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Current employment and position:

A family lawyer at Michael Sing Lawyers. 

First job in the legal profession: 

I previously worked at Journey Family 
Lawyers (March 2007 – May 2011). I started 
as a lawyer and became an associate of the 
firm within my first year of employment.

Career path to where you are now:

I studied for my Bachelor of Laws degree 
at James Cook University in Townsville, 
transferring to Queensland University of 
Technology and graduating in 2005. I then 
completed my Graduate Diploma in Legal 
Practice at QUT by the end of 2005.  
I began work in Rockhampton in March 
2007, where I completed the Queensland 
Law Society Practice Management Course 
in 2008. I moved to the Gold Coast to run 
a family law boutique firm until May 2011 
when I joined Michael Sing Lawyers

I have a special interest in complex 
parenting and property settlement 
disputes, domestic violence representation 
and negotiating and drafting financial 
agreements.

What motivated you to practise law:

I was motivated by the variety of work, 
sense of fulfilment, advancement options, 
knowledge of the law in day-to-day 
transactions, career growth and security, 
mobility, networking opportunities and the 
ability to run a business.

Throughout his 55 years as  
a solicitor, John Cleary made  
indelible contributions to the  

life of the Toowoomba community.

Though unshakably of Toowoomba’s soil, 
John’s Irish Catholic heritage was also 
important to him. He would often say one 
should “live each day as if it were your last” and 
then, with a leprechaun’s twinkle in his eye, 
would add “and some day you’ll be right”.

John was born in the Garden City on 20 
December 1927, the second of seven children 
of prominent lawyer Edward William (E.W.) 
Cleary and his wife, Holly Mereah Cleary. He 
went to primary school at St Mary’s College 
and completed his secondary schooling at 
Downlands College. 

As part of the war effort, Downlands was 
moved to Dalby where John enjoyed doing 
his bit making camouflage netting for the 
troops. He was eager to enlist in the navy 
on turning 17. However, his father, who had 
served as a captain in World War I and whose 
brother, John Patrick Cleary – after whom 
John was named – had died in northern 
France, persuaded him to wait until he was 18, 
by which time the war was over.

John studied law at the University of 
Queensland, residing at St Leo’s College when 
it was still at Wickham Terrace. He completed 
his articles at Feez Ruthning and was 
admitted in 1949. Thereafter John returned to 
Toowoomba to join Cleary & Lee, which had 
been established in 1919 when his father, E.W., 
bought Frank Brennan’s (later Justice Brennan) 
legal practice. The partnership with John Lee 
began in 1953.

John soon developed a specialty in 
commercial, property and estate law. He 
enjoyed a reputation as a solicitor for whom 
confidences were unbreakable, and quickly 
earned the trust and respect of a large cross-
section of the Toowoomba community. He 
acted both for some of Toowoomba’s biggest 
commercial interests, as well as for thousands 
of people who sought his assistance to buy 
their first home or draft their last will. John’s 
legal career began in the days when an 
impecunious rural client might pay for his 
services with a plump sow, and ended with 
the advent of CEOs.

John was of that mould of local solicitor 
who believed his responsibilities as a lawyer 
extended well beyond his legal practice. His 
involvement in Toowoomba’s civic life was 
prolific. He served on many local committees 
and boards, including Apex, Toastmasters, 
and the Carnival of Flowers. He was honorary 
secretary of the Downlands Past Students’ 
Association, served as chairman of the 
Concannon College Council at the University 
of Southern Queensland for many years, and 
was a former president of the Downs and 
South-West District Law Association. 

He had a keen love of local history and was 
instrumental in gathering the story of the 
Gorman’s Gap Trail, the first wagon route 
from the Moreton Bay Penal Colony to the 
European settlers on the Darling Downs. The 
trail was opened in 1840 by Lieutenant Owen 
Gorman, the last commandant of the penal 
colony, and crossed the Great Dividing Range 
at the farm John owned at Preston, just south 
of Toowoomba. His work involved helping 
map the trail, locating artifacts, arranging an 

annual fun-run along the route and building 
stone cairns to mark the top and bottom of 
the track.

John was known for his kindness, optimism, 
honesty and the rare ability to see the best 
in all he met. He was never critical and never 
spoke poorly of people. He believed that 
everyone was created by God, and was 
therefore good. That was what he saw and 
what he chose to see in people. 

On the day he retired in 2004 after 55 years  
in practice at Cleary & Lee, he was the second 
longest-serving lawyer in Queensland. One 
of his sons, Simon, a barrister, continues the 
family’s association with the law.

In 2001 John was awarded the Centenary 
Medal for his contribution to the law 
and the community in Toowoomba. In 
2010 the Downs and South West District 
Law Association awarded him its first life 
membership.

John’s final resting place is beside his parents 
at Toowoomba’s Garden of Remembrance, a 
place he would point out to visitors as unique 
because no one living in Toowoomba could 
be buried there. He would then add, smiling: 
“they have to be dead first”.

John is survived by his wife, Sue, his five 
children and eight grandchildren.

Obituary | 

Son of the Garden City 
served for 55 years
John Edward Cleary, a true son of Toowoomba, 
passed away on 17 April, aged 83.
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Most memorable moment in the law:

My first court appearance. I remember 
walking to the bar table dressed in my 
suit – my client was not present – and 
the Federal Magistrate mistook me for the 
client and asked “if I was waiting for my 
legal representative”. I respectfully replied 
that “I was the legal representative”. 

Most useful piece of advice you’ve received:

To be proactive, not reactive. 

How has the profession changed since 
your admission:

Family law has changed considerably 
since I was admitted in 2005. One major 
change is the ability to now electronically 
file documents via the Commonwealth 
Courts Portal. Other changes are the use 
of computers in courtrooms and the way 
high-volume evidence is presented to 
judges. Generally, the courts have now 
become very dependent on electronic 
communication. This has also enabled 
service to international clientele. 

What state is your work/life balance in:

At the moment it’s good. Although I 
practice in family law, which is often 
perceived as an emotional area of law,  
I have been able to successfully separate 
the pressures of work and maintain a  
good work/life balance. 

How do you unwind:

Most of the time, I spend my weekends 
relaxing with my wife, playing with our 
little puppy and watching DVDs. I love 
watching thrillers. We are also lucky 
enough that most of our friends share the 
same passion, so we can catch up for DVD 
marathons and going out for dinner or 
coffee.

When was your last holiday,  
and what did you do:

My honeymoon. I was married on 
10/10/10. My wife and I went to Borocay 
– an island off the Philippines. It was 
beautiful, very relaxing and picture perfect. 
We can’t wait to go back.

And finally:

I invest in overseas property and enjoy 
trading on the stock market. I can speak 
fluent Arabic and we are. expecting our 
first child in December 2011.
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