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In a 2001 Daily Journal article 
about her newly launched firm, 
Mary Alexander made a bold 
prediction: “I’m going to bring 

people in and get bigger, and it’s 
going to be great.”

Twenty-five years later, Mary Al-
exander & Associates has secured 
more than $1 billion in verdicts and 
settlements, taken on some of Cal-
ifornia’s most consequential civil 
cases, and established Alexander 
as one of the state’s most recog-
nized plaintiffs’ attorneys. Not bad 
for a toxicologist who didn’t go to 
law school until her husband was 
dying of leukemia.

“I wanted to make a bigger dif-
ference in the health of American 
workers and consumers through the 
law than through research,” Alex-
ander said. “That’s what led me to 
law school.”

While earning a master’s degree 
in public health at UC Berkeley, she 
came home one evening and men-
tioned to her husband that she’d 
attended a lecture on benzene—a 
chemical known to cause leukemia. 
He went pale. Years earlier, working 
his way through college at a civil en- 
gineering firm, he had routinely used  
pure benzene to test asphalt samples, 
often over an open burner flame. 
Two months after that conversation, 
he was diagnosed with leukemia. 
He died during her first year of law 
school.

The experience clarified every-
thing for Alexander and charted the 
course for her legal career. When 
she graduated and interviewed at  
what she described as the top de-
fense law firm in San Francisco at 
the time, the hiring partner walked 
her through a new case: a widow 
and two children suing an oil com-
pany because the husband had been 
exposed to benzene and died of 
leukemia.

“It wasn’t me,” she said, “but it 
could have been me.”

She didn’t wait for an offer. She 
turned it down and went to work 
for plaintiffs.

Alexander founded her firm in  
2000 after stints at a couple of plain-
tiffs’ practices, including Sal Lic-
cardo’s firm in San Jose. From the  
start, she said, her goal was straight-
forward: to get justice for people 
who’d been hurt, and to do it with 
compassion.

“I wanted to have a firm that 
really reflected my goals in repre- 
senting people,” she said, “to hold 

By David Houston
Daily Journal Editor-in-Chief

people accountable that had injured 
them.”

The case that would define the 
firm’s first two decades arrived 
almost simultaneously with its 
founding. Alexander was brought 
into the lead paint poisoning lit-
igation around 2001, joining a 
team pursuing California counties’ 
claims against paint manufactur-
ers whose products had exposed 
generations of children to toxic 
lead in their homes. The case ran 
nearly 20 years, surviving four ap-
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peals before ultimately yielding a 
$1.15 billion verdict and contribut-
ing to a $305 million settlement for 
10 counties.

For Alexander, the case was also 
unusually personal. In her first job 
out of college as a toxicologist she 
had worked with lead, in a labora-
tory, with animals.

“I really loved that case because 
it combined my science, my toxico- 
logy background, my ability to read 
scientific articles and deal with ex-
perts that were scientists and also 
my practice of law,” she said.

That background surfaced mem- 
orably at trial when she asked a pe-
diatric researcher what lead paint 
chips taste like to a child.

“He said, ‘It tastes sweet,’” Alex-
ander recalled. “The look on the 
judge’s face!”

The Ghost Ship warehouse fire 
litigation became another major case 
for the firm. As liaison counsel for 

plaintiffs following the December 
2016 fire that killed 36 people at an 
Oakland artist collective, Alexander 
helped secure a $32.7 million settle- 
ment with the City of Oakland and a 
confidential settlement with PG&E—
while navigating complex govern-
mental immunity questions that re- 
quired defeating six motions.

“It was such a tragic and prevent-
able way” to die, she said of the vic-
tims, many of them young adults 
whose parents she represented. 
“That made it so hard.”

A decade later, she said, the firm is 
still working to recover remaining 
funds from the building’s owners.

The firm has also handled clergy  
abuse litigation, participating in cases  
against the Roman Catholic Archdi- 
ocese of Los Angeles that produced 
total settlements exceeding $1.5 bil- 
lion, including an $880 million settle- 
ment covering more than 1,300 vic- 
tims. Child sexual abuse cases — 

in schools, at organizations like Big  
Brothers Big Sisters—have become  
a significant part of the practice.

“Those cases are sad,” Alexander 
said, “but it’s so satisfying to help 
people who have struggled for many, 
many years.”

She has drawn on her own ex-
perience of loss in that work. Her 
second husband, she noted, died 
of cancer caused by Agent Orange 
exposure in Vietnam.

“Since I know what loss is, and I 
know what suffering is, I feel like 
that helps me understand people 
and help them,” she said.

Beyond the courtroom, Alexan- 
der served as president of Consu- 
mer Attorneys of California during 
the bruising 2000s tort reform ini- 
tiative battles and as president of the 
American Association for Justice— 
notably during her first year run-
ning the new firm. She has been 
inducted into the Trial Lawyer Hall 

of Fame and named trial lawyer of 
the year by both CAOC and the San 
Francisco Trial Lawyers Association.

Asked what she would tell the law- 
yer who made that confident pre-
diction in 2001, Alexander doesn’t 
hesitate.

“Hold on to your seat,” she said. 
“The world has really changed. We 
went through COVID. Now we’ve 
got AI. The practice of law has got-
ten harder, believe it or not. But I 
love it. I love representing people 
and helping them.”

The firm’s 25th anniversary, she 
said, is less a moment for looking 
back than a reaffirmation of what it 
set out to do.

“For 25 years, we have had the pri- 
vilege of standing beside our clients  
and fighting for the justice they de- 
serve,” she said. “We are proud of the  
work we have done on their behalf.”
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