
The best way to break out in Washington 
has been the same for decades: Make your 
law firm’s presence known with the biggest 

hire you can muster.
King & Spalding enticed the chief law-

yer in the Carter administration, the late 
Attorney General Griffin Bell, back to 
the firm for the founding of a Washington 
outpost. That was 1979.

Since then, King & Spalding’s Washington 
office has grown to 170 total lawyers and 30 
nonlawyer advisers. This year, it landed atop 
our Influence 50 ranking, which measures 
firms’ lobbying and other policy work in D.C.

Long considered one of the elite Atlanta-
based firms, King & Spalding’s D.C. reputa-
tion has been understated because of its fewer 
number of lawyers and smaller congressional  
lobbying totals, especially compared to 
Washington-founded firms.

But the firm has remained a major player 
in D.C.-focused areas such as federal investiga-
tions, policy efforts and lateral lawyer moves in 
the city. The firm said its revenue from public-
policy work reached $117.8 million in 2014, 
$7 million more than the Influence 50’s No. 2, 
lobbying powerhouse Akin Gump Strauss 
Hauer & Feld.

“It has been a long slog,” said senior part-
ner Ted Hester, who joined King & Spalding’s 
Washington office in 1983, when it had six 
lawyers including Bell. “The office has grown 
very, very steadily. I think it reflects the firm’s 
commitment to a broad Washington public-
policy strategy. We were focused on providing 
government solutions to whatever our clients’ 
problems were.”

When Bell opened the office, The Coca-
Cola Co. needed help in Washington with 
its matters before the U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration. King & Spalding, the beverage 
company’s longtime counsel, used the oppor-
tunity to formally expand.

Bell’s clout then built up a congressional-
investigations practice. King & Spalding 
appeared as counsel on some of the most 
intense federal investigations of the 1990s: from 
representing Brown & Williamson Tobacco 
Corp. in the Big Tobacco hearings, to President 
George H.W. Bush regarding the Iran Contra 
scandal, to defending the Atlanta Olympic bid 
committee before Congress.

The congressional and other governmen-
tal investigations practices are now King & 
Spalding’s largest source of revenue among 
public-policy work. Other practices have 
more recently kept King & Spalding on 
Washington’s radar.

In 2011, the firm raised the ire of both gay 
rights groups and within the legal commu-
nity because it took, then dropped, its repre-
sentation of the Republican-led U.S. House of 
Representatives on the Defense of Marriage 
Act, which allowed some states to not recog-
nize same-sex marriages. Appellate partner Paul 
Clement, who represented the Republicans, 
resigned from the firm over the decision.

“Both Paul and our firm have done quite 
well since then,” Hester said. He declined to 
comment further.

Last year, King & Spalding put a display in its 
Washington office reception area announcing 
its Human Rights Campaign designation as one 
of the best places workplaces for LGBT equality.

MAJOR NEW HIRES

The revolving door brought in one of 
Washington’s most well-known lawyers this 
year. Bobby Burchfield, who has represented 
Republican Sen. Mitch McConnell on campaign 
finance issues and does mostly civil litigation, 
left McDermott Will & Emery for King & Spalding 
in March.

“Certainly the momentum of the firm was 
one important factor,” Burchfield told the NLJ 

on Wednesday. He named two other reasons 
for his move: that King & Spalding sought a 
Washington-based civil trial and appellate liti-
gator, and that the firm had had strong finan-
cial performance. In 2014, King & Spalding’s 
profits per partner were $2.355 million.

Major players in the public-policy group 
include former Maryland Gov. Bob Ehrlich, a 
Republican, and former Rep. Mike Andrews, a 
Democrat from Texas. Top U.S. Department of 
Justice alumni work in various practices, too, 
including Gary Grindler, acting deputy attorney 
general in 2010, and Chris Wray, former assis-
tant attorney general for the Criminal Division.

“Our office we’re very proud of because we 
sort of built it one brick at a time, one or two 
lawyers at a time,” said Wick Sollers, the office 
managing partner and the firm’s first associate 
in Washington in the 1980s. “If you look in the 
partnership, you’ll see a lot of lawyers who went 
to the government and came back.”

The late Griffin Bell, U.S. Attorney General under 
President Jimmy Carter, founded King & Spalding’s 
Washington office in 1979.
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