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Watson completes rise at Husch Blackwell

by Scott lauck
scott.lauck@molawyersmedia.com

The number of large U.S. law firms led by an African-
American lawyer can be counted on one hand. As 
of last week, Missouri’s Husch Blackwell became 
the largest such firm 

in the country.
Maurice A. Watson 

took office as the firm’s 
chairman on April 1. 
The firm’s partners chose 
Watson, a member of 
Husch Blackwell’s execu-
tive board, for the top po-
sition in an election last 
August — an election that 
put the finishing touches 
on the 2008 merger of 
Husch & Eppenberger 
and Blackwell Sanders. 

The resulting firm is among the largest 100 law firms in 
the country, as ranked by American Lawyer magazine’s 
industry-standard “AmLaw 100” list. Husch Blackwell 
now appears to be only the second firm on that list to 
be led by a black lawyer. Karl Racine was the managing 
partner of Baltimore-based Venable until he returned to 
full-time practice earlier this year. 

Two other, slightly smaller firms have also featured 
black leaders: John W. Daniels Jr., the chairman of 
Quarles & Brady in Milwaukee; and Dennis W. Archer, 

“I think we’re 
going to be  

moving in some 
new directions 

and increasingly 
look to lead, not 

just follow.”
Maurice A. Watson

From summer associate to chairman 
of combined firm; Husch Blackwell 
becomes largest in the country with  

African-American chairman

Maurice A. Watson was the first African-American student to attend the Barstow School, a 
prestigious college preparatory school in Kansas City, where he graduated in 1976. He went on 
to Harvard College, then to Harvard Law School. Photo by Scott Lauck [Continued on next  page]
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the former chairman of Dickinson Wright 
in Detroit. Both firms rank on the broader 
AmLaw 200 list.

Watson’s ascension to the role also marks 
the first time a MOney 20 firm has had 
an African-American leader, at least since 
Missouri Lawyers Weekly started the 
ranking of the state’s largest corporate law 
firms six years ago. 

[Missouri Lawyers Weekly’s newest 
MOney 20 special report on Missouri’s 
largest law firms will appear May 14.]

For Watson, a Kansas City native, it’s not 
a coincidence that many of those firms are 
from the Midwest.

“This is an area, I think, where you look 
to the Midwest to provide leadership,” he 
said in an interview last week. “In this 
regard, we’ve really been much more pro-
gressive than much larger cities on the 
coasts.”

On the Friday before Watson’s chair-
manship officially began, a few friends — 
including many members of the Jackson 
County Bar Association, a Kansas City-
area organization primarily composed of 
African-American attorneys — held a re-
ception to celebrate a milestone that was 
both personal and historic.

“It actually is a pretty big deal, not just 
in the state of Missouri but nationally,” 
said Mischa Buford Epps. She and her 
husband, Willie Epps Jr., both of Shook, 
Hardy & Bacon, hosted the event at their 
Kansas City home.

Lisa White Hardwick, chief judge of 
the Missouri Court of Appeals Western 
District and a long-time colleague of 
Watson’s, said his position is more than 
just a tale of racial triumph.

“It’s even more rare that someone would 
begin their legal career at a firm and come 
up through the ranks — associate, partner, 
management team, and then to become 
the chairman of an international firm,” she 
said. “It just doesn’t happen very often to 
anybody, not just a person of color.”

Watson, 54, said his desire to be a law-
yer came at an early age, “even though I 
didn’t know quite what lawyers did.” But 
he was well-prepared. He was the first 
African-American student to attend the 
Barstow School, a prestigious college pre-
paratory school in Kansas City, where he 
graduated in 1976. He went on to Harvard 
College, then to Harvard Law School. 

Watson’s association with Husch 
Blackwell dates to 1982, when he be-
came a summer associate for what was 
then Blackwell Sanders Matheny Weary 
& Lombardi, a firm he knew through a 
friendship with the children of one of the 
partners, Dan Weary. 

After law school, Watson worked for 
several years on the staff of Missouri Sen. 
John Danforth. He returned to Kansas City 
in 1987 and joined the Blackwell Sanders 
firm, where he has been ever since.

“I think Maurice and I always thought 
we’d do better in an environment where 
people knew us and knew where we 
came from, how we were raised,” said 

Hardwick, a Kansas Citian who attended 
Harvard Law School at the same time as 
Watson. “That’s certainly turned out to 
be true.”

Watson’s legal career has largely in-
volved representation of public school dis-
tricts and other educational institutions. 
Although Watson’s practice will be limited 
while he is chairman, it will serve him well 
in dealing with the intricacies of a large 
organization, said David Smith, a former 
board president of the Kansas City School 
District. Smith, now the president of the 
Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Kansas City, 
said many school districts’ legal questions 
are essentially human-resources prob-
lems.

“He was frequently my first call — and I 
had a lot of calls to deal with,” Smith said.

Blackwell Sanders probably had fewer 
than 50 attorneys when he joined, Watson 
said. These days, Husch Blackwell has 
about 600 lawyers in offices from London 
to Omaha. The firm’s overall attorney 
headcount has been steadily decreasing 
since the merger, though some offices, 
such as its Denver office, have more than 
doubled in size. Other changes include the 
demotion of 25 equity partners to fixed in-
come status last month.

Watson said that, four years after the 
merger, Husch Blackwell is “evolving.”

“I’d tell everybody to watch us, to see 
what we do,” he said. “I think we’re going 
to be moving in some new directions and 
increasingly look to lead, not just follow.” 
mo
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“It’s even more rare that someone would begin their 
legal career at a firm and come up through the ranks — 
associate, partner, management team, and then to be-

come the chairman of an international firm.”
Lisa White Hardwick, chief judge of the Missouri Court 

of Appeals Western District, on Watson


