
BIRMINGHAM — When Clark Hill 
PLC partner J. Thomas MacFarlane’s 
phone rings, the caller on the other end of 
the line could be seeking his input on just 
about anything.

It could be a board member of the Detroit 
Athletic Club in need of MacFarlane’s 
insight that he gained while helping to 
oversee the club’s recent exponential 
growth. It could be the president and CEO 
of the Michigan Science Center seeking 
some advice on how to go about a project. 
Or, as is most likely the case, it could be a 
client dealing with anything ranging from a 
personal estate plan to a multimillion dollar 
corporation’s business strategy.

To put it simply, people aren’t afraid to 
call on him for help.

There’s a broad range of expertise 
MacFarlane can offer to his clients, colleagues 
and friends, but there’s one similarity between 
each call he gets: MacFarlane is eager to try 
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to answer their questions.
“When someone calls and says I need 

your help on this…that’s the kind of thing 
that gives you energy,” MacFarlane says. 
“If somebody thinks enough of you to call 
you when they need some very personal and 
important advice, if that doesn’t get you 
pumped up to help, you’re probably in the 
wrong business. That’s the way I look at it.

“I’m going to do whatever I can to help 
them and try to be here and get back to 
them as quickly as I can and try to have them 
think that their need is very important to 
us…I want them to feel that it is important 
to me and we are going to do everything we 
can to help as quickly as we can.”

MacFarlane, 55, is a trusts and estates 
lawyer based out of the firm’s Birmingham 
office who has been with Clark Hill — 
formerly Clark, Klein and Beaumont — 
since the start of his career in 1987.

A Birmingham native, MacFarlane 

attended Alma College before going on 
to pursue a legal education at Wake Forest 
University School of Law in Winston-
Salem, North Carolina. He was inspired 
to become a lawyer in part because his 
grandfather, Joseph McMahon, was an 
attorney for the IRS.

While the young MacFarlane didn’t 
want to work for the government like his 
grandfather, he decided he’d find some way 
to put a legal degree to use, and he even 
decided to bolster his education by earning 
an MBA concurrently with his law degree. 

A family friend of MacFarlane’s, the late 
Patrick J. Keating, a past president of the 
State Bar of Michigan, had connected him 
to Clark, Klein and Beaumont, where he 
went on to clerk before his final year of 
law school. After graduating in 1987, he 
returned home to work for the firm, where 
he started in corporate law.

During his second year with the firm, 



MacFarlane was enlisted by attorney 
Douglas J. Rasmussen to pitch in on a big 
trust litigation matter Rasmussen led.

That’s where MacFarlane’s journey 
into trusts and estates law began, as 
well as Rasmussen’s role as a mentor to 
MacFarlane. Rasmussen, a highly regarded 
attorney who is now retired, was one of 
the reasons MacFarlane took an interest in 
trusts and estates; he wanted to work with 
the revered lawyer. 

One major outcome of that trust case 
nearly 30 years ago, MacFarlane says, was 
that the Clark team was able to work with 
New York-based White & Case LLP on the 
matter. To this day, Clark Hill still interacts 
with the firm as a result of that initial 
experience, MacFarlane says.

Planning Ahead
One thing that keeps MacFarlane 

passionate about his work in trusts and 
estates — as well as in other areas he’s 
expanded his practice to — is his ability to 
help people plan and prepare for the futures 
of their assets, businesses and loved ones.

In addition to the planning 
that goes into helping clients 
prepare wills, trusts and the like, 
MacFarlane is also active in helping 
individuals and businesses in tax 
planning, wealth preservation 
strategies, and helping businesses 
with succession planning and 
corporate restructuring.

While much of the focus of 
MacFarlane’s work revolves around 
finding the best outcome for his client’s 
plan, he finds additional enjoyment in 
helping clients make decisions about how 
they’d like to help others.

“It is also nice to see people leave charitable 
gifts. If there’s a tax reason to do it or a 
tax benefit to doing it, and a client is also 
achieving some charitable intent and objective, 
then I think it’s fantastic that we can try to 
incorporate that into the plan,” he says.

On the other side of MacFarlane’s 
spectrum of work, he assists clients in 
settling their disputes. He is experienced 
in representing both individuals and 
corporations in probate matters and in tax 
audits and disputes.

 Helping a divided family settle a dispute 
regarding an estate is an entirely different 
experience than helping clients decide to 
which charity they’d like to leave some of 
their estate. But switching gears is a part of 
what MacFarlane’s wide-ranging practice 
involves, and it’s something he’s become 
accustomed to over his 30 years of practicing.

Many probate cases can be highly emotional, 

which has required MacFarlane to develop 
some interpersonal skills outside the law.

“People will say, ‘You must feel like a 
psychologist,’ and I say, ‘Well, I suppose, 
but I’m really not trained in that discipline.’

“It’s like anything you do for a long 
period of time: You start to develop some 
skills in how to respond to people and how 
to propose solutions and how to try to 
structure things. You’re still fighting some 
psychological issues at times that you’re 
just not equipped to handle. But you still 
have to do what you’re doing, which is 
representing them in the case.” 

Not every trust and estate dispute, 
particularly those involving family 
members who are at odds, ends with the 
parties personally patching their issues up. 
But MacFarlane says the ability to help 
them put an end to their legal dispute, and 
thus put the matter behind them to some 
degree, is what makes the litigation side of 
his work rewarding.

One way to attempt to prevent disputes 
from arising is to properly plan. That’s 
why MacFarlane finds the most gratifying 
part of his work is seeing a plan come to 

fruition, whether that process involves a 
business or an individual.

“If we’ve done some estate planning 
documents, obviously it’s sad and it’s 
unfortunate when somebody dies. But if 
we can see that there’s been a successful 
and efficient transition of the wealth to the 
beneficiaries or to trusts for beneficiaries, 
that’s rewarding. To see that the planning 
is effective is rewarding in itself,” he says.

“I think it’s especially true when it comes 
to planning for a business, to see either 
the next generation or the next group of 
leadership…or whoever it may be who 
succeeds in a business and to see it continue 
on and thrive. It’s rewarding for me.”

Inside the office, MacFarlane heads 
up Clark Hill’s trusts and estates group, 
serving as a practice group leader for the 
past 12 years. The group currently has 
about 14 lawyers and six paralegals.

As a part of that role, MacFarlane has 
been involved in helping to hire talented 
attorneys, which he says can be challenging 
but is something the firm has been 

successful at. When it comes to budding 
attorneys, MacFarlane makes it a priority 
to help them develop their own business 
and personal professional styles while also 
finding ways to share whatever lessons and 
wisdom from his own experience he can 
offer them.

“We’re all different, and we all have 
a different style, and if you’ve seen more 
than one doctor or dentist in your lifetime, 
you’ve observed that,” he says. “It’s not 
like only one kind of personality can be a 
good estate planning lawyer, but you do 
have to find a style for you that will allow 
clients to have a high degree of confidence 
and comfort not only in your knowledge 
but in your integrity and your ability and 
availability to be there for them when they 
need your help.”

A Confi dent Confi dant
MacFarlane’s success in becoming a 

trusted attorney hasn’t been hurt by what 
many of his colleagues insist, that he’s 
unwaveringly reliable.

Just check with members of the Detroit 
Executives Association, who each have 

their own slogan. MacFarlane’s is, 
“Honest Attorney, Two Flights 
Up,” as he works on the second 
floor of Clark Hill’s office.

One fellow DEA member, 
David Burton, owner of Burton 
Brothers General Contractors 
based in Southfield, is also a client 
of MacFarlane. Burton Brothers 
began working with him more than 

20 years ago. During that time, Burton has 
come to depend on MacFarlane for his 
expertise in both the company’s general 
business matters and in strategic planning.

What Burton says he appreciates most 
about MacFarlane as an attorney is his 
“sound, unexcitable counsel.”

“He doesn’t fluster. It’s not as if we’re 
running to him with burning problems, 
but they’re problems to us, and he helps 
us deal with them,” Burton says. “And he’s 
always provided easy access. You don’t have 
to go through layers to get to him.”

Burton also appreciates MacFarlane’s 
ability to be fiscally responsible. In many 
instances when another attorney can do 
the work that Burton Brothers needs to 
be done at a lower rate, MacFarlane will 
pass the work on to the other lawyer with 
Burton’s approval.

“He has provided very wise counsel, very 
sound counsel all of these years,” Burton 
says. “We’re very happy with his work and 
his ethic and his confidentiality.”

Burton has also gotten to know 
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MacFarlane as a fellow past member of the 
Detroit Athletic Club board.  MacFarlane 
also represents Burton personally.

“He’s fun to be with, he’s good to be 
around, and he’s a strong, steady fella and 
salt-of-the-earth,” he says.

David V. Berger, a CPA with Berger, Ghersi 
& LaDuke PLC in Bloomfield Hills, has 
likewise had a close working relationship with 
MacFarlane for many years. The two became 
paired up in working with a joint client about 
15 years ago, combining their accounting 
and legal expertise to assist the client in their 
business and estate planning needs.

To this day, they still work together in 
representing the same client.

Berger cites MacFarlane’s ability to 
relate to clients as one reason their working 
relationship has been so amicable.

“I think he is very knowledgeable in his 
area of practice. I think he gets along very 
well with clients, knows how to explain 
some of these difficult and complex issues, 
and I think he’s just got a great personality,” 
Berger says. “I think he’s there really to 
help the clients.”

“He’s a good team player. Some 
attorneys get in there and they want to run 
the show, so to speak,” he says. “But no, 
he’s a team player, really, and that’s a good 
way to service a client.”

Wearing Many Hats 
In addition to his role as an adviser to 

clients, MacFarlane is a trusted voice for 
several civic organizations. His tenure 
as the director of the Detroit Athletic 
Club board recently ended, which proved 
to be a fruitful period for it. The club, 
which is thriving thanks in part to other 
developments in downtown Detroit and 
its proximity to three major sports arenas, 
has grown from 2,300 resident members 
when MacFarlane first joined the board in 
2011 to 3,000, its maximum capacity of 
members, today.

He’s also a past president of the Rotary 
Club of Detroit, and he’s on the board of 
the Rose Hill Center, a residential treatment 
facility for people with psychological 
disorders. He’s on the board of the Science 
and Engineering Fair of Metropolitan Detroit 
and the Michigan Science Center, which he’s 
been with since its inception in 2012.

The science center’s CEO and president, 
Tonya Matthews, says MacFarlane has been 
vital to helping her do her work not just in 
his willingness to always offer advice but also 
in his role as a dedicated advocate who is 
constantly on the lookout for ways to help 
the relatively young organization thrive.

“He says he likes to be asked for advice, 

and he really does mean it. I have not had 
a circumstance where I’ve called to ask him 
for some advice either inside his realm of 
expertise or even outside (when he didn’t 
help),” she says.

“He always has interesting thoughts, 
and if he feels like I could get additional 
information somewhere else, he leads me 
to his other colleagues who can answer sort 
of the deeper questions. So, there’s this 
sort of unusual, sort of humble expertise 
combination that he’s got that I always find 
very helpful.”

In addition to giving back, MacFarlane 
takes the time to serve many community 
groups because of the enjoyment he derives 
from providing valuable expertise.

Even though he’s got a wide range of 
groups to attend to, Matthews thinks he’s 
more than capable of assisting them all.

“Tom does serve across the community, 
but I never feel as if the Science Center 
is playing second fiddle to any other 
organization, and I’d be willing to bet none 
of the other organizations he serves feel that 
either, and so he has been sort of masterful 
in his own personal time management but 
also in the way he pays attention to us. You 
want those kinds of people, those kinds of 
people who can’t resist helping,” she says. 
“I think it’s amazing that all of us (boards) 
probably feel that way when it comes to 
working with Tom.”

In explaining how exactly he went 
about developing such a portfolio of 
expertise that’s led to his reputation as an 
esteemed counselor in the greater Detroit 
community, MacFarlane sums it up simply: 
He’s got experience. 

“You learn things over the course of 
practicing, and you don’t realize it,” he 
says. “Why did you suggest that to a 
client, or why did you do this in a case? It’s 
because, wow, sometimes you can pinpoint 
where you realized that was the right thing 
to do there, but the bottom line is it’s 
sort of accumulative, that knowledge base 
that you have is accumulative, and after a 
while, it becomes more like instinct to you. 
There’s no book you look in, it’s like ‘That 
makes sense here. Let’s try that.’”

MacFarlane lives in Bloomfield Township 
with his wife, Val, who is a former lawyer 
(they met working at Clark Hill). She 
went on to become an elementary school 
teacher. They have three children, Grace, 
25, Mike, 23, and Will, 21. �
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