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Judith Clare McLachlan Elder 

 
 
Mother, wife, daughter, sister, friend, gardener, executive. Born Sept. 29, 1954, in 
Epsom, England. Died March 28 in Toronto of a brain hemorrhage, aged 47. 
 
As a little girl, not yet at school, Judy Elder liked to stand by the bus stop outside her 
parent's Montreal home and talk to the people waiting there. Actually, "interview" is a 
better word. She was sweet about it, all smiles and blonde pigtails, but she was 
persistent. She wanted to know who they were, where they were going, what they were 
going to do when they got there. And if a bus came along and took them away before 
she'd heard everyone's stories, that was okay. She'd wait: others would gather for the 
next bus. 
 
None of this would surprise anyone who knew Judy. She was refreshingly forthright, 
and so much more. Family and friends describe her with words such as confident, 
vivacious, loving, fearless, happy, encouraging, mischievous, generous, optimistic and, 
especially, beloved. She had it all -- a happy, fulfilling life with partner David Powell, with 
her sons Peter and Jack, with extended family, and with so many close friends. She had 
a head for business, an eye for fine art and green thumbs (and David's strong back) to 
transform her backyard into a lush garden. 
 
She never lost her consuming curiosity. It stoked the fiery discussions that accompanied 
the sumptuous dinners she and David hosted at their Toronto home. And it helped 
propel her into top positions at Ogilvy & Mather, IBM and finally Microsoft Canada, and 
into the presidency of the Canadian Marketing Association. Judy wanted to know what 
people really thought, and she had a knack for asking good questions. Dom Caruso, 
now president at Cossette, Canada's largest advertising agency, remembers 
interviewing for a job with Judy at Ogilvy & Mather in the early 1980s. Fresh out of 
university, he'd endured a dreary series of interviews with other companies that all 
seemed to follow a predictable script. But Judy startled him with her first question. "She 
wanted to know what I liked to do in my free time," he recalls. "She learned more about 
me in a couple of minutes than anyone else had in hours of interviews." And he got the 
job. 
 
In March, Judy gave a speech at the Toronto Board of Trade that, among other things, 
decried the dearth of top female executives in Canada and urged women to embrace 
their ambitions, in business and every other aspect of their lives. The speech was pure 
Judy, blunt and funny and provocative, and it showed the enormous confidence she had 
in the abilities of others. "If you acknowledge the importance and power of your 
ambition," she said, "recognize that it is there to drive you to greater achievements and 
sustain you through the challenges. And if you couple it with competence, hard work 



and the morality you learned at your mother's knee, you can defeat the insidious erosion 
of feeling inadequate, the fear of being in charge, the doubts that we all have about our 
capacity to lead." 
 
That speech became something of an underground sensation and has since been 
distributed widely via e-mail. As well, it inspired more than 20 corporations to establish 
the Judith Elder Program for the Advancement of Women in Organizational Leadership 
at the University of Toronto's Rotman School of Management. 
 
Hardly anyone outside of family and close friends knew of the years-long battle she'd 
waged with a serious blood disorder. It ought to have been debilitating, but Judy 
managed her personal and professional schedule around the times when her energy 
levels would sag and she'd require transfusions. There were occasions when it got to 
her, but she rarely let it show. She knew she probably wouldn't live a long life, so she 
did her best to live a full life. She succeeded magnificently. 
 
James Deacon was Judy's brother-in-law 
 


