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The Corporation’s 
Crimson Newcomer
Even before July 1, when William F. 
Lee ’72 succeeded James R. Houghton ’58, 
M.B.A. ’62, as a member of the President 
and Fellows of Harvard College (the sev-
en-member Corporation, the University’s 
senior governing board), he was a man of 
many Harvard parts: alumnus; Overseer 
from 2002 through 2008—and in that ca-
pacity, both a member of the search com-
mittee that appointed Drew Faust as 
president at a time of institutional tur-
moil, and a member of the joint commit-
tee on inspection (the University’s audit 
committee); member of the visiting com-
mittees to the School of Engineering and 
Applied Sciences (SEAS) and Harvard 
Law School (HLS)—and a teacher at the 
latter; and brother of two Harvard Medi-
cal School (HMS) professors, Thomas H. 
Lee Jr. ’75, S.M. ’87, the chief medical officer 
of the Partners Community HealthCare 
physician network (whose wife, Soheyla 
Gharib, is chief of medicine 
at Harvard University Health 
Services), and Richard T. Lee 
’79, a cardiologist and Harvard 
Stem Cell Institute principal 
researcher. (The family genes 
are crimson, too: One of Wil-
liam Lee’s daughters has stud-
ied her way through HLS, and 
another through the College—
where she captained the swim 
team—and then the Kennedy 
and Business Schools. Four 
nieces have graduated from or 
are attending the College.)

This suggests unusual ly 
broad and deep exposure to 
the far-flung University, to-
day and through time—useful 
preparation for a new Corpora-
tion member. Even more useful 
may be Lee’s familiarity with 
the workings of the govern-
ing boards, the Corporation’s 
incumbent members, and the 
president through his work on 
the search and the joint com-
mittee on inspection. Those 
engagements  suggest  the 
swiftest of learning curves at 
a time when the Corporation 
is reviewing Harvard gover-
nance (see “Self Improvement,” 

May-June, page 55, and “The Corporation 
Changes,” March-April, page 52).

But most useful of all, at this moment, 
may be aspects of Lee’s experience and 
outlook that have no formal connection to 
Harvard whatsoever.

In a conversation at his office in Boston, 
where he is co-managing partner of the 
WilmerHale law firm (he earned J.D. and 
M.B.A. degrees from Cornell in 1976), Lee 
talked about leading an enterprise with 
1,000 attorneys, 2,500 other employees, 
$1 billion in annual revenues, and offices 
in 13 locations. Beyond effecting the 2004 

merger that created the current organiza-
tion, he said, WilmerHale has in recent 
years changed its governance and com-
pensation, extended its domestic and 
international network, restructured the 
partner/associate system to create more 
flexibility and to accommodate two-ca-
reer families, and even begun revising that 
most hallowed law-firm custom—moving 
beyond fees based on hourly billing. That 
is a lot of change within a tradition-bound 
profession.

“In an enterprise like ours,” Lee said, 
“there are decisions that are business or 
economic issues, and there are decisions 
that are professional issues.” The two usu-
ally coincide, but not always: despite the 
recession’s rigors, he said, WilmerHale 
continues to conduct pro bono legal work 
valued at $80 million annually. “That’s in-
consistent with economic maximization,” 
he said, “but it’s right for us.”

Lawyers are not professors, of course, 
and WilmerHale is not an educational 
institution, but some of the management 

principles appear applicable to 
alma mater’s needs. “Harvard is 
the most innovative, creative place 
in the world,” Lee said, “and also 
the most tradition-bound,” lead-
ing to conflicts and challenges for 
leadership and governance.

Also pertinent is Lee’s legal 
expertise. He has specialized in 
intellectual-property litigation—
representing technology firms 
such as Intel, Apple, Cisco, Broad-
com, and Pfizer in patent cases. 
(The “art” hung on his office wall 
includes a framed diagram of cel-
lular structure, DNA, and pro-
teins.) That work has led him to 
appreciate the “relentless” pace of 
technological change and its “crit-
ical” role in shaping the future in 
general, and therefore the Univer-
sity’s agenda. Hence his interest in 
SEAS via the visiting committee 
and, more recently, his member-
ship on the new board of directors 
of the Broad Institute, the genom-
ics research center initially created 
as a Harvard-MIT joint venture. 
(He said that “organizing a board 
from scratch, without 375 years 
of history”—as at Harvard—had 
been “educational.”) The content 
of Lee’s legal work, and his SEAS 
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and Broad experiences, reinforce the sci-
entific expertise available on the Corpo-
ration in a challenging era for sustaining 
such research.

Finally, there is the fact of geography. 
“I’ve just been around Boston and Cam-
bridge,” he said—a useful vantage point 
from which to observe and drop in on 
campus, something that only he and Presi-
dent Faust among current Corporation 
members are in a position to do readily. 
“You just hear things.” Lee rattled off Har-
vard sporting events he regularly attends, 
a recent lecture by HMS and Harvard 
School of Public Health professor Atul 
Gawande he took in, his appointments 
with deans and professors and administra-
tors, his plans to affiliate with Eliot House 
and dine with students.

Through all his Harvard involvements, 
Lee said, he has taken deeply to heart a 
view of its “fundamental mission of re-
search and education for extraordinary 
young people who come every year.” On 
behalf of that mission, he was encouraged 
that during the presidential search, under 
“challenging circumstances,” the govern-
ing boards “performed pretty well” and 
with appropriate innovations: forming 
the first faculty advisory committee (“an 
extraordinarily good experience”) and 
student advisory committee, and making 
concerted efforts to reach out to solicit 
ideas and air concerns.

The leadership transitions and more re-
cent financial pressures, Lee said, “cause 
people to cast a questioning eye on the 
quality of governance. The Corporation 
knows that. I know that.” Some of those 
questions are fundamental: “For a $3-bil-
lion enterprise that has all the complexi-
ties of Harvard, can a six-person corpo-
ration ever be sufficient to tackle all the 
tasks it has?” Issues like these are being 
examined now, he said—“a good thing.” 
And to assure a robust, dynamic future 
for Harvard, he envisioned the Corpora-
tion pursuing an “ongoing process of self-
reflection and self-education,” enriched by 
outside perspectives on how the Univer-
sity could best move forward.

On a purely personal level, Lee is grati-
fied that his new Harvard service will not 
be as confining as his stint on the Board of 
Overseers. Under an 1846 statute, election 
as an Overseer forced him to quit teaching 
at the law school; Corporation members 
suffer no such constraint.

H a r v a r d  p o r T r a i T

In 1978, tennis sensation Tracy Austin had made her first name a hot property—
thus, Frank and Tina Sloan Green named their new daughter Traci. But even though 
Frank played high-school football and ran track in college, and Tina, who’s in the Na-
tional Lacrosse Hall of Fame, coached three Temple squads to NCAA titles, they 
hardly expected her to play tennis, let alone make the U.S. junior team or become 
Harvard’s head women’s tennis coach. Traci attended the Friends Select School in 
Philadelphia (“I was one of the fastest kids in my class through seventh grade”); two 
years after learning tennis, she was top-ranked in her region. Arthur Ashe invited her 
to his camps and clinics in Florida; in the evenings, he “talked life skills with us,” Green 
recalls. “He had us solving ancient Mayan puzzles; he really thought outside the box.” 
Green won a full tennis scholarship to the University of Florida, which she likens to 
being “thrown onto a conveyor belt—our sole job was to win the NCAA title.” They 
did, in her sophomore year. An unconventional, all-court player, she ranked as high 
as fifth nationally in doubles, and won sportsmanship awards. “I’m a calm person,” 
she says. “You couldn’t tell whether I was winning or losing by looking at me.” Green 
coached at Temple herself for three years while earning a master’s in sports adminis-
tration before coming to Harvard in 2007, where her team shared the 2009 Ivy title. 
The Ivy emphasis on academics was “very appealing,” she says. “I’ve never been a win-
at-all-costs type person.” She loves Philadelphia’s pro teams and has been to the last 
two World Series. And she has just taken up squash. “It’s fun,” she says. “I’m terrible!”
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