
Laura A. Lydigsen was the fi rst Brinks, 
Gilson & Lione associate to be named a 
practice group co-chair at the fi rm. And it’s 
not hard to see why.

“She has a level of understanding, of 
ease and poise, in dealing with clients and 
colleagues that is, from my perspective, 
beyond what you would typically see in 
someone at her level of years out of school, 
and she has had that right from the start,” 
says Gary Ropski, who served as the law 
fi rm’s president for six years.

Janet Pioli — who works out of the same 
Chicago offi ce as Lydigsen and Ropski — 
expresses similar sentiments.

“You get a group of associates — 
they’re 25, 26 and 27, and they act 25, 
26 and 27. Laura just had a level of 
maturity that belied her years. She’s 
very self-assured and confi dent. When 
she speaks, she’s extremely sure that 
what she’s saying is correct,” Pioli 
says.

“She just had a level of 
maturity that made you forget 
she was as inexperienced and 
as young as she was.”

Lydigsen started 
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her legal career as a law clerk for Circuit 
Judge Alvin A. Schall, who has sat on the 
U.S. Court of Appeals for the Federal 
Circuit since 1992. That appellate circuit 
is unique within the United States because 
it has exclusive jurisdiction over certain 
areas of law, regardless of where the initial 
lawsuit may have been fi led.

This includes appeals on patent law cases. 
Lydigsen currently serves as the chair of the 
intellectual property law fi rm’s appellate 
practice group, meaning she has a hand in 
nearly every single patent law appeal the 
fi rm works on at the Federal Circuit.

The fi rm has offi ces in Washington, 
D.C.; Ann Arbor, Michigan; Indianapolis; 
Research Triangle Park, North Carolina; 
Salt Lake City; and Tampa, Florida.

“If there’s an appeal that’s going to the 
Federal Circuit in the fi rm — and there 
frequently are, because there are so many 
people working on patent matters — I’m 
the person that other folks come to and say, 
‘What I do? What are the rules? How do I 
get started?’” Lydigsen says.

Other intellectual property subjects — like 
trade secrets and copyright infringement — 
are handled at the regional court of appeals. 
Lydigsen has limited experience with those 
areas of law, although the underlying 
appellate court rules are the same.

Pioli commends Lydigsen’s willingness 
to work with her and her colleagues at 
the fi rm on these complicated patent law 
issues. In particular, Lydigsen is good at 
“issue spotting” — pointing out a weakness 
with an authority’s argument that could be 
expanded on for an appeal.

“She’s the anchor because she knows 
so much about the court,” Pioli says, 
regarding Lydigsen’s experience at the 

Federal Circuit. “She knows so much 
about how the court works, she 

can issue-spot very, 
very quickly. 

S h e ’ s 

very, very thorough.”
In addition to her appellate work, 

Lydigsen also represents generic 
pharmaceutical companies. Because of the 
extensive amount of litigation that comes 
with being a pharmaceutical manufacturer, 
Lydigsen says an important aspect of her 
practice is working out a pre-litigation 
strategy with her clients.

“There’s a huge advantage for clients to 
fi gure out — before they start this process 
of litigation — does it really make sense? 
What can I do to position myself to spend 
the least amount of money possible on 
legal fees?” says the 36-year-old attorney.

The litigation can be complicated and 
involve multiple parties, and their interests 
can greatly vary. That is why Lydigsen 
loves this area of law: “You may be able 
to navigate a path that gets your client a 
judgment that enables them to get to 
market and not others.”

Ropski says Lydigsen’s work and 
reputation have allowed her to build a base 
of loyal clients. “That is something that 
doesn’t always happen at an early age, at 
any early time in your career,” he adds.

“That is a clear indication of the respect 
her peers and her clients and her prospective 
clients have for her,” Ropski says. “You can 
have a very hardworking person…but that 
person may have a scattershot approach. 
Laura knows how to focus.”

‘Excitement Is Not Good’
Lydigsen prioritizes being prepared for 

every possible legal situation she and her 
clients might face.

“Excitement is not good as an attorney,” 
she offers. “It usually means something 
is a last-minute instruction. It’s rushed. I 
prefer calm and orderly to exciting.”

That said, Lydigsen recalls the fi rst time 
she argued before the Court of Appeals for 
the Federal Circuit as an exciting experience.

Her client was a U.S. veteran who had 
been diagnosed with schizophrenia in the 
1980s. For years, he had struggled to prove 
his disability was connected to his prior 
military service. And once he did, the U.S. 
Department of Veterans Affairs did not 
backdate all of his disability benefi ts as it 
should have, Lydigsen says.

Pioli has worked with Lydigsen on both 
patent law and veterans law cases. She notes 
that by the time a veterans case makes it to 
the Federal Circuit, it is “an uphill battle.”

Although the U.S. Court of Appeals 
for Veterans Claims (which is also housed 
within the Federal Circuit) dismissed her 
client’s appeal for a lack of jurisdiction, the 

court also handed down instructions in 
its decision in Lawson v. Gibson, No. 14-
7059 (Fed. Cir. 2014-present) that will 
ultimately help him, Lydigsen says.

Since then, her client returned to 
working with his pro bono trial counsel at 
George Mason University.

“That was pretty exciting,” Lydigsen 
says, recalling the experience of arguing 
the case. “I remember I could feel my legs 
shaking when I went up there.”

Lydigsen’s pro bono work on the case 
came through her affi liation with the 
Federal Circuit Bar Association, where she 
serves as the co-chair of the association’s 
rules committee. She is also active with 
the Linn Inn of Court, a professional 
organization for Chicago intellectual 
property attorneys started by U.S. Federal 
Circuit Judge Richard Linn.

She served as the secretary of the group 
from 2011 to 2013 and has hosted a 
number of programs, most notably an 
IP-themed Jeopardy game that was well 
received, Lydigsen says.

Lydigsen has worked on other veterans 
cases, including Salberg v. Gibson, No. 14-
7049 (Fed. Cir. 2014-2015), where she 
assisted a veteran’s widow seeking benefi ts 
at the appellate level.

Pencils in Your Mouth
Lydigsen had no attorneys in her family 

when she was growing up. Her parents 
were both government workers. Her 
father worked for the Internal Revenue 
Service, while her mother was employed 
by the State of Wyoming, working on 
environmental issues.

In high school, Lydigsen was heavily 
involved in the school’s policy debate team. 
She and her classmates would research an 
overarching question, such as: “Resolved, 
the United States should substantially 
change its foreign policy towards the 
People’s Republic of China.”

In order to prepare, she and her 
classmates would travel to a university 
library and photocopy everything they 
could to prep for the debate. However, the 
arguments typically boiled down to saying 
the other side’s position would cause a 
nuclear war, Lydigsen remembers.

They would also try to talk as fast as 
they could to squeeze in as many of their 
arguments as possible. To do that, Lydigsen 
and her teammates would put pens and 
pencils in their mouths and try to talk fast. 
This technique taught them how to enunciate 
quickly while still being understood clearly. 
“It was kind of crazy,” she adds.
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Becoming an attorney would appear to 
be a natural extension of the policy debate 
team — without having to talk fast with 
pens in her mouth. She really liked the 
research and public speaking aspects of the 
policy debate team.

These aspects appear to have been 
carried over into her work at Brinks, Gilson 
& Lione. Ropski praises Lydigsen’s ability 
to distill research and arguments into 
“persuasive prose and to present them 
orally — either in discussions with me or 
others or in a court proceeding.”

Lydigsen graduated from Wellesley 
College in Wellesley, Massachusetts, with 
a bachelor’s degree in biological sciences 
in 2002. She always liked the sciences 
and credits her interest in them as being 
one of the reasons she decided to practice 
intellectual property law.

When she enrolled at Washington 
University School of Law in St. Louis, 
Lydigsen was interested in learning more 
about IP law.

“I had very little experience reading 
judicial opinions,” Lydigsen says. “I didn’t 
know what a statute section symbol was 
before I went to law school. I remember 
seeing a professor draw it (“§”) on the 
board like the fi rst couple of weeks and 
thinking, ‘What is that thing, and why have 
I never seen it before?’”

This would change, obviously. “Now 
it’s like autopilot on my keyboard,” she 
says. She would also take a patent law class, 
which she really enjoyed.

Lydigsen held a number of jobs 
while in law school. She was a student 
representative for LexisNexis at one point, 
a teaching assistant for legal writing, a paid 
research assistant for her employment law 
professor, and a student coordinator for 
Volunteer Lawyers and Accountants for the 
Arts (VLAA), a law clinic in St. Louis that 
provides pro bono advice and services to 
artists needing legal help. The clinic would 
later become affi liated with the university’s 
own legal clinic.

She still carries the lessons from those 
jobs with her in her current practice. “The 
more exposure you have to different things, 
it’s always helpful,” Lydigsen says.

She worked with her very fi rst client at 
the VLAA. It was the Red Sea Eritrean 
Community Center, a group that promotes 
Eritrean heritage in St. Louis. At the time, 
the center was looking to be incorporated 
in the United States and apply for tax-
exempt status as a not-for-profi t group. 
Her experience with the Eritrean center 
taught her early on how to manage a 

get a reply a few minutes later.
Lydigsen signals the importance of 

communicating with clients when recalling 
another experience involving VLAA. 
During her second year there, she was 
a coordinator overseeing the other law 
students’ work. But in one instance, she had 
to jump in and work with a client after their 
student representative became embroiled in 
studies, took the bar, and left town without 
communicating with the client.

Lydigsen recalls the story with a tone 
of incredulity, noting that such things 
can transpire on a professional level with 
some fi rms. “It happens. You hear about 
these things,” she says. “Communication 
is really important.”

Another complication involving work-
life balance is that Lydigsen’s husband is 
also an attorney. She says the boundaries 
separating work from personal life have to 
be maintained or “it can’t be done.”

“When I say balance, this is a hard profession 
to have two working parents,” she adds.

Addy left Brinks, Gilson & Lione in 2011 
and is now a partner at Tabet, DiVito & 
Rothstein LLC. Lydigsen had to choose 
whether to follow Addy or stay. She chose 
to stay, and she became a partner at the fi rm.

One of the most important data points 
that went into her choice to remain at 
Brinks, Gilson & Lione is that she did not 
feel like she would be a “cog in the wheel” 
if she left. She wanted to be an equal with 
the fi rm’s other partners and have a say in 
the decision-making process.

From the sounds of it, Lydigsen’s 
coworkers are extremely proud of her work 
and the value she brings to fi rm. Gabric, 
who regards himself as a tough grader of 
people, calls her “an absolute superstar.” 
He considers her his “right-hand person” 
and says her legal expertise often makes 
him feel like the relationship is inversed.

It was Ropski who fi rst appointed 
Lydigsen a co-chair of the fi rm’s appellate 
practice group when she was still an 
associate. Ropski says the fi rm thought so 
highly of her ability to practice law that 
“she rose to that level.”

“She is not afraid to disagree with legal 
arguments and strategy,” Ropski says. “She 
knows how to challenge the argument, 
not the person, and she knows how to 
challenge the argument in the right way.”

Pioli expresses similar sentiments, noting 
how quickly Lydigsen acquired the skills she 
needed to become the co-chair and eventually 
the full chair of the practice group. �

client’s expectations, and it served as a 
baseline for the future.

“They were really grateful for the help 
they got from two law students, and I 
remember feeling really good about it,” 
Lydigsen says. As a thank you, the center 
invited her and her colleague to one of 
their fi rst community events. They served 
a variety of traditional Eritrean foods, 
including intestines, though she has no 
idea what kind of intestines they were.

A Balancing Act
Lydigsen was a federal law clerk for a 

year after she graduated from law school in 
2005. After working with Schall, Lydigsen 
clerked for Judge Ruben Castillo, who is 
now the chief judge of the U.S. District 
Court for the Northern District of Illinois, 
from September to December 2006.

Ropski credits Lydigsen’s ability to focus 
on important issues in a case to her time as 
a federal law clerk.

Lydigsen’s prior experience as a federal 
law clerk not only makes her credible 
before her clients, but it also makes her 
credible to the judges she argues before as 
well, says Ralph Gabric, a Brinks, Gilson & 
Lione partner. The federal circuit bar is a 
small bar like the U.S. Supreme Court bar 
association. The attorneys who practice 
there are not to be taken lightly, he adds.

Lydigsen’s decision to come to Brinks, 
Gilson & Lione was, in a way, following 
in the footsteps of her mentor, Meredith 
“Mimi” Martin Addy. Lydigsen fi rst met 
Addy by way of one of her law professors 
at Washington University. Addy had also 
clerked at the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the Federal Circuit, and she encouraged 
Lydigsen to join the Chicago IP fi rm.

Both Lydigsen and Addy have two 
children. Lydigsen says she learned a lot 
from Addy about balancing her practice 
with raising her children.

“She taught me it was possible to do it — 
 because it’s not easy,” Lydigsen says. “The 
legal profession is a service profession, 
you’re here for your clients. They pay an 
hourly rate, and they do it for a reason, 
so we can be available to them when they 
need us. It’s not an easy thing to balance.”

Lydigsen says Addy kept boundaries, 
which Lydigsen does. For example, 
Lydigsen will tell clients — and journalists 
— that she has to go pick up her children 
soon. “I preserve some time for my kids 
and put them fi rst,” she says, adding that 
she’ll do the rest of her work later.

And it does come later. Pioli says an email 
sent to Lydigsen at 3 a.m. will sometimes 
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