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Keith Rapley 1945-2019 

The OR community has lost one of its most endearing and thoughtful personalities in Keith 
Rapley. Educated at Woking County Grammar until the family moved to the North East, 
where he took his A-levels at Houghton Grammar, Keith went on in 1963 to study at 
Imperial College, London before joining the airline BEA in 1967. He met wife-to-be Mary in 
the OR department, marrying in 1971. They had two children – Ian in 1976 and Kate in 1981 
– and five grandchildren. 

British Airways, formed from the merger of BEA and BOAC in 1974, would be Keith’s 
workplace until 2000, moving to the London School of Economics where he remained until 

his retirement. Apart from a two-year stint in the 1980s as Computer Development Senior 
Manager, Keith remained in Operational Research, a discipline he loved. As he became more 

senior in the organisation, taking on roles such as Business Support and OR manager, he 
championed innovation, setting up the Emerging Technologies and Artificial Intelligence 

units. Despite early suspicions, Keith was instrumental in the introduction of PCs to a 
sceptical BA. 

For Keith, OR was not so much a matter of methodology as a way of looking at the world, a 
stance that enriched the community of both those working directly on operational research 
projects and those in the wider airline community. Although BA championed a computing-

focused approach to OR, Keith was happy to support a breakaway Operations OR group, to 
do good old-fashioned OR, with more consultancy and fewer systems. 

Keith’s focus was people. Many remember his soft-spoken humour and ability to cut 
through red tape. When, for example, the airline wanted to impose a normal distribution on 

the rating of staff, his attitude was ‘How can we game the system to get the best results for 
people?’ BA OR colleagues found him inspirational, remembering how he balanced high 

expectations with belief in the abilities of new recruits. His faith in what OR could do for the 
airline was unwavering. And Keith will always be remembered for the many great (if 

challenging) conversations a wide range of people had with him on any subject under the 
sun.  

The deceptive simplicity of the game of Go always fascinated Keith, who was also a board 
game enthusiast. This love of games extended to an AGIFORS conference he organised in 
the Lake District, where bemused attendees were introduced to Bandar Seri Begawan, an 

airline equivalent of Radio 4’s Mornington Crescent game. Keith was very active on the OR 
conference scene, though not always on script. Once, when introducing a plenary speaker at 

a conference, then realising he wasn’t dressed for the part, he quickly exited via the side of 
the stage, only to discover it was a dead end. Rather than cross the stage again, he 

remained in that corner until the end of the hour-long talk. 

Whether contributing papers on the future of OR, developing strategy, managing staff, 

solving problems or playing games, Keith brought genuine warmth to everything he did. He 
will be sorely missed. 

 

 

 


