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THE LATE JOHN O LEARY
PRESIDENT 1946-61

rp H E  Society suffered a grievous loss a t E as ter  in the death  
of our beloved P resident,  Mr. Jo h n  O ’L ea ry  of G ra igue

nam anagh, the last surviving m em ber of the th ree  O’L eary  
h istorians of G raigue—William, P a tr ick  and John. He was 
93 years of age and p resen ted  in him self a living link with 
the old K ilkenny  Archaeological Society, having known and 
apprecia ted  its H onorary  S ecretary  and Co-founder, the late 
Rev. Jam es  Graves. “ My fa the r ,” John  would say, 
“ regarded  Mr. Graves w ith  awe and venera tion .” W hen 
the Royal Society of A ntiquaries  visited G ra iguenam anagh  
in 1949, Mr. O 'L eary  addressed them  and told them  of this 
l ink—a note on this was published in the J.R.S.A.I. for

J o h n  O Leary ,  G ra ig n am an ag h ,  p resen ts  an  old p a in t ing  of Kilkenny 
to th e  m em b ers  of the  Society. In the  g roup  are: Mr. O ’L eary , 

Rev. T. J . Clohosey, Mrs. P h e lan ,  the  la te  Mrs. H ealy  and  
Mr. E oin  O Cealla igh
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Janua ry ,  1950. Mr. O ’L eary  was an honoured guest a t  the 
cen tenary  banque t  in the H ibern ian  Hotel, Dublin, to cele
b ra te  the 100 years old Society. We are proud to be 
the successors of this Society.

Last y e a r ’s editorial m entioned  John  O ’L ea ry ’s p re sen 
ta tion  to us of O’K eefe’s d raw ing  of K ilkenny  in 1770. Here 
is a photograph  taken  on th a t  occasion featuring, besides 
our President, our honorary  secretary, Mr. Owen O'Kelly; 
our vice-chairman, the la te  Mrs. J. P. Healy; our chairm an, 
Mrs. W. Phelan, and our editor, Rev. T. J. Clohosey. Mr. 
Leo M acAdams was the photographer.

Space does not perm it  us to review  all his w onderfu l 
a t t r ib u te s  or deal fu lly  w ith  his long and noble life. The 
following appreciation  of h im  was p r in ted  in the local papers 
the week following his death. It  gives a fa ir  idea of how 
he impressed the m em bers  of our Society, and  the esteem, 
affection and venera tion  they  had for him  and which he 
fu lly  deserved in every possible w ay:—■

Jo h n  O ’Leary, who died on Holy T hursday  night, was 
carried by his sons on Good F r id ay  to the old abbey  in Graig  
which he loved and served so well, and there  he was buried  
on Holy Saturday . The simple, moving ceremonies 
im pressed the m any  w ho came to pay  tr ib u te  to the ir  old 
friend. The g rea t  sense of loss was som ew hat appeased in 
the fitness of the occasion, the old h istorian  being lovingly 
laid to res t  among his kin, am id the p rayers  and praises 
of all who knew  him.

To have known Jo h n  O’L eary  was a liberal education, 
to have had a li tt le  insight into th a t  wise and k indly  soul 
was to have a g limpse of the qualities  of a gifted Irish 
Catholic gentlem an. The artist,  musician, scholar and 
h istorian  w ere  all combined in this great  man, great  in 
s ta tu re  (s tanding  well over six foot), in fram e and, above 
all, in heart.  No one this w ri te r  ever knew  could equal him  
in simple kindliness, in sincere love of language and country  
and in keen apprecia tion  of the joys and sorrows of our 
history.

His choice as P res iden t  of the K ilkenny  Archaeological 
Society was a very  happy  one, a position th a t  he filled w ith  
great  d ignity  and scholarship, one which was enjoyed well

OKR 1962
The late John O'Leary



42 OLD K IL K E N N Y  REVIEW

by him and by all the m em bers  of the Society. His tall, 
d is tinctive person and his Van Dyke beard  were viewed 
w ith  joy w hen he appeared  am ongst us. This was as often 
as he could m anage  for these were occasions of p leasure  for 
h im  and profit for us. During  the last few years w hen he 
was confined to bed he often wrote to us, inspired our policy 
and received the m em bers  in his own bedroom.

He was born in the O 'L eary  house in Graig  M ain S treet  
and lived his 93 years in it and died in it, as k indly  and as 
C hristian, as Irish and as gifted a m an as this land ever 
bred. May his children and grandchilden  be comforted for 
their  great loss and m ay  his g rea t and fr iend ly  soul rest in 
peace forever.
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