






$150 million sale and leaseback of its headquarters, and Macklowe 
Properties, Inc., in its sale of the General Motors building.

The firm also recently made some attractive lateral hires, includ-
ing M&A partner Steve Epstein from O’Melveny & Myers, antitrust 
partner Bernard Nigro, Jr., from Willkie Farr & Gallagher, and for-
mer federal prosecutor William Johnson, who was chief of the secu-
rities and commodities fraud task force for the Southern District of 
New York. 

“In the past four years we’ve had three of our most profitable 
years,” Jacob points out. The exception was 2008, when profits per 
partner fell 23 percent to $1.2 million and revenue dropped 9 percent. 
“Fiscal 2008 was the year we realigned a lot of our businesses,” she 
explains. “We knew there would be costs incurred. Unfortunately, that 
occurred at the same time as the economic downturn.” This realign-

ment included integrating the firm’s two main offices, in New York 
and Washington, D.C., to merge their administrative functions, as 
well as major cutbacks overseas. 

Although Jacob doesn’t say it, the firm also suffered in 2008 be-
cause the countercyclical practices of litigation and bankruptcy are 
not as big a contributor at Fried, Frank as they are at many other New 
York firms. Its litigation group recently handled a special litigation 
committee assignment for Chiquita Brands International, Inc., and 
had several securities class actions dismissed for clients like Humana, 
Inc., and Goldman Sachs, but the group has only 27 partners. Sim-
ilarly, its bankruptcy group doesn’t have the heft to handle massive 
cases, and focuses on smaller matters like the bankruptcy of Cooper-
Standard Automotive Holdings Inc.

Despite its strengths, Fried, Frank sits a tier below New York’s 
most elite firms. There’s nothing wrong with that. The firm does 
an interesting array of work, and an average partner income of $1.3 
million is a lot of money, even by New York standards. But Fried, 
Frank isn’t comfortable looking up at others. “The firm has been do-
ing better each year, but it could never quite become what it wants 
to be: Debevoise or Cleary,” says one former partner. For those who 
enjoyed the firm’s glory years in the 1980s and early 1990s, it’s been 
difficult to adjust. “Some partners at the firm think: ‘We’re as good 
as these other top firms, why aren’t we perceived that way?” says one 
legal recruiter. 

In Fried, Frank’s heyday, Fleischer was at the front lines of the 
biggest deals with Martin Lipton and Joseph Flom. The 6-foot-2-
inch Fleischer dominated the firm, bringing in roughly $40 million 
in business, according to one former partner. Fleischer headed the 

firm’s M&A group for 30 years, and served as chairman from 1990 to 
1998. “When Arthur Fleischer ran the firm, the firm had focus,” says 
one former partner. “When he ceased to run the firm, people battled 
for staffing and governance and compensation, and things got a little 
choppy.”

But even before Fleischer stepped down, the firm had slipped 
behind the competition. (In 1989 Fried, Frank ranked ninth nation-
ally in revenue; by 1998 it had fallen to forty-second. Its profits per 
partner ranking dropped from ninth place to twenty-second.) When 
the hostile takeover frenzy dissipated in the early 1990s, the firm was 
slow to adapt. No one emerged to take Fleischer’s mantle in M&A 
and build on his legacy. “Arthur’s shoes were very large to fill,” says 
tax partner Kaden. “We did not have that next-generation person to 
fill in. We skipped a generation.” But, he adds, “the people we have 

now, like [corporate partners] David Shine and Philip Richter, are 
stepping forward, and we’re seeing the fruits of that investment.”

Fleischer, who still actively practices law at age 77, disputes the 
premise that he and others didn’t groom the next generation of 
practice leaders. He points to the Merck/Schering-Plough deal as 
an example of his younger partners’ ability to handle the most com-
plex transactions. “There is a whole core of people who can execute 
in first-rate style,” he says. Fleischer (who was granted a waiver of 
the firm’s mandatory retirement policy, which applies when a law-
yer turns 65) helped structure the Merck deal himself, although he 
stresses that Shine led the team. Fleischer is also currently involved 
in a hostile bid by Air Products and Chemicals, Inc., to take over Air-
gas, Inc., representing Airgas’s financial advisers Goldman Sachs and 
Bank of America/Merrill Lynch.

In years past Fried, Frank was dependent on a small group of busi-
ness generators, such as Fleischer, and some say that that imbalance 
continues. “There is probably an overall excessive reliance on the ma-
jor producers,” says one former partner. Those partners, as a result, 
could wield a lot of power. Partners who didn’t have that clout could 
have a hard time getting the staffing and support they needed to de-
velop business. Jacob agrees that was once the case, but says the firm 
now has “a much broader base of effective business producers,” more 
so than even three years ago. 

The notion of an elite group of power lawyers is, however, still re-
flected in Fried, Frank’s compensation system. The firm has long had a 
tier of “superpoint” partners who make a lot more than everyone else. 
Today those partners number about 20, and take home $1–1.5 million 
above the rest of the partnership, according to one former partner. (Ja-
cob declined to comment on this compensation number.) The rest of 
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the partnership is compensated mostly on a lockstep basis, sweetened 
by a small bonus pool.

Not surprisingly, this system can lead to jockeying and bruised feel-
ings. Jacob defends the system, albeit in a lukewarm way. “I don’t think 
it has caused friction. I really don’t,” she says. Asked why the firm uses a 
superpoint system, she answers, “It’s always been that way, I’m not sure 
why. There are no plans to change it.”

When Fleischer stepped down as chairman in 1998, two of the 
firm’s most vocal and powerful partners, Harvey Pitt and Stephen Frai-
din, struggled for control. Pitt was elected cochairman (with tax partner 
Peter Cobb), but abruptly stepped down just one year into his five-year 
term, reportedly frustrated by his partners’ resistance to change [“Cap-
ital Conquest,” Bar Talk, June 1999]. Today, Pitt, who left the firm in 
2001 to be chairman of the SEC and now runs the consulting firm Ka-
lorama Partners LLC, says he tried to create “more of an institutional 
identity” at the firm. He resigned as cochairman, he says, because he 
thought he could achieve more by practicing than managing. (Fraidin, 
an M&A partner, left for Kirkland & Ellis in 2003.) The firm replaced 
the chairman’s post with a co–managing partner structure, and over 
the next five years, several partners rotated 
through, but none lasted long. The mere fact 
that Fried, Frank had a two-person post for its 
top management spot for so long reflected an 
attempt to appease different factions. “There 
was something of a power vacuum,” says one 
former partner about that period. “The situa-
tion didn’t fully stabilize until Valerie became 
chair.”

Jacob says she always wanted to be a 
lawyer, even as a girl. It’s understandable that a young Jacob would seek 
a way to impose order on an unpredictable world. Jacob was orphaned 
at 15: Her father died when she was 10 and her mother died five years 
later. She and her five siblings were moved from New Jersey, where 
they had grown up, to live with friends of her parents in Illinois. Jacob 
later moved back to New Jersey to live with another family. 

When Jacob joined Fried, Frank in 1978 after graduating from Cor-
nell University Law School, the firm had few woman partners. Jacob 
was the first woman lawyer at the firm to have a baby as an associate. 
(She had two children as an associate and one after she made partner 
in 1986.) While on maternity leave with her third child in 1991, Ja-
cob decided that she wanted to start a dedicated capital markets group. 
The firm agreed, and Jacob started building that practice with a couple 
of associates. 

At the same time that she was developing this group—and building 
relationships with Merrill Lynch and Goldman Sachs—Jacob was a soc-
cer mom, and then some. She managed her children’s soccer teams—
ordering uniforms, drawing up schedules, and traveling to games. In ad-
dition, she and her husband, Charles Jacob (who is a partner at a small 
litigation firm), and a friend created a foundation to rescue the oldest 
soccer field in the United States, Metropolitan Oval, which the city 
was threatening to confiscate for back taxes. The foundation bought 
the field, paid the taxes, and renovated it, with the help of some corpo-
rate sponsors. Now the facility, located in Queens, is a showcase com-
plex used for a range of soccer activities, including a top-level amateur 

league. The foundation also runs a program for roughly 120 local kids 
and has helped many get to college by emphasizing their athletic skills.

In 2002 Jacob’s leadership skills at the firm came to the attention 
of her partners when she took the lead in merger talks with the British 
firm Ashurst. Partly as a result of this—and also because of her success 
in developing the capital markets group—she was elected co–manag-
ing partner with corporate partner Paul Reinstein, taking the post in 
March 2003. Roughly a year later she suffered a visible failure when 
Ashurst abruptly pulled out of the merger discussions. Jacob kept mov-
ing forward. She says, “The most important thing for the firm was that 
when that didn’t happen, we said, okay, let’s continue the plan to diver-
sify and grow.” 

Since then the firm has opened offices in Frankfurt (2004), Shang-
hai (2007), and Hong Kong (2008). But that international plan fal-
tered when the firm lost roughly 60 of its 159 lawyers overseas in 
the last two years, mostly from Paris, Frankfurt, and Asia. A few were 
lured away with more attractive offers, but most left as part of a “re-
alignment,” as Jacob puts it. She tries to downplay the loss, and says 
all the foreign offices are now doing well. “It’s not necessarily that the 
planning went wrong, but the economic downturn came right in the 

middle of our international expansion. We always say it takes three to 
five years to build out a strategy. . . . That’s life.”

The departure of those lawyers accounts for some of Fried, Frank’s 
dramatic drop in head count. The firm also laid off roughly 40 associ-
ates in March 2009. Now, Jacob maintains, Fried, Frank is well posi-
tioned. “We were ahead of the game looking at where the business of 
law was going,” she says. Starting in the fall of 2008, the firm cut its 
recruiting classes in half. She points out that last year Fried, Frank had 
a summer class of 32, compared to 70 the year before, and every sum-
mer associate got an offer.

Despite this setback, and the loss of head count in the States, Ja-
cob doesn’t intend to keep the firm at a reduced size: “I think it’s time 
to grow the firm, rather than retreat.” 

“Two qualities immediately come to mind when talking about 
Valerie,” says Fleischer. “She’s political and energetic, and political in 
the best sense. She reaches out to people, showing she cares, and works 
to achieve consensus. She’s indefatigable. She’s always available and al-
ways responsive.” One former partner calls her “an incredibly gifted 
politician.” 

Jacob needed a deft political touch to address one of her first pri-
orities when she became chairperson in 2005: integrating the firm’s 
offices. Fried, Frank’s New York and Washington, D.C., offices had 
long been run as independent fiefdoms, with separate department 
heads and administrative functions. 

   “Valerie can’t help herself,” says Barry Price from 
Bank of America. “She’s a complete workaholic. 

   She’ll be up at 2 a.m. on a Saturday morning 
looking at documents. It borders on a little crazy.” 
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Firm management also had to continue to encourage certain 
practice groups to develop their own identity separate from the 
corporate department. That was especially true for litigation, where 
two-thirds of the department’s work was once generated by M&A 
and other deals. Today, says litigation department head William 
McGuinness, that figure is reversed. “The litigation practice has legs 
of its own,” he says. Still, he adds, “The transition did take time. . . . 
People had to learn a new way of thinking about things.” He adds, 
“In the past, if someone had said to me, ‘You have to be a business 
generator,’ I would have laughed in their face.” McGuinness, who is 
handling a major contract dispute for aluminum can maker Novelis 
Inc., says Fried, Frank’s litigation group still isn’t big enough. “We need 
to grow,” he says, and adds that later that day he will be interviewing a 
lateral partner candidate.

Jacob, who was given the title of chairperson in 2005, admits that 
sometimes change doesn’t come easily at her firm. “Fried, Frank is 
very consensus-oriented,” she explains diplomatically. “We may be a 
little slow in getting things done.” Tax partner Kaden puts it differ-
ently: “Our firm is not easy to manage. It is a firm that has a lot of 
strong personalities.” 

Jacob stresses the essential management role played by Fried, 
Frank’s managing partner, Justin Spendlove, whom she calls her 
“right-hand person.” Spendlove had been managing partner at 
Ashurst and jumped to Fried, Frank after the merger talks ended. “He 
is so visionary and thoughtful and looks forward,” says Jacob. “When 
days are crazy, he’ll say, ‘This is what we need to focus on.’ ” Spend-
love says he doesn’t want to see the firm’s partners lose their trade-
mark spirit. “The firm enjoys the benefits of partners being highly 
individualistic. That’s important to our ability to succeed,” he says. 
“The question is, how do we harness that energy and intensity in our 
business model so that we’ll be effective in the next decade?”

Partners might debate the right strategic course for Fried, 
Frank—should it focus on New York–based practices or be more 
international?—but no one doubts Jacob’s commitment. “People are 
amazed by her,” says litigation leader McGuinness. “She is able to run 
an extraordinarily successful practice and a law firm, and maintain her 
sanity at the same time. She’s 24/7 dedicated to the firm.” McGuinness 
adds that when his home phone rings at 10 a.m. on Saturday morning, 
he knows it’s Jacob calling for their weekly chat about the firm. Jacob—
who usually starts her day on the phone to Europe, and ends it with a 
call to Hong Kong—admits that she doesn’t sleep much. 

Her clients also appreciate her dedication and concern, which of-

ten extend beyond purely legal matters. One time, she worried that 
a client was entering into a bad deal. So she called the client in the 
early morning at home in Brooklyn, where she also lives, and offered 
to drive him to work. (To give herself a few moments of solitude, Ja-
cob drives to work each day from Park Slope in her BMW station 
wagon.) During the ride into Manhattan with the client, Jacob talked 
him out of the deal. Another time, while in Asia, she instructed a jet-
lagged client not to come into the office. She ordered him to have a 
nice meal, get to bed, and start work in the morning.

“I love Valerie,” exclaims Sharon Abrams, vice president and 
general counsel for The Procter & Gamble Company, North 
America. “She’s an amazing technical lawyer and a wonderful, genuine 
human being.” Abrams, who works at the company’s headquarters in 
Cincinnati, contrasts Jacob to other New York lawyers she’s known. 
“She’s down-to- earth. Many New York lawyers think if you don’t 
practice in a New York law firm, you must be a moron. She never has 
that attitude.”

“The client service you get out of Valerie and her squad is second 
to none,” says Barry Price, a managing director at Bank of America/
Merrill Lynch, who says he had to fight “a little bit” to keep using 
Fried, Frank after Merrill was acquired by BofA last year, because 
legacy BofA executives had used other firms for this kind of work. 
(Fried, Frank did, however, have a preexisting relationship with BofA.) 
“Valerie can’t help herself,” he adds. “She’s a complete workaholic. 
She’ll be up at 2 a.m. on a Saturday morning looking at documents. 
It borders on a little crazy.” He immediately adds, “I mean that in the 
nicest way.”  

Jacob expects a lot of the lawyers in her capital markets group, but 
also rewards them well. To celebrate a successful year in 2009, she 
treated them to drinks at The Ritz-Carlton at Battery Park. When 
she left, she gave the group her personal credit card so that they could 
continue the celebration. She later told her secretary not to show her 
the bill. 

But being chair of a law firm in 2010 is not always a matter of 
averting one’s eyes. Like most firms, Fried, Frank has had to cut many 
perks, such as weekly cocktail parties and free gym memberships, and 
it removed a surcharge-free ATM from its premises. And that’s the 
least of it. Lawyers at all levels have to be evaluated more rigorously, 
star partners are tempted with higher-paying offers from competitors, 
and clients keep demanding discounts. 

It gives Jacob a lot to think about on her morning drive.

E-mail: sbeck@alm.com.
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