Street (probably 

 residential only);  

1891: 3 Southampton Place, High Street;  

1893: 5 The Promenade;   

1894: 382 High Street. 

Other properties Jonadab seems to have acquired solely for speculative 

purposes include:  

1863: Stanway Cottage, Prestbury Road (purchased by Daniel,  

 inherited by Jonadab, and mortgaged by him a year 

 later);38  

1880: Alder’s Rooms, Albion Street;  

1883: 4 houses (Nos. 4-8) in Queen's Road developed in 

 partnership with J.W. Pink;  

1884: George Hotel and Waverley Temperance Hotel, High 

 Street;  

1884: Caxton House, 3 & 4 North Street; also No. 1;  

1886: Promenade Villas (various properties including Nos. 6, 

 19, 20, 22, 24, 26 & 26a);  

1889: Shops in Bedford Buildings (corner of Clarence Street and 

 Well Walk);  
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1889: Plough Hotel, High Street;  

1895: 134 High Street;  

1899: 380 High Street;  

1900: Regent Chambers, Regent Street;  

1901: 14 The Promenade;  

1905: Bell Hotel, High Street;  

1908: 379 High Street. 

When, in 1904, Jonadab returned from London to give evidence 

at an inquiry considering the extension of the tramway system, the press 

reported that he was ‘the owner of seventeen shops in addition to the 

Plough Hotel in High-street and the lessee of one shop (Mr Brasher’s) 

in the narrow part’.39  

It is worth examining how he acquired the Plough Hotel, as it 

gives some insight into Jonadab’s methods and interests. The Plough 

Hotel, 387 High Street, now the site of the Regent Arcade, had been an 

important coaching inn and, in the 1880s, still boasted extensive mews, 

livery stables and a large paddock at the rear. From 1860 the hotel had 

been owned by the Plough Hotel Company Ltd., but business had 

suffered ever since the railways started to challenge the stagecoach, and 

the firm had been operating at a loss for some years.40 In November 

1888, the hotel was put up for sale by auction. Jonadab made a bid of 

£12,000 but refused to accept the condition that the premises be sold 

complete with contents, horses, carriages etc.: he apparently had no 

desire to continue the business in its current form. His offer was 

rejected and, there being no other bids, the property was withdrawn, 

and advertised for sale by private contract.41 Following another half-

yearly meeting of shareholders in August 1889, where further losses 

were reported, the sale of the premises was finally announced the 

following month. For a while, the identity of the purchaser was 

unknown and became the subject of rumour.42 It was, in fact, Jonadab 

who had acquired the site, but clearly still with no intention of running 

it as a hostelry himself as he quickly leased the hotel to the Cheltenham 

Original Brewery Company Ltd.43 He intended to convert some of the 

High Street frontage to shops, and was soon submitting plans for 

alterations.44  
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While growing his business empire, Jonadab was also stamping 

his mark on the cultural and intellectual life of the town. A series of 

‘Penny Readings’ was instituted at the Town Hall in 1862 and proved 

popular.45 This was a form of entertainment, admission one penny, 

consisting of literary readings and musical performances. Jonadab was 

a regular contributor from the beginning, albeit not always entirely 

successfully. In 1863, ‘The first reader was Mr McCarthy, who read, or 

rather recited, with power, a short piece by Elihu Burritt, on ‘The Mind’. 

This was followed by ‘The True Legend of St Dunstan,’ which was not 

read with sufficient confidence and animation; neither was the voice 

sufficiently loud to make it audible to all parts of the room.’46 It is 

perhaps no coincidence that Jonadab recited from Burritt, since he too 

was from humble origins: a blacksmith, before becoming a lecturer and 

campaigner for temperance and the abolition of slavery.47 Undaunted, 

Jonadab participated again the following year: ‘Mr McCarthy read with 

some success ‘God hath made of one blood of all Nations of Men;’ but 

the selection considerably overstepped the space allowed for each 

reading.’48 He was still involved 25 years later in 1888 when he 

contributed by singing ‘Just as well’. The following week, performers 

included his 12-year-old daughter ‘Miss L. McCarthy’.49 

Jonadab was also a member of the Cheltenham Debating 

Society, established in 1879.50 The range of his intellectual interests and 

expertise can be gauged from his contributions to this society’s 

meetings, where he joined in debates covering topics as varied as The 

Public Libraries Act, the Housing of the Poor, State-directed 

Colonization, and Imperial Federation.51 When the Society discussed 

how the town should mark the Queen’s jubilee, he argued against 

reviving the mineral waters and in favour of developing the library. On 

two occasions, Jonadab was the main speaker. In 1884, he ‘read an able 

and interesting paper upon the subject of ‘Pre-historic Man’’, and then, 

in 1888, he introduced a debate on the latest ideas in cosmology, namely 

‘Mr Norman Lockyer’s New Theory of the Universe’.52 Astronomy was 

a particular area of interest, and he was knowledgeable enough to have 

been elected Fellow of the Royal Astronomical Society (RAS) in 1882. 

After his death, the RAS Journal published an obituary which 
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commented that ‘He took a genuine interest in astronomy, and, being 

an omnivorous reader, there were but few branches of the subject which 

he had not studied.’53 Another writer relates that ‘From the time of 

Madame Curie’s brilliant discovery of Radium, he made a study of 

Radiography, devouring abstruse papers on that subject and on the new 

atomic hypotheses.’54 In her autobiography, Lillah recalls fondly her 

many walks with her father over the hills around Cheltenham, and he 

was said to have known their geology so intimately that ‘in his later years 

he was often called ‘The Old man of the Cotswolds’.’55  

These walks were also occasions when Jonadab demonstrated 

that his interests were not confined to the sciences, as he took the 

opportunity to share his love of poetry with his daughter: 

He would take me tramping with him over the hills, swinging along in his 

loose-fitting clothes, till I had to run my fastest to keep up with him. Then 

when he reached the hill-top he would stop and begin to speak. In a voice 

that sounded as if it came from heaven - so sweet and clear it was - he 

would speak poetry and I would listen with no thought of what he said, 

but entranced by the music of the voice.56 

 

Several obituaries speak of his prodigious memory, and it was 

claimed that he knew the entirety of Milton’s Paradise Lost by heart.57 

One major, and enduring, contribution to Cheltenham’s cultural 

life is Jonadab’s role in the building of the new Cheltenham Theatre and 

Opera House, renamed the Everyman in 1960. If we take Lillah at her 

word, Jonadab was the driving force behind this project, and it was she, 

not Lily Langtry, who was first to orate on the new stage, just as she 

would later speak the first words heard at the new Shakespeare 

Memorial Theatre in Stratford:58  

My father, consistent in his contradictoriness, disliked actors, but delighted 

in the stage. He urged upon his fellow townsmen the building of a new 

theatre in Cheltenham. He got it built, and Lily Langtry came to open it 

with a performance of ‘Lady Clancarty’.’ I was there, long before the time. 

I sat straining my eyes towards the closed red curtains. I felt that the 
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theatre was mine, for had I not stood yesterday upon a chair reciting 

poetry in order that my father might test the acoustics of the theatre.59 

 

One suspects Lillah might be somewhat overstating her beloved 

father’s role in the project, but there is no doubt he was involved from 

the outset. The need for a new theatre befitting the town where David 

Garrick and Sarah Siddons had once performed became critical in July 

1889 when the Ladies College, wishing to expand, purchased the lease 

of the old theatre building.60 The first meeting to discuss the matter 

convened at the Assembly Rooms on 12 August 1889, and Jonadab was 

present.61 For nearly a year, the venture was bogged down searching for 

a suitable site: the York Rooms were at one time considered favourite, 

then a scheme to attach the new theatre to the Assembly Rooms was 

preferred. A fire at the Assembly Rooms in June 1890 complicated 

matters, and little progress was apparently made until, in late July 1890, 

it was suddenly announced that the theatre project would be pursued 

separately from the refurbishment of the Assembly Rooms by a new 

company. Things now began to move quickly: ‘Indeed, the company is 

now in process of promotion. Provisional contracts have been entered 

into for the purchase of a portion of the Plough Paddock and 

approaches, and other properties in Regent Street needed for the 

theatre’.62 The prospectus for the new Cheltenham Theatre and Opera 

House Company was soon published, which noted that a contract, 

dated 18 September 1890, had been entered into between Jonadab 

McCarthy and Francis James Ashburner for the company, for the 

purchase of a portion of the ‘Plough Paddock’.63 Nos. 7, 8 and 10 

Regent Street had also been acquired, from other vendors, to allow the 

creation of the main theatre entrance. 

Exactly what went on behind the scenes to resolve the impasse 

we will never know, but it would be entirely in character if it had been 

Jonadab who had devised and negotiated this pragmatic solution 

involving the sale of a piece of his land to facilitate the creation of the 

new theatre he desired for his home town. It is not beyond the bounds 

of credibility that he might already have had such a scheme in mind 

when he began negotiations to purchase the Plough site in September 
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1889: a draft lease of the site – minus the paddock – to the brewery had 

been prepared as early as the October, two months before the final sale 

indenture was signed.64 The celebrated theatrical architect Frank 

Matcham was engaged to draw up plans, a contractor was appointed, 

work commenced in February 1891, and the theatre opened on 1 

October 1891.  

By this time, Jonadab’s daughter Lila was already beginning to 

show promise. The actor Sir Frank Benson encouraged Jonadab to 

support her: ‘She has talent. Send her to London to be trained.’65 And 

so the McCarthys relocated to London, first to 20 Chepstow Place, 

Bayswater, then, from about 1898, to 11 Colet Gardens, Hammersmith. 

Jonadab continued to play the 

Cheltenham property market even 

after moving to London, but also 

took full advantage of the capital’s 

cultural opportunities. Lillah recalls 

how  ‘He loved to haunt the 

Charing Cross Road book-shops, 

looking out for old editions. We 

would go to picture galleries or 

explore London for its statues’. She 

mentions several visits to the 

British Museum with her father, 

and it was there, probably around 

1902, that he discovered in the 

library a copy of the earliest known 

image of his home town, ‘A West 

Prospect of the Spaw and Town of 

Cheltenham’ and first brought it to 

public attention.66  

 Jonadab died, at 11 Colet 

Gardens, of stomach cancer, on 12 

October 1913, aged 71, and is 

buried at the Margravine Cemetery 

in Hammersmith with his sister 

Lillah McCarthy as Jocasta in 

Oedipus Rex by Sophocles. 

c.1907, by Harold Speed 

 

© V&A Museum, London, 

S.89-1986 
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Lavinia and widow Emma. His will is dated the previous March, but, 

since it appoints trustees ‘to be the guardian and guardians of my infant 

children’, the youngest of whom was already aged 36 by this date, it 

seems likely this was just a final update to a will first drawn up many 

years previously. His gross estate was valued at £114,576 10s 10d – 

equivalent to at least £13 million today.67 This figure was picked up by 

the national press, and it was reported as far afield as New York that 

Lillah and her brother Dan were set to inherit a fortune of £50,000 

each.68 However, the newspapers had overlooked the six other children 

alive in 1913, each with an interest in the estate, and were also unaware 

that Jonadab’s property empire was mortgaged to the hilt! The net value 

of the estate, after debts, expenses, and ‘incumbrances’, was a ‘mere’ 

£4,587 16s 9d. Most of the will is preoccupied with the mechanics of 

settling mortgages and converting real estate into funds for 

beneficiaries. Emma, Lavinia and his children were to receive only 

modest annuities until matters had been resolved, which took some 

considerable time. Jonadab’s solicitors were still advertising for 

creditors 11 years later, in 1924, by which time Lillah had lost her 

mother and four of her siblings. The estate would eventually be 

apportioned five ways: the surviving four children would probably have 

received just over £900 each, with deceased daughter Florence’s three 

children receiving about £300 each – hardly life-changing sums, even in 

the 1920s.  

 Jonadab appears to have been more successful in acquiring 

properties than in generating wealth from them. The impression one 

gets is that he was a collector of real estate, just as he was a collector of 

books, art and antiques, and that his interests lay in modernising his 

properties rather than in making money out of them. In her memoirs, 

Lillah claims that the family was constantly close to economic ruin, and 

Jonadab certainly sailed close to the wind in his financial dealings. She 

recalls how: 

On any free days that I had my father would take me out to see the sights 

of London, or I would go with him to sales at Christie's or Sotheby's. He 

would find bargains; bargains which contributed to keep us on the verge of 

poverty.69 
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We learn a lot about life in the McCarthy household when she 

tells us: 

Needless to say the diversity of my father's interests, which ranged from 

furniture and astronomy to poetry and real estate, did not prove 

compatible with worldly success. Like the men of Athens - and he was 

Athenian in his tastes - he was for ever seeking some new thing. He liked 

to sell a house and buy a new one. He would sell the house we lived in ‘for 

immediate possession,’ and then must rush around to find another hive in 

which to house us. It was a life of muddle and mortgages; but in every new 

house there was the Greek alphabet hung up on the walls for the 

instruction of our young minds. Books we had in plenty, but they were the 

books he chose. No novels! – ‘All trash’; but of an evening he would read 

to us Milton, Bunyan, Shakespeare and Blake. It may seem absurd, but 

it was not. He used to say: ‘These are the best books ever written in our 

language, only dullards find them dull’; and I at least can say, without 

reproaching myself with priggishness, that I am for ever grateful to my 

father for imposing his will on ours.70 

  

It was often left to Jonadab’s long-suffering wife Emma to  

attend to the practicalities of life: 

My father was poetry; she seemed only prose. 

The cares of all that numerous household which, patriarch-wise, my father 

gathered about him, were hers; husband, her mother, eight children-for one 

came after me-an aunt or so and vague distant relatives, all looked to her 

for daily bread, whilst she looked somewhat vainly to him for the 

wherewithal to supply it. Like many a man, my father abounded in 

hospitality, but left his wife to contrive it. It was for her, unaided save by 

heaven, to work daily the miracle of feeding our little multitude. No 

wonder my mother was prose to me. Distracted to make ends meet, she 

would send me out to do the shopping. I was to go to the greengrocer and 

pick out the very best cabbages, and I must smile my very best smile 

because they must not cost more than twopence each. So after all I owe my 

first exercise in dramatic art to my mother.71 
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Lillah, of course, doted on her father: 

A handsome, tall, masterful, wild and eccentric Irishman, with as good 

blood and as irresponsible a character as County Cork could give him, my 

father was a tornado of a man. He caught me up and carried me far on 

the wings of his wild enthusiasms.72 

 

But we can also gain an intimate insight into the nature of the 

man from the obituaries and testimonials written after his death. Of his 

business dealings, it was claimed that he was: 

the first to realise the possibilities of modernisation of the old business 

premises of Cheltenham, and his work and example have effected a 

revolution in the appearance of the main thoroughfare of the town, where 

he owned a large number of shops.73 

  

Of Jonadab the man, no one had a bad word to say: 

His personality was striking and picturesque, for he was very tall, and for 

many years he affected a long black overcoat, worn in all weathers, and a 

clerical ‘Jim Crow’ hat. In the course of his life his intellectual activities 

brought Mr. McCarthy into friendly touch with many notable scientific 

men, both in Cheltenham and London. By these, as by his friends in 

general, he was held in high esteem, for in private life he was a pleasant 

and kindly man, with many amiable traits of character, and though a 

teetotaller and non-smoker, his social instincts and immense width of 

information made him marvellously interesting company.74 

 

Born into poverty and ignorance, through his own talents and 

efforts alone, Jonadab McCarthy achieved respect, erudition and 

influence, and helped create the Cheltenham we know today. He 

deserves to be better remembered. 

Peter Clifford is a native Cheltonian, retired from a career in IT who later worked as a 

professional genealogist. Having recently completed an M.A. with the University of 

Gloucestershire, he now researches various aspects of local and social history. He is currently 

working with Professor Rebecca Probert of Exeter University on projects related to marriage 

customs in the 18th and 19th centuries. 
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