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Alexander Keith Mitchell, Q.C. 

The energetic, engaged and engaging Alexander 
Keith Mitchell—known as “Keith” or, at Farris LLP 
(“Farris”), where he practised throughout his career, 
“AKM”—was born in Vancouver on June 13, 1945 and 
died on October 26, 2021. 

Keith’s father, Alec, immigrated to Canada from 
the small Scottish fishing town of Lossiemouth. 
Upon settling in Vancouver and joining Woodward’s department store, he 
married Nora McBride. They had four children: Barbara Sue, Kyle, Keith 
and Nora Jean. Sadly, Alec suffered a debilitating stroke in his 50s and died 
at a fairly young age; this event inspired Keith to live each day to the fullest. 
Nora remained a force within the family until her death in 2009. 

Keith grew up in Vancouver, attending Maple Grove Elementary School 
and Magee Secondary School. One of the Mitchells’ neighbours was Jack 
Gibson, a former Member of Parliament whose visitors often included fed-
eral Cabinet ministers. Also frequently at Gibson’s home was Arthur Laing, 
a Liberal politician and, from 1963, a federal Cabinet minister, who lived a 
block away. Keith’s deep interest in politics and enthusiasm for the federal 
Liberal party began sitting on Gibson’s living room floor. 

Laing helped Keith get his much-loved summer job as a House of Com-
mons tour guide in 1965. Keith became the guides’ “unofficial Liberal 
leader” but whenever possible also lingered outside former Conservative 
prime minister John Diefenbaker’s office, “just to listen to that amazing 
voice”. Keith returned to Ottawa for the summer of 1966, planning itiner-
aries for Soviet bloc delegations’ official visits. After obtaining his B.A. (from 
UBC, unsurprisingly in political science and history) in 1967, he returned 
to Ottawa as a research assistant for Laing. 

Keith was soon swept up in the Liberal leadership race, backing John 
Turner (with his strong B.C. roots) over the ultimate winner, Pierre Elliot 
Trudeau. After winning the party leadership, Trudeau selected key peo-
ple—including Keith—from competing campaigns to join his team. Keith 
became one of Trudeau’s two “advance men” during the federal election 
campaign, planning logistics and coordinating with security personnel, 
local party organizations and Trudeau himself to ensure that all was in place 
for Trudeau’s arrival at his next campaign stop. Keith remained an advisor 
to Trudeau and other Liberal politicians on B.C.-related issues. 
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In September 1968, Keith started law school at UBC. In the summer after 
first year, he worked in Ottawa as a student assistant in the Office of the 
Minister of Justice, then John Turner. In the summer after second year, 
Keith worked at the Vancouver Inner City Service Project, Legal Services 
Program alongside Mike Harcourt, who became a lifelong friend. 

Keith graduated with an LL.B. from UBC in May 1971. He maintained a 
close relationship with UBC, later being instrumental in fundraising for the 
new law school building, serving on the Dean’s Advisory Council, and long 
residing on or near the campus. An enormous chartered bus once nudged 
its way through narrow roads to bring Farris partners to the Mitchell house 
on Wesbrook Crescent to celebrate the firm’s contribution to the construc-
tion of the new law school building. 

Keith applied to Farris for an articling position, citing both Turner and 
Harcourt as references. After meeting Keith, Charlie Wills told Jack Giles, 
Q.C., that “I think we should hire this guy. He is a real pistol” and (in Keith’s 
version of the story, prefaced by the words “if we don’t watch out”) “[h]e’ll 
be running this place some day.”1 Keith indeed articled at Farris and was 
called to the bar in September 1972. He remained at Farris until his retire-
ment in 2020. 

Keith originally worked closely with Peter Butler, Q.C., who became his 
mentor in both law and life. Keith himself was a superb negotiator and 
strategist, with a quick grasp of issues, an intuitive sense of the law and 
excellent judgment. He tended to focus on the “big picture” and leave details 
to capably selected colleagues; together they achieved tremendous results 
for clients, prompting devoted clients to send more work to the firm. Keith 
was appointed Queen’s Counsel in 1985 and promptly sent a note congrat-
ulating the Attorney General on his wisdom. 

Keith had a varied practice. In the field of labour and employment, his 
longstanding employer-side clients included the University of British 
Columbia and Overwaitea. He was a very good cross-examiner, often start-
ing with a “left field” question that rattled the witness. He was also 
creative. Had it not been for the two sides reaching agreement, he would 
have had laboratory rats brought to the BC Labour Relations Board to illus-
trate why certain university research should be categorized as an essential 
service. 

In the real estate realm, Keith worked on numerous rezoning and devel-
opment projects including the rezoning of Eaton Centre, Metrotown; the 
development of Granville Island; the development of Canada Place Corpo-
ration, the World Trade Centre and the Pan Pacific Hotel; the sale of the 
Expo lands; and the sale and leaseback of the old BC Hydro and Westcoast 
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Energy buildings. He advised on commercial transactions and corporate 
governance. He acted as arbitrator in commercial arbitrations. 

Over the last quarter century, Keith also built a thriving international 
trade law practice, including acting for the B.C. lumber industry in the long-
standing, multi-round, softwood lumber dispute between Canada and the 
United States. Very knowledgeable in U.S. as well as Canadian politics, 
Keith relished working with clients, counsel and senior government offi-
cials on both sides of the border. 

True to Charlie Wills’s prediction, Keith was Farris’s managing partner 
from 1994 to 2007, then its chair until 2017. He said he spent as little time 
as possible in his managerial role,2 preferring practice to administration; as 
one former colleague notes, he embraced the unlikely, but successful, 
planks of enthusiasm and optimism as his management philosophy. He 
was always positive about the firm and about ideas to make it better. He 
championed causes such as the retention of women lawyers in practice; he 
loved dealing with students and awed them at an annual lunch; he courted 
potential hires; he defended or cheered up fellow partners experiencing 
adversity; and he went to bat for staff (including helping a paralegal with a 
Philippine law degree achieve her dream of being called to the B.C. bar). He 
greatly valued his long-time assistants, Karen Muir and Heather 
Rosensweet. Whether at work or with other friends or family, when Keith 
turned his attention to someone, it was “all in”; he listened, was curious and 
made them feel important. 

Given the powerful voice that overcame even soundproofing efforts, 
from Keith’s office wafted intriguing conversations about files, the firm and 
politics. As one former colleague joked, Keith was a pioneer of sorts in man-
agement transparency given he could not lower his voice. At Shaughnessy 
Heights United Church, he practically drowned out the choir (he claimed a 
louder voice put one closer to God; his son quipped that by that measure, 
Keith lived a pretty divine life). 

Keith was very involved with his community. He played a role in the 
reshaping and growth of Vancouver in the 1980s and ’90s by serving as a 
director on various boards, including of Expo 86 Corporation. He also 
served as the chair of the board of trustees of the Emily Carr College of Art 
and Design, founding chair of the board of directors of the BC Achievement 
Foundation, director of the Asia Pacific Foundation of Canada and director 
of Lex Mundi. 

Keith’s greatest accomplishment in any field, however, was convincing 
Mary Jane to marry him; they wed in 1970. Mary Jane went on to have an 
extremely successful career as an anesthesiologist and clinical professor at 
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UBC. They complemented each other and united in bringing up wonderful 
children, socializing and travelling. They loved to entertain at their home 
and their Point Roberts cottage, with celebrations ranging from family gath-
erings to election parties with as many Liberals as could fit on the premises. 

Keith and Mary Jane had three children: Malia, Alexander (Alex) and 
Elisa. Amidst his professional life and diverse interests, Keith devoted him-
self to his family and their well-being. Keith even volunteered to coach soc-
cer to overcome young Alex’s reluctance to join a soccer team. This was 
brave because, although during one teenage summer Keith had sold sport-
ing goods at Woodward’s, he regarded some walking trips in Europe in the 
2000s as his greatest athletic achievement and was not well acquainted with 
the rules of soccer. His coaching strategy was to constantly yell “challenge 
him!” during play, like Braveheart. Because some of the players, perhaps 
inspired by older siblings, played well, the team did not do badly. While 
Keith came to regard his coaching talents quite favourably in light of this 
track record, he retired from coaching around the time Alex turned eight, 
given the complexities of the offside rule that would begin to apply. 

Keith continued to be very involved in his children’s lives. He regularly 
visited Malia at her successive homes in Halifax, London and Toronto, send-
ing her a Vancouver calendar every year in the hope that photos of snow-
capped peaks would entice her back. Keith worked alongside Alex, who is 
now also a partner at Farris practising labour and employment law. And he 
relished debate with Elisa, a teacher, on the education system. Wherever his 
children were at the time, Keith was always there to support them, regularly 
“hunting and pecking” them notes on his Blackberry. Alex’s wife Suzanne 
and Elisa’s husband James were embraced. Keith was “Bubba” to his grand-
children Dylan, Jake, Myles and Violet. Keith was also very engaged with 
his nieces, nephews, other family and friends. The children’s nanny, Lolet, 
never left and nursed Keith in his illness; she considered him a brother. 

Keith was a voracious reader, sometimes tackling five newspapers at 
breakfast and usually having three books on the go. He loved good food and 
wine. He enjoyed preparing a big, rich meal and, while eating it, discussing 
the next menu. Napping before and after meals was a treasured pastime. He 
enjoyed lunches at the old Chartwell restaurant. He prepared weekend 
breakfasts using every imaginable pot and pan, to the sound of roaring show 
tunes. He enjoyed music more generally. Given the athletic limitations 
noted above, he displayed surprising agility when seeking (for himself, Far-
ris’s Betty Harrison and her husband Doug) tickets being handed out to a 
José Carreras concert, the highlight of the legal convention the trio were 
attending in Barcelona. He tackled his way through the black-tied throng 
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and seized three front-row tickets, only to find out from the usher that they 
were in the front row of the third balcony (from which Carreras was a dis-
tant pinhead) rather than the floor. Always able to find a silver lining, Keith 
praised the superior acoustics and view of the Gaudiesque venue from the 
trio’s lofty perch. 

Keith loved chocolate, including Purdy’s dark chocolate and a special hot 
chocolate concoction prepared for him daily in the pre-COVID-19 Farris 
kitchen. One articled student (an aspiring real estate solicitor) thrilled to be 
working with Keith on the Metrotown rezoning in the 1980s found that his 
first assignment, partway through their drive to Burnaby city hall, was to 
run into a fast food restaurant to buy Keith a double chocolate milkshake as 
fuel for Keith’s upcoming presentation to council. 

Keith and Mary Jane travelled widely and well. He researched what to 
see and do at planned destinations. Proud of his family’s roots, Keith loved 
to visit Scotland and the United Kingdom more generally. He once invited 
a bagpiper into their hotel room to serenade Mary Jane while she took a 
shower. He loved Hawaiian sunsets. He was also immensely fond of Italy. 
After speaking with Keith, an older Italian client remarked he had learned 
from Keith new things about his own country. Keith invited colleagues 
about to travel to Italy to educational lunches to share his insights. 

One of Keith’s traits was to bring conversations to an abrupt close. One of 
his former juniors attributes this to the fact that Keith was so much farther 
ahead. He would suddenly decide the discussion was done, sometimes in 
mid-sentence (rather disconcerting for a junior anxious to ensure Keith’s 
instructions had accurately been captured). His sudden passing, some have 
said, may simply have been another example of Keith sensing, in advance 
of those around him, that it was time to conclude. For those who knew him, 
however, that end came too soon. Keith’s kindness, loyalty, enthusiasm and 
thoughtfulness left a mark on many. His spirit will be carried on by those 
whose lives he touched. 

Family, friends and Farris LLP colleagues 

ENDNOTES 
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