
 

 

       

John Kelly 

by Michael O’Dwyer 
 

John Kelly was born on 6 October 1929 at No. 7 Bridge, Loughmore, County Tipperary. He was a son of James 

Kelly and Mary Kelly (née Griffin). His parents got married in November 1920 in the Cathedral of the 

Assumption, Thurles. At the age of three his family moved to Graystown, Killenaule, where his father worked 

on the railway line and while there John was educated at Graystown National School. After a few years the 

family moved back to No. 7 Bridge, Loughmore, where he attended Loughmore National School. He left 

Ireland in 1949 when he emigrated to Melbourne, Australia, and for the next few years he went back and forth 

to New Zealand following the construction trade. While in Australia he entered the 1956 Australian Olympic 

trials for both the hammer and boxing but did not qualify. He had won both light-heavyweight and heavyweight 

categories in a Golden Gloves tournament  in Melbourne in the early 1950s and in New Zealand he was runner-

up in the 1957 senior heavyweight boxing championship. After moving to America in 1959 he was training at 

Bobby Gleason’s gym in New York six days a week considering a professional boxing career and was offered a 

pro fight but decided to concentrate on running instead. On 24 January 1965 he won the Philadelphia Marathon 
(then known as the Shanahan Catholic Club Marathon) in 2:37:23 running the whole distance in several inches 

of snow, with snow continuing to fall all during the race! In 1970 at Orange County he actually walked a 

marathon in 3:58:59. His best walking time for 20 km of 1:32:30 (4 September 1967 in Massachusetts) and for 

50 km of 4:25:24 (14 July 1968, USA walking championship in San Francisco) were Irish records. John went 

on to represent Ireland at the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City in the 50 km race walking event but did not 

finish, overcome by the flu which he contracted two days before the event. A centurion is a race walker who 

completes 100 miles within twenty-four hours, and John Kelly has achieved this twice. He did 22:53:07 at the 

1965 Chigwell 100 mile walk in Essex, England, and at the age of fifty-three he did 19:42:11 at the 1982 San 

Diego 100 mile walk in the United States. In 1973 he walked 120 miles in the notorious Death Valley Desert, 

California, in a record time of 34 hours 9 minutes and 9 seconds, beating the previous record by an incredible 

28 hours 30 minutes. This achievement was recognised by the Guinness Book of Records. He also did a bit of 

acting and played alongside some famous actresses, including Julie Andrews in the musical film Star! John 

Kelly got married to Kati Rhoads McIntyre on 30 May 1998 and they lived in Prescott, Arizona. He was the 

recipient of the Knocknagow hall of fame award at the 2004 Cidona Sports Awards. John Kelly died in Prescott, 

Arizona, USA, on 13 November 2012, aged eighty-three, and his cremated remains are interred in the cemetery 

adjoining the Church of the Nativity of Our Lady, Loughmore.  



 

 

 

John Kelly 

Song written by Tim Joe McGrath the year he received the Knocknagow award. 

Near a village in Tipperary stands a castle all forlorn 

There one October morning John Kelly he was born 

His parents took him to the chapel at the font there by the door 

The priest blessed the little fellow, welcome John to famed Loughmore 

 

And the chapel bells were ringing like the birds on every bough 

Joyous notes of exclamation wondrous words of expectation  

Greet the son of Kocknagow 

 

He ran to school each morning despite weather cold or fine 

Setting seed for future travels barefoot by the railway line 

Those youthful years passed quickly long summers thro' to fall 

John lived and loved the beauty round the hills of Killenaule 

 

Where the cuckoo call is ringing, thro' valley vale and glen 

Wakening flowers of God's creation nature's time for celebration 

Thank the Lord our God for spring 

 

Twenty summers swiftly passed, John left his native shore 

Thro' London to Australia he little knew what lay in store 

The "Golden Gloves" at twenty-four the master in the ring 

London Mexico and Colombia his praises all would sing 

The greatest race awaited in distant Ohio 

And he won the race that mattered, when Kati said, ‘I do’ 

 

And the wedding bells were ringing to the heavens up above 

Time for joy and celebration happiest pair in God's creation  

Lit their eternal torch of love 

 

To night Tipp'rary has gathered to place your famous name 

With "immortals" gone before you listed in this ‘hall of fame’ 

We salute Tipp'rary's champion, all honours in your store 

God bless you ‘Tipp'rary’ for this son from famed Loughmore 

 

So this song we are singing raise our voices loud and now 

'Tears of joy - congratulations', you have sold Tipperary to the nations 

John Kelly the pride of Knocknagow, Knocknagow. 
 


