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Heading Out to Sea
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Daily Journal Staff Writer

S AN FRANCISCO 
— It’s perhaps ironic 
that the three name 
partners at Gibson 

Robb & Lindh LLP — Stanley 
L. Gibson, G. Geoffrey Robb 
and Peter A. Lindh — all hail 
from landlocked hometowns. 

But despite their landlubberly 
beginnings, the El Paso, Albu-
querque and St. Louis natives, 
respectively, have managed to 
cultivate a reputation as one of 
San Francisco’s premier mari-
time law firms. 

For some, the idea of a prac-
tice that revolves around the 
“laws of the sea” may conjure 
some romantic image of ships 
on the open ocean. In reality, 
the ties that bind Gibson Robb’s 
team of 13 attorneys are a bit 
more practical. 

“I had no abiding interest in 
maritime law,” said Gibson. “I 
grew up in El Paso, Texas — in 
the desert. I had an open slate 
about it, but I wanted to be in 
a small firm, in San Francisco 
… and wanted to have the best 
chance to get into litigation 
early in my career as often as 
possible.” 

Most of the partners at Gib-
son Robb tell strikingly similar 
stories — finding their way into 
the niche world of maritime law 
en route to a career as an active 
litigator at a small, San Fran-
cisco-based firm. 

In 1997, Gibson decided it was 
time to leave his post at Derby 
Cook Quinby & Tweedt LLP to 
start a firm of his own. It was a 
decision, he said, motivated by 
an observation that Derby and 
others weren’t adapting quickly 
enough to address momentous 
changes in law firm business 
models. 

“Computers don’t ask for 
raises and the idea of a busi-
ness model where each lawyer 
had their own secretary … was 
going out the window,” Gibson 
said. “You had to get efficient 
and you had to get lean.”

Along with a hefty portfolio 
of clients, Gibson also took 
with him Derby’s then-newest 
partner, Robb, and three associ-
ates whom Gibson considered 
to be the best in the office. Two 
of those associates, Joshua E. 
Kirsch and Michael J. Cum-
mins, are partners at the firm 
today. Lindh joined in 1999, 
and was made a name partner 
in 2001.

“The initial group that came 
were tightly knit and all rowing 
the boat the same way,” Gibson 

said. 
In the early years, the firm 

was heavily involved in plain-
tiff-side cargo subrogation liti-
gation representing marine in-
surance companies. When, for 
instance, an insurer reimburses 
a cargo owner for goods that get 
lost or damaged on a ship, “[the 
insurers] come to us and say, 
‘Recover it from the carrier,’” 
Gibson said.

Representing marine insurers 
still makes up a hefty portion 
of the firm’s caseload, but over 
time the firm has expanded 
its practice to encompass the 
diversity of work that maritime 
law inherently includes. Com-
mercial transactions, maritime 
casualty and personal injury 
defense, and product liability 
defense are all primary areas of 
focus for the firm these days.

In July, the firm scored a ma-
jor defense-side win in an per-
sonal injury case. The plaintiff 
in the case sued for $9 million 
after sustaining serious injuries 
following a fall on the bow of a 
luxury fishing boat near Cabo 
San Lucas. Robb led the firm’s 
handling of the six-day bench 
trial, which resulted in the dis-
missal of the plaintiff’s claim 
of negligent operation on the 

part of the vessel’s owner and 
captain. Campbell v. Logue, 10-
CV-1821 (S.D. Cal., filed Aug. 
31, 2010).

“To be successful in the mari-
time world, especially on the 
West Coast, the volume of busi-
ness is such that you really can-
not be one-dimensional,” said 
Robb, who’s largely credited 
with shaping the firm’s develop-
ment. 

And because a seafaring ship 
can run into trouble virtually 
anywhere in the world, versa-

tility becomes all the more 
critical. Partner Jennifer T. San-
chez said that because of the 
transient character of maritime 

activity itself, cases can quickly 
take on an international flavor 
with international jurisdictional 
issues.

“Maritime law always has a 
certain international sense to 
it,” she said. “Cargo is shipped 
internationally. It’s a global 
community. It’s a multinational 
world. From cargo to vessels 
to sailing, just by the nature of 

maritime, you’re going to end 
up in an international context.”  

As a result, Gibson Robb attor-
neys routinely find themselves 
flying out to port cities in Se-
attle, New Orleans, New York, 
London, China, Hawaii, Japan 
and elsewhere to handle cases 
that entail a mix of state, federal 
and international jurisdictional 
questions. The firm’s clients, 
Robb said, are also becoming 
increasingly international in 
both their scope and countries 
of origin.

Managing cases in such a 
variety of settings often means 
that Gibson Robb’s litigators 
have to be prepared to bring 
judges up to speed on the nu-
ances of maritime issues before 
they can go about making con-
vincing arguments. 

“What I’ve found from a prac-
tical standpoint from day one 
since I’ve been in this field is 
that by and large, judges sit up 
and listen and are interested 
in the maritime cases because 
it’s not cookie-cutter stuff. It’s 
new. So they’re interested in 
learning something new and 
their interest typically shows 
in terms of the opinions they’re 
producing,” Cummins said. 

“As a practical matter you find 

yourself citing 100- to 150-year-
old cases, and sometimes you 
have to explain to a judge, ‘It’s 
not because I scrambled to find 
this case, it’s because the law 
got established this long ago 
and it’s still good law,’” Kirsch 
added.

The comparatively small 
universe of the maritime bar 
means that attorneys practic-
ing in the industry tend to see a 
fair amount of one another and 
quickly establish a reputation. 

“They’re capable, knowledge-
able people who know this busi-
ness well,” said John Hillsman, a 
name partner at San Francisco-
based maritime firm McGuinn, 
Hillsman & Palefsky. Hillsman 
represents plaintiffs exclusively 
and has argued against Gibson 
Robb attorneys for years, pri-
marily on maritime tort cases. 

Hillsman said that Gibson 
Robb attorneys are widely 
known as experts in maritime 
law and formidable but amicable 
opponents in the courtroom.

“They certainly come to the 
table fully armed and you’ll be 
in a fistfight, albeit a fair one,” 
he said.

Holland & Knight LLP part-
ner Matthew P. Vafidis said he’s 
known the firm in a variety of 
capacities over the years and 
routinely works as a mediator 
in disputes in which Gibson 
Robb serves as counsel. The 
firm’s deep bench of exception-
ally knowledgeable attorneys 
makes it one of the best mari-
time boutiques in the country, 
he wrote in an email.

“They clearly enjoy what they 
do, and are respected by every-
one they deal with — clients 
and other lawyers alike. They 
know that if you build a reputa-
tion in the bar for being honest 
and 100 percent reliable, you 
will earn the best results for 
your clients.”

And while the firm may pride 
itself on its litigation expertise, 
getting the best results for cli-
ents, Robb said, often means 
never having to set foot in a 
courtroom. 

“Lawyers like to talk about 
their big courtroom victories, 
and that’s really cool and all, but 
I have to say that the most valu-
able and important victories I 
have had have been in the quiet 
of my office on the phone with 
a client, giving advice and help-
ing them do something or get 
something on the right path so 
they don’t ever end up in court,” 
he said.

“That’s where it’s at in my 
view.”
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The founding partners of Gibson Robb & Lindh LLP all hail from landlocked hometowns, but came to San 
Francisco to run a small firm that specializes in the unusual quirks of maritime law.
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G. Geoffrey Robb, left, and Stanley L. Gibson, are two of the name partners at maritime law boutique Gibson Robb & Lindh LLP.
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‘What I’ve found from a practical 
standpoint from day one since I’ve 
been in this field is that by and 
large, judges sit up and listen and 
are interested in the maritime cases 
because it’s not cookie-cutter stuff. 
It’s new.’

— Michael J. Cummins


