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Industry Builder
Gordon “Gordy” Davidson, Fenwick & West, Law Firm Distinguished Leader

BY  
JESSIE
YOUNT

THANKS TO HIS KEEN ABILITY TO SPEAK THE LANGUAGE 
of the pioneers of the Internet and the computer, 
Fenwick & West partner Gordy Davidson’s fingerprints 
are on several of the largest tech deals of all time.

But like the visionary entrepreneurs Davidson advised 
throughout his storied career, he encountered twists and 
turns. “It hasn’t been a straight line,” Davidson quips.

“Our victories are shared and our 
difficult times are shared.”  
—Gordon “Gordy” Davidson
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LIFETIME ACHIEVEMENT HONOREES

Davidson moved to Northern California to attend 
Stanford University in the late 60s. There, he worked 
at Stanford Research Institute in a group led by Doug-
las Engelbart, the inventor of the computer mouse and a 
great contributor to the birth of the Internet.

“That was a truly serendipitous vision of the future 
that I was privileged to participate in,” Davidson says.

After completing his master’s degree in engineering, 
Davidson went to work—in a garage space near the San 
Jose airport—for a startup called Measurex Corpora-
tion. There, he was tasked with selecting and negotiat-
ing a contract with a vendor. He selected a small startup 
in Cupertino that had only secured five purchase agree-
ments before Measurex came along with an order of 50.

“We were going to put this company on the map, and 
we were a dinky startup ourselves,” Davidson laughs. “I 
thought, ‘this is magic.’ How can I work with startups for 
the rest of my career?” The answer: become a lawyer.

Davidson was one of the first associates at Fenwick, 
just three years after its inception. A year later, the firm 
incorporated Apple. In the following years, Davidson ad-
vised on  IPOs for Oracle, Symantec, Intuit, Facebook 
and ServiceNow.

Today Davidson’s deal roster spans more than 60 
IPOs including Facebook, and over 100 mergers and 
acquisitions valued at more than $75 billion, including 
WhatsApp’s $19 billion sale to Facebook and Cisco Sys-
tems’ $6.9 billion acquisition of Scientific-Atlanta.

“On countless matters, Gordy’s wise counsel, patient 
manner and effective execution made a huge difference 
for the company,” says Mark Chandler, the chief legal 
officer at Cisco from 2001 to 2021. “He’s my model for 
what a great lawyer and firm leader should be,” he says.

Chandler hired Davidson as the company’s boardroom 
counsel and lead for all corporate, securities and M&A 
work in 2003. Davidson developed deep relationships with 
the company’s two CEOs over the past 20 years while em-
powering the legal department and its decisions, according 
to Chandler.

“Gordy built teams for us,” Chandler continues. “He 
had a strong team at Fenwick and always gave away the 
credit, which meant that our team at Cisco worked well 
across multiple groups at Fenwick. Gordy’s approach 
to teamwork meant that our work with them was like a 
strong fabric with many seamless overlapping layers.”

That’s been a common thread throughout Davidson’s 
career. As the chairman of Fenwick between 1995 and 
2013, Davidson steered the firm through the dot.com 
boom, bust and beyond. By the time he stepped down, 
the firm had expanded to San Francisco and Seattle, 
launched its in-house staffing platform FLEX, and beat 
$270 million in revenue.

But the financial gains were never as important as 
keeping the team together, Davidson says. One of his 
proudest accomplishments to this day, he says, was land-
ing on Fortune Magazine’s Top 100 Best Companies to 
Work For for several years, including in 2001.

Davidson recalls a large litigation matter against 
IBM that helped the firm as it recovered from the dot.
com bust. Days before trial, the firm was buried in pa-
perwork from IBM. Documents were in a war room and 
every member of the firm, from partner to legal assistant, 
sifted through the papers whenever they had a spare 15 
minutes. The team found the smoking gun, and IBM set-
tled the matter for $400 million. “That was a team vic-
tory,” Davidson says.

“We have a self-reinforcing culture because our victo-
ries are shared and our difficult times are shared,” he says.

As Fenwick turns the corner on its 50th anniversary 
this year, it has a lot to celebrate. Today the firm stands 
around 478 lawyers and 95 partners. In 2021, it saw a 
33% increase in revenue to $723.3 million which was 
nearly matched by its remarkable 31.5% spike in profits.

Despite his many contributions to the firm, Davidson 
returns credit to those around him. Fenwick co-founder 
Bill Fenwick, who died in October 2021, “taught us to be 
fearless,” Davidson says.

“Most lawyers, if they don’t have familiarity with a 
particular legal issue, they shy away. But Bill always dug 
in. He taught us that as lawyers, we have to participate in 
shaping the rules of the road and the law,” he says.

That sentiment continues to inspire Davidson at 74. 
Today he remains highly involved in shaping the future 
of the legal industry, from mentoring the next generation 
of dealmakers to counseling some of the largest names in 
tech—and the startups that you haven’t heard of just yet.

“Advice for young lawyers: Be humble. Many of us 
have had amazing successes in our careers. Sometimes 
we think it’s because of what we did, but it’s more be-
cause we had a great team,” Davidson advises. 


