
THE KANSAS CITY STAR MAGAZINE ★ June 17, 201216

Attorney MAURICE WATSON of Kansas City was named 
chairman of Husch Blackwell LLP on April 1, making Husch
Blackwell the largest law firm in the country to be led by an 
African-American. Watson attended Kansas City public schools
until he was in 11th grade, when he became the first African-
American student at Barstow School, graduating in 1976. 
He earned undergraduate and law degrees at Harvard. 
Watson was Nonprofit Connect’s 2012 volunteer of the year.
This conversation took place in Watson’s office.

Did you want to be a lawyer your whole life?
I’m not sure when the moment came that I

decided to pursue law, but I think it was a
function of my enjoyment of debate and argu-
ment, and I was comfortable speaking in front
of people from a very young age, mostly from
church and competing in speech contests in
debate and forensics. The ability to communi-
cate well to make an argument is an important
quality for a good lawyer.

Were you one of those kids whose parents
and relatives would say, “You should become a
lawyer,” because you questioned everything
and were comfortable engaging adults in 
argument?

Yeah. They said that a lot. I was fortunate
that my parents allowed me to engage in adult
discussions and to communicate forcefully my
opinion on topics when some adults felt it was
inappropriate. They may have seen promise
that one day someone would pay me for the
strong opinions that I had.

Was anyone in your family a lawyer?
No. Unfortunately when I was growing up

there were very few African-American law-
yers. I only knew one. I never really had an
understanding of what lawyers did.

Then what do you think it was that propelled
you toward the law?

I have to give great credit to parents who
instilled in me a great confidence that I could
do anything I wanted to do.

That is so important, isn’t it?
It is critical that a child perceive that there

are no barriers, that there is an assumption
that you can be great at whatever you pursue.

So, even though there weren’t many African-
American lawyers, it never occurred to you that
you couldn’t be one?

No. No. Not only that, I also had teachers
that reinforced the idea that I could achieve,
and pushed me. So much of our culture is
centered on the idea that some people just
have great talent and some people don’t, and if
you don’t have great talent, you can’t be suc-
cessful. Empirical research supports some-
thing else. It supports that people who are the
most successful have drive, ambition, persis-
tence, resilience, focus and discipline.

There’s work involved.
There’s a lot of work involved. Whether you

are a brilliant lawyer or a brilliant concert
pianist, there are hours and hours and hours of
hard work required to get there. The fact that
you have some natural gifts will not be
enough.

Has the number of African-Americans 
entering the law changed since you entered the
field?

That may be one of the biggest disappoint-
ments in last 25 years. We are actually seeing a
decline in the number of African-Americans
entering the legal field. It’s troubling because
we would have expected to see a significant
increase. I think closing the gap is going to
require inculcating the values it takes to be
successful at an early age, not just rigorous
academic training.

After college, you worked for former U.S.
Senator Jack Danforth from Missouri. Why?

I wanted to work in policy-making areas. I
worked in Washington on Senator Danforth’s
staff as an aide for three years on a number of
issues including education, health care, wel-
fare reform. Based on experience I decided I
wanted to work for a firm that represented
educational institutions or health care in-
stitutions, which is what drew me back to
Blackwell Sanders, where I had done an in-
ternship when I was in college. They had a
history of representing those kinds of clients.

It’s a big company. What kind of work did you
end up specializing in?

For many years I did work for the Kansas
City Missouri School District, which certainly
is a unique situation.

Does Husch Blackwell still do work for Kansas
City Public Schools, as it is now called?

It does. That work has changed as the size of
the district has changed.

In this economy what is your advice to young
people considering pursuing a career in the
law?

My best advice is, if you have a passion to
practice law, you need to go to law school and
do it. If you’re doing it out of a lack of other
interests or as kind of a fail-safe route, it is
probably not an efficient use of your time and
money in this highly competitive market.

This appears in print on Father’s Day. What
are you most grateful to your father for?

He died when I was 13. He was only 47. But I
often think of how I would have speeches that
I would learn for school or for church and I
enjoy singing and I sang as a kid and my father,
unlike many fathers, was not a great sports fan
but was very proud of my ability to deliver
oratory and sing. Any time people would come
to the house, my father would say, “Son, give
your speech!” Or, “Sing your song!” (Laughs.)
As you grow older you think, “Oh my God,
people must have hated coming to my house.”
But when you have that kind of unconditional
support from your parents, it is invaluable.
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