
service at reasonable, flexible rates. 
According to Woods, big Los Angeles firms 

tend to charge hourly rates that range from about 
$300 an hour for a first-year associate to $800 to 
$900 per  hour for a senior partner.

“Our rates are, across the board, lower than that 
by approximately $100-$200 per hour. We offer 
clients experienced lawyers for $300 per hour and 
do not typically have any lawyers charging $800-
900 per hour,” Woods wrote in an email. 

The attorney is best known for leading the 
White & Case team that ultimately helped topple 
“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” a 1993 law that barred 
gays from serving openly in the military. Woods 
and his team represented gay advocacy group Log 
Cabin Republicans, which challenged the policy 
on due-process and First Amendment grounds. 

Woods also said he was drawn to Musick be-
cause the firm — which represents educational 
institutions, hospitals, insurance companies and 
banks, among other entities — isn’t “trying to 
be big law.” 

“It is not blindly following the latest trends or 
fads of law firm management. It’s really a tradi-
tional old-school approach to the law firm business 
that works really well now,” Woods said. 

That approach, he said, helped the firm survive 
the downturn with no layoffs. 

“We hire when we need people. We don’t hire 30 
lawyers because every other firm down the street 
is hiring 30 lawyers,” he said. “I see so many law 
firms who open in Los Angeles and don’t really 
know Los Angeles, and they all struggle. I kind of 
think this place is the best  secret in town.”

R. Joseph de Briyn, the firm’s managing partner, 
said it  has a number of practice strengths, includ-
ing trusts and estates, insurance, health care and 
corporate matters.  

But he said the firm faced workflow challenges 
during the recession.

“The amount of work and the clients were 
there — they didn’t necessarily leave us, but [they] 
didn’t have that much work to do,” de Briyn said. 
“There [weren’t as many] deals, and acquisitions 

Musick, Peeler & Garrett LLP has bucked 
a lot of law firm trends. 

The firm doesn’t have a summer 
associate program. It hired conservatively and, 
according to partners, didn’t lay off any lawyers 
during the economic bust. Attorneys with the 
nearly 60-year-old mid-sized Los Angeles-based 
outfit say the key to its endurance in an age of 
rocky mergers and shuttering firms is simple: It 
does business differently. 

The firm has become known as a stable alter-
native to bigger, higher priced firms with multiple 
offices and international locations, according to 
some legal analysts. However, some also ques-
tion whether Musick has sufficient knowledge 
and breadth in core practice areas to continue to 
prosper. 

“They’re not trying to be something that they’re 
not, and they are well run, with smart lawyers and 
a knack for keeping overhead low,” said Richard 
Kolodny, president of the legal search firm The 
Portfolio Group Inc., who has placed lawyers at 
the firm. Kolodny said that since the firm never 
participated in the leveraging up that many nation-
al firms did between 2005 and 2008, it was able to 
effectively weather the downturn by sticking to a 
basic market approach — providing a lower cost 
alternative to large national firms. 

“They know their market, they are focused on 
California, and they’ve been around for a very 
long time,” he said.

The firm is well suited to its California middle 
market practice, Kolodny added. It has approxi-
mately  120 lawyers in offices in Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, San Diego, Orange County, Westlake 
Village and Santa Barbara. 

“Unlike some of their national competitors, 
Musick does not aspire to have 500 lawyers on the 
ground, 18 different offices  or large departments 
with platoons of associates,” Kolodny said. 

Additionally, the firm doesn’t host a summer re-
cruiting program, according to Los Angeles-based 
partner Daniel J. Woods.

“We don’t fool around with expensive recruiting 
of summer people. We skipped it all together,” said 
Woods, a trial lawyer.  “Increasingly, clients don’t 
even want to pay for first-years working on their 
business.” Woods, who left White & Case LLP six 
months ago, said he and partners who left a few 
years before him were looking for big-firm alter-
natives where they could provide higher quality 

Some say firm is best secret in town. Can it stay that way?
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Los Angeles-based Musick, Peeler & Garrett partner Daniel J. Woods.

and mergers were off, real estate was down, liti-
gation was OK, but it wasn’t great. 

“We had to go out and be other things for our 
clients and help them out in other ways.”

Newport Beach-based legal consultant Peter 
Zeughauser said a challenge for most firms today, 
including Musick, is building breadth and depth 
in order to achieve “known for” status in core 
practice areas. He said, for instance, that Skadden, 
Arps, Slate, Meagher & Flom LLP & Affiliates is 
known for corporate work, Allen Matkins Leck 
Gamble Mallory & Natsis LLP is known for real 
estate and Irell & Manella LLP  for intellectual 
property and white-collar matters.  

“You need that to be able to field multiple teams 
when work  comes in. And when you have a mid-
sized firm with a general practice, your challenge 
is. .. what are you known for?” Zeughauser said 
of Musick. “It’s hard for a thousand-lawyer firm 
today to credibly be a full-service firm. And [with] 
120 lawyers, it’s really difficult.”

However, legal recruiter Larry Watanabe said 
Musick is known for its health care, insurance and 
labor and employment practices. He said a hurdle 
for it  and other firms is aging lawyers. 

“At one time, it had a vigorous practice and now 
[has] extraordinarily aging offices in San Fran-
cisco, Los Angeles and Orange County,” he said.

De Briyn said the firm has a “fair amount of  
depth and breadth and experience.”

“We’ve not traditionally been hiring younger 
[attorneys], we hire some much seasoned law-
yers,” he said. “We have very experienced and 
knowledgeable lawyers who I think have a lot 
to offer.”

De Briyn added,  “We are bringing along young-
er lawyers, and we are very conscious about that 
both from the standpoint of internally and laterally. 
Succession is a real challenge for all law firms. 
It’s something we’re working on. I don’t have a 
silver bullet on that.”

Zeughauser said the firm is a “testimony to 
strong lawyering and a strong culture.”

“They are among a small number of survivors.” 

‘They’re not trying to be something that 
they’re not, and they are well run, with 
smart lawyers and a knack for keeping 
overhead low.’

— Richard Kolodny

Despite some unconventional ways, 
it’s weathered downturn well
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