
What does it take to start a law firm? 
What’s it like? Was it easier a few de-
cades ago? What has changed? Where 
do the pitfalls lie?

To try to answer some of these ques-
tions, Don Oppenheim, former law firm 

executive director and consultant to 
many California law firms, interviewed 
three founders or co-founders of leading 
Bay Area law firms, each now in the 
later stages of his career.

The three Bay Area firms: Gordon & 
Rees, which now has 550 attorneys 
spread nationally over 29 offices; Mey-
ers Nave Riback Silver & Wilson is one 
of California’s leading public agency 

practices with more than 80 attorneys, 
operating from five offices across the 
state; and Shartsis Friese has one office 
in San Francisco, with more than 50 at-
torneys. All started in the 1970 or ’80s. 
Each has become a solid institution in 
the Bay Area, but each has a very differ-
ent operating model. Each is branded. 
Each is successful.

The interviews highlight some great 
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advice and insights from three individ-
uals who took the big leap and started 
law firms. What can budding legal en-
trepreneurs learn from the founders’ de-
cades of experience? How did starting 
and managing a law firm affect the 
founders’ personal lives?  

Q: If you were starting a law firm to-
day, would you do it?  What has 
changed?

Steve Meyers (SM): My first partner 
was a credit card. I don’t know that I’d 
do that again. I always saw myself as a 
professional with skills to offer, and if 
clients wanted my skills they would 
take it. That doesn’t seem to cut it any 
more. There is much more competition 
now, and the level of competition is not 
as honorable as it used to be. I guess the 
fundamental question is: Why in to-
day’s environment would you be crazy 
enough to start a law firm? The world 
has changed. And the world in my area 
of law [public agency representation] 
has changed. Today, I don’t think I 
would do what I did 25 years ago. The 
practice has changed more in the past 
25 years than in the last 100.

Art Shartsis (AS): It’s hard to project 
backwards. I’d been at Morrison & 
Foerster for three years, and a group 
of us decided to start a law firm. I 
wasn’t particularly happy as an asso-
ciate in a big firm, so it seemed like a 
good alternative. But you know, did I 
think I’d wind up at this firm, all these 
years later? We turned out to be good 
opportunists and hopefully good law-
yers. I don’t know why people are mo-
tivated to do it. In my case I was doing 
something I didn’t like [at the big 
firm]. So I did something else, and for 
all that I could be a solo practitioner 
today. You don’t know how these 

things are going to work out.
Stu Gordon (SG): I’m not sure I would 

do it again unless the circumstances 
presented themselves to make it as easy 
as it was in 1974. We were working with 
a senior partner in a small firm who had 
very little integrity and was extremely 
difficult to get along with. So we had to 
make a move for our own sanity and 
our own sense of integrity. We had sev-
eral clients that we knew would go with 
us wherever we went. If I had been in a 
good firm with good partners and mak-
ing satisfactory money I would prob-
ably have stayed with that firm.

Q: OK, so you went home one day 
and told your family members I’m 
going to do this — was there push-
back?

SM: It took two years to break that 
news — no pushback, it just took me a 
long time to figure out how to do it, 
when to do it, whether it made sense, 
time just worrying about it. It was not 
an easy decision.

AS: Half a year maybe.
SG: It probably took me and my part-

ner, Donald Rees, longer than it should 
have. We probably took six months to 
make the decision. My wife at the time 
was very encouraging because she 
knew I was very unhappy. And she 
knew I had the entrepreneurial spirit to 
do well.

Q: And the banks were equally en-
couraging and willing to extend cred-
it?

SM: Actually they were pretty friend-
ly in those days.

AS: We had a very funny experience 
with Bank of America, where they had 
agreed to lend us $10,000 and eventu-
ally I came down to ask them for the 

money. We were expanding, much to 
our surprise, and some banker who 
looked like [he was] out of a bad movie 
shows up and explains to me that the 
bank wants to have oversight above all 
of our decisions. It was a movie kind of 
scene. And I remember standing up 
and saying, “I’m never doing business 
with you people again,” and walking 
out. So we expanded from two to seven 
lawyers within a year. We landed some 
big accounts and things went well, and 
the [same] banker shows up to try and 
offer us more services, and Bob Friese 
throws him out.

SG: Ours was fun, too, but did not in-
volve a banker. We had a valid claim to 
accounts receivable of the firm we were 
leaving. So we walked across the street 
with $300,000 worth of A/Rs and in 
those days clients used to pay them ev-
ery 30 or 45 days, not like they do now. 
So we really didn’t need money from 
the bank.

Q: So, all these years later — the 
three of you hatched three law firms, 
all very different — have they met 
your expectations?

SM: It’s funny you should ask that, 
because people say to me, aren’t you 
proud of what you accomplished? I say, 
“Yeah,” but I never really had any pre-
diction about what was going to hap-
pen; never had a five-year master plan. 
I’m very happy with what’s happened, 
but I can’t say that I planned it.

Q: My guess is you other two would 
say the same thing?

SG: Exactly right. You always want to 
have some growth. But I don’t know if 
any of us thought we’d grow to be where 
we are now [29 offices nationwide, with 
500 attorneys].
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AS: We’re the low-growth representa-
tive of this group [50-plus attorneys in 
one office]. I think we [midsized firms] 
were all declared dead in the late 1980s, 
right? But if you look around San Fran-
cisco some firms in the midsized level 
have disappeared [Howard Rice, Bron-
son], but big firms are also gone — Bro-
beck, Heller, Thelen. Your chance of 
surviving is about the same I think be-
tween a midsized firm and a large firm, 
at least in this city. I’m not sure there is 
a rationale to it. In 100 years, none of us 
are going to be here.

Q: Art, you decided not to adopt a 
fast-growth or regional expansion 
model. How do you remain profit-
able, as just one office in San Fran-
cisco, with 50 attorneys, in a grow-or-
die business?

AS: [All that growth at all those other 
firms] is a lot to manage. I can’t even 
relate to doing that. We settled on hav-
ing these really specialty elite practices. 
We pick a person here, or there, we just 
grow really slowly and that seems fine. 
We’re all busy[.] Our rates are high. We 
try to look to practices where you can 
hit premium rates and still be real ef-
ficient. We are also very stable — we 
haven’t had a partner leave the firm for 
another firm in 20 years.

SM: Growth is a tough decision. As I 
said earlier, our initial growth was sort 
of organic and unplanned. But we did 
reach a point where growth for growth’s 
sake simply didn’t make sense for the 
way we ran the firm.

Q: Steve, how has the recent con-
traction of public agencies affected 
your firm? Is this an example of 
changing with changing times?

SM: Boy, have they contracted. We 

never experienced a contraction like 
we had in the last few years. And for-
tunately we managed to do well. We 
had gone up to as high as 95 lawyers 
and are now down a bit as public 
agencies have contracted. The chal-
lenge is that public agencies, for the 
most part, do many of the things oth-

er entities do: They hire people, 
[they] fire people, they litigate, they 
build things, they take things down, 
they run enterprises like sewage 
treatment plants, and airports[.] 
Even my mother at 91 years old still 
doesn’t understand what I do. She 
still thinks I am a DA.
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Fast forward to the 21st Century: What’s it 

like to start a law practice today? We asked 

many of the same questions to Joshua Stein, a 

prominent commercial real estate lawyer in 

New York (www.joshuastein.com), who started 

his own practice in 2010, after more than two 

decades as a partner at a global megafirm.  

Joshua Stein: When I made my move to my 

own practice in mid-2010, it wasn’t that hard. I 

had been fortunate to develop a reputation and 

client base in my practice area, commercial real 

estate. It’s a practice area that doesn’t require 

all the resources of a large firm.

Technology made it really easy to start my 

practice and deliver a service level that matches 

or beats the big firms. I closed one of the largest 

NYC real estate transactions of 2012 sitting at 

my sister’s dining room table “on vacation” in 

California, with two computers, an Internet 

phone, and a cellphone. Couldn’t have done 

that 10 years ago. And I was opposite two major 

NYC law firms, with a third as my co-counsel.

If you want to start your own practice, you 

have different ways you can go. It doesn’t take 

much of a client base or a capital outlay to set 

up a one-person shop in your apartment or — 

probably a better choice — in an executive suite. 

And the overhead is incredibly low today.  You 

just don’t need that much. Assuming you are in 

a practice area like mine, where a small practice 

can work, you don’t need that many clients to 

have a reasonable shot of doing well. And you 

don’t have to work that hard!

The big firms are stuck with incredible over-

head. Half of every dollar coming in goes to over-

head. When you have your own practice, it’s 

much, much lower — even if you make the de-

cisions I did, to rent proper office space at a good 

location, use a professional graphic designer, 

have a good website, buy 15 computers and a 

file server, hire a publicist, hand out promotion-

al goodies, all that stuff.

I admit a lot of this was not strictly necessary. 

But it sends a message that I’m serious and I 

plan to do this for a while. I actually have a logo 

and it has some recognition out in the market-

place. But you don’t have to do everything I did, 

and you can still do fine, especially if you have 

2 or 3 clients ready to give you work.

My capital cost to start was around $100,000, 

but as I mentioned you can do it for a lot less. 

And it’ll also be a lot less if you’re not in Midtown 

Manhattan.

I love the flexibility, the freedom, the lack 

of committees, the lack of partners who have 

other points of view I have to deal with. I’m 

all the committees myself. I make every deci-

sion, whether right or wrong. I’ve done some 

things I never could have gotten approved at 

my old firm.  

I don’t plan to grow. That’s my choice. I don’t 

want partners. I have four hourly contract at-

torneys, plus an hourly paralegal, and assis-

tants who help on an hourly basis. I have a 

bookkeeper in Seattle, whom I pay hourly. I 

have never met her. For the attorneys, I pay 

when there’s work to do, and when there isn’t 

I don’t have expensive mouths I have to feed.  

It works great.

Why would I do anything else?

Starting a firm today



Q: I didn’t really plan to drill down 
to your parents, but now I’m sort of 
curious, were any of your parents 
attorneys?

AS: No.
SM: You should ask if our children 

are. I have a daughter, son-in-law, 
daughter-in-law — oh, and another 
daughter-in-law — all lawyers.

AS: I have a son in law school.
SG: My kids saw me and said, “No 

way am I working that hard.” None 
became lawyers. My father was the 
master county clerk for L.A. County 
and they all loved him; I met so many 
lawyers through him, that’s what re-
ally spurred me on.

Q: Let’s look at another twist of life 
in starting and running a law firm. 
One of the considerations for to-
day’s would-be legal entrepreneurs 
is work-life balance. If they don’t 
perceive much of a balance now, as 
practitioners, how can they achieve 
it with the added load of starting a 
firm? How have you? Have you?

AS: You just work harder. You just 
make it happen. For many, many 
years I’d get home to see the kids be-
fore they went to sleep, do their 
homework with them, and then I’d go 
back to work. You work from 9 to 11 
p.m. Go to sleep, get up, go to work. 
But I never missed a kid’s game or a 
show at school or anything.

Q: When you took a vacation, did 
you actually ever have a vacation?

AS: No. Look, you spend time with 
the kids, and you spend time working. 
It’s hard. Social life got shorted badly. 
Oh, and along the way I held public 
office for 12 years [BART board].

SG: I’m the same way. My life has 

been fairly balanced, although much 
more emphasis on work life. But I’ve 
run 54 marathons, and run 65,000 re-
corded miles, and that certainly took 
a lot of time. I think I was a good fa-
ther to my two boys, but I don’t sleep 
very much.

Q: You two just might have just 
chased off every future law firm 
founder.

SM: I found balance. Somebody 
told me that you don’t want on your 
tombstone “billed the most hours.” I 
took that to heart. I decided I would 
work hard to build the firm, but I 
would not compromise or sacrifice 
family. I’m not a marathoner, but I’m 
a big hiker. My wife and I have trav-
eled extensively. I think that lawyers 
make a big mistake sacrificing their 
families, or sacrificing the normal at-
tributes of life. We are given such a 
short period of time on this earth, we 
should cherish every minute of it. A 
few years ago I climbed Kilimanjaro 
— it’s not a question of ability[.] You 
have to want it. Anyone who is start-
ing a firm should really think hard 
[about] how much time and commit-
ment you want to put into it. Yes, you 
want to be successful, but you also 
want to have a balance in your life.

Q: On “compensation,” one of 
your firms has a purely formula sys-
tem (Sharstis). How has that worked 
out?

AS: The more you work the more 
you get paid. Some people elect to 
raise families or do other things. The 
less they work the less they get paid. 
It just takes care of itself. Our com-
pensation committee spends maybe 
a dozen hours a year at most as a 

group deciding what to do. Of the six 
or eight lateral partners who have 
come to the firm none of them haven’t 
done greatly better, I mean increased 
their income by 30 to 40 percent.  

Q: On your legacy...
SM: One of the important legacies 

if somebody starts a firm is to put the 
firm in a position where it can prosper 
when you are gone. Those who start 
firms (should install) mechanisms 
and the people and systems so the 
firm can run effectively as you reduce 
your involvement. 

 
Q: Starting a firm is a huge life ex-

perience. Let’s skip to the exit strat-
egy — can you ever see yourselves 
leaving the scene completely?

SG: I’m not walking out, but cutting 
back to some extent is very likely. I 
have been a lawyer since 1966. And 
I’ve been here at Gordon & Rees for 
38 years now.

AS: It’s just too much fun: the idea 
that you don’t do this every day. I am 
not a golf player. Other things just 
aren’t as attractive.

SM: My fondest hope is that 20 
years from now there will still be a 
firm and I’ll be long gone. And if there 
isn’t it’ll probably be my fault.  

Don Oppenheim is president of the 
Law Firm Profitability Group and can 
be reached at don@lfprof.com.
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