The Patriot: Remembering US District
Judge William C. O’Kelley

Judge O’Kelley displayed artistic interpretations of the Constitutional Convention in his
Atlanta chambers, and he regularly quizzed his law clerks on the names of the Georgia
patriots who signed the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence.
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For the more than 40 individuals who had the wonderful
privilege of serving as law clerks to U.S. District Judge
William C. O’Kelley of the Northern District of Georgia over
his nearly 47 years on the federal bench, his passing on July
5, 2017, was sudden and unexpected, depriving us of any
chance to say goodbye. (The judge had a total of 54 law
clerks, five of whom predeceased him.) Following what would
have been his 88th birthday this past January 2, we write to
remember and honor our former boss, mentor, and friend.

Judge O’Kelley was the real deal, a lawyer who dedicated
nearly his entire career to public service. He spent 60 of
his 65 years as a lawyer serving his country as a Judge
Advocate General with the U.S. Air Force from 1953 to 1957;
as a reservist with the U.S. Air Force from 1957 to 1966; as
an assistant U.S. attorney from 1959 to 1967, as a special
hearing officer with the U.S. Department of Justice from
1962 to 1968; and as a U.S. District Judge from 1970 until his
passing in July 2017.

Judge O’Kelley was a devoted husband, father, grandfather,
and great-grandfather. But Judge O’Kelley also loved

our country and the Constitution. He especially enjoyed
reminding lawyers and litigants who appeared before him
about the limits of federal power and the delicate balance
between our state and federal systems. He displayed
artistic interpretations of the Constitutional Convention

in his Atlanta chambers, and he regularly quizzed his law
clerks on the names of the Georgia patriots who signed the
Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. (William
Few and Abraham Baldwin signed the Constitution, and
Button Gwinnett, George Walton and Lyman Hall signed
the Declaration.) Judge O’Kelley’s deep respect for the
Constitution and the rule of law were no doubt informed by
his own heritage as the descendant of Virginia patriots who
fought in the American Revolutionary War and who were
rewarded for their service with land grants in Georgia and
North Carolina.

For those of us who had the privilege not only of clerking
for Judge O’Kelley but also of practicing before him, we can
attest that the judge was firm but fair in the courtroom. He
was demanding of the lawyers who appeared before him
and expected them to be prepared and on time. But he also
appreciated that trials are unpredictable and complex. He
flexibly addressed issues as they arose in the courtroom
and earned the respect of those who practiced before him

by acting in a manner becoming of
the office that he held. Whether the
parties were major corporations,
family businesses, drug traffickers,
or pro se prisoners, he dispensed
equal justice under the law as the
Constitution requires.

Judge O’Kelley was repeatedly called
upon to take difficult assignments
and collateral duties over the

course of his career. Three different
chief justices of the United States —Warren Burger, William
Rehnquist, and John Roberts—asked him to handle highly
sensitive matters, including serving as a member of the
Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Court and the Alien Terrorist
Removal Court. In 1983, Judge O’Kelley was appointed to a
five-judge committee of circuit and district judges tasked with
investigating another U.S. district judge on behalf of the
Judicial Council of the United States. In the years prior to

the abolition of the U.S. District Court for the Panama Canal
Zone in 1982, when there was a shortage of judges in that
district, Judge O’Kelley agreed to hear cases in that district

in addition to his own, including traveling to the Canal Zone
to do so. And over the 21 years that he served as a Senior
U.S. District Judge, his circuit judge colleagues asked him

on many occasions to sit by designation on numerous U.S.
Courts of Appeal, most often the Eleventh and Third Circuits.

i

It was during one such sitting, a three-judge panel of the
Eleventh Circuit in Miami, Florida, that the September 11, 2001,
terrorist attacks in New York and Washington interrupted oral
arguments and caused the proceedings to be postponed

to a later date. Recognizing that all U.S. air traffic had been
halted indefinitely, and eager to get back to work so that he
could carry on the nation’s business, Judge O’Kelley and his
law clerk drove nearly 500 miles from Miami back to Georgia
that day (stopping for the night a few hours south of Atlanta)
to ensure that they could be at work first thing in the morning
on September 12. Otherwise, Judge O’Kelley noted, “the
terrorists win.”

Judge O’Kelley made each clerk feel like his favorite and
was equally proud of all of them, regardless of whether they
practiced law, taught, entered the clergy, raised children, or
became judges themselves. Judge O’Kelley treated his law
clerks as his extended family, and we know that to some



extent his legacy will live on through all of us.

We hope that we are able to honor that legacy by following
the example that he set and continuing to advance, in our
own lives and careers, the ideals that he held dear.

There is an inscription carved into the National World War

I Memorial in Washington, attributed to President Harry S.
Truman: “Our debt to the heroic men and valiant women in
the service of our country can never be repaid. They have
earned our undying gratitude. America will never forget their
sacrifices.”

We cannot imagine a more fitting tribute to the service and
sacrifice of The Honorable William C. O’Kelley, U.S. District
Judge for the Northern District of Georgia, October 1970 to
July 2017.
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