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W I L L I A M J . BOWE, ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA 

Venerable tomes go digital 
N A M E A N D T I T L E : W i l l i a m J . Bowe, 
executive vice president, general counsel 
and secretary 

A G E : 61 

: Wi l l D O O R T O D O O R T O T H E W E B 
J . Bowo advises and represents 
Encyclopaedia Br i tann ica Inc. (EB), 
publ isher o f the Merr iam-Webster 
d ic t ionary as w e l l as the Engl ish-
speaking wor ld 's oldest and best -known 
encyclopedia. As EB's general 
counsel since 1986, Bovve has 
helped p lan this 236-year-o ld firm's 
t rans i t i on f rom the p r in t ed page to 
the Internet age. 

" W h e n I got here, the company 
was a one- t r ick pony," recal led 
Bowe. EB marke ted its marquee 
produc t the old-fashioned way, 
door-to-door and l i b ra ry -by - l i b ra ry , 
w i t h most customers buy ing the 32-
vo lume encyclopedia on the 
ins ta l lment p lan. Back then, the 
major i ty o f EB's 1,000 employees 
wo rked in direct sales or f inancing. 

The advent o f the Internet and 
CD-ROM technology made i t bo th 
possible and necessary to shift f r om 
exclusively hard copy to d ig i ta l text . 
" I t was possible because onl ine and 
CD-ROM delivery is far less 
expensive than the d i rect se l l ing o f 
p r i n t encyclopedias, wh i ch had a 
very large and costly admin is t ra t i ve 
appara tus , " said Bowe. " I t was 
necessary because electronic 
compet i t i on was pu t t i ng d o w n w a r d 
pressure on p r i c ing . " 

I t was also pa in fu l . I n shi f t ing 
away f rom p r in t , EB phased out its 
d irect-se l l ing operat ions, u l t imate l y 
lay ing off hundreds o f sales and 
admin is t ra t i ve wo rke r s . Bowe 
helped to p lan and imp lement the 
downsiz ing , first i n the United 
States and then wor ldw ide . 

"We wanted to be as fa i r as we 
could be under the c ircumstances, both 
because i t was the r i gh t th ing to do and 
also because we wanted to min imize the 
possibi l i ty o f costly l i t i ga t i on , " he said. 
The p l ann ing pa id off. The company had 
to fend off scattered suits by la id-o f f 
employees i n Puerto Rico and Europe, 
bu t had no layof f-related suits in the 
United States proper, he said. 

"For a l l the d isrupt ions , there have 
been astounding payoffs," said Bowe. 
Before the r e s t ruc tu r ing , EB's d i rect 
sales moved about 100,000 volumes 
annual ly . Now, double that numbe r 
subscribe to EB's subscr ipt ion-based 
Web site, Br i tannica .com, and hundreds 
o f thousands more have bought the 44-
mi l l i on w o r d encyclopedia on single CD-
ROMs. Another 16 mi l l i on can access the 
encyclopedia onl ine th rough l icensing 
agreements w i t h schools, l ibrar ies and 
other ins t i tu t iona l customers. EB st i l l 
sells its 32-volume p r i n t set, on its site. 

EB now has about 300 U.S. 
employees, most at its Chicago 
headquarters , and another 100 
wor ldw ide . The company is pr ivate ly 
he ld by Encyclopaedia Br i tann ica 
Holdings S.A., a Luxembourg 

corpora t ion owned by Swiss investor 
Jacob Safra, who also serves as EB's 
cha i rman . EB does not repor t annua l 
revenue or sales figures. 

L A W O F F I C E : Bowe oversees two pa r t -
t ime attorneys: f o rmer Jones Day 
associate Cyr i Carifa, and Mar idee 
Quanbeck, who handles in t e rna t i ona l 
matters and legal w o r k o f subsid iary 
Merr iam-Webster . The lawyers are 
assisted by para lega l Carmen Pagan. 

Moving from print to digital 
was "necessary because 

electronic competition" was 
driving prices down. 

W O R D D E F E N D E R : E.B has been 
" luck i e r than a lot o f companies " i n 
avoid ing lawsuits , said Bowe. Most 
l i t igat ion involves protect ion o f the 
copyr ighted text and t r ademarked t i t les 
of its encyclopedia and dict ionar ies . 

In 1991, EB subsidiary M e r r i a m -
Webster filed a t r ademark and trade 
dress in f r ingement suit against Random 
House for its publ icat ion o f Webster's 
College Dictionary. A l though Noah 
Webster's surname had long ago fa l len 
into the publ ic doma in , the p la in t i f f 
c la imed that the compet ing d ic t ionary 
copied Webster's Ninth New Collegiate 
Dictionary in its t i t le and book jacke t 
design and color. 

Af ter a four-week t r i a l , the federal 
d is t r ic t cour t in New York entered a $4 
mi l l i on j udgmen t against Random 
House, based on the ju ry ' s f ind ing that 
the trade dress in f r ingement was 
intent iona l and mal ic ious. The j u d g m e n t 
was reversed on appeal , w i t h the 2d U.S. 
Circui t Court o f Appeals r u l i n g tha t there 
was no l ike l ihood of confusion or 
d i lu t i on . Merriam-Webster Inc. v. 
Random House Inc., 35 F.3d 65 (2d Cir. 
1994). Despite the reversal , Bowe 

believes that the sui t sent a "s t rong 
message o f deterrence. ..to others that 
m i gh t have been t h i n k i n g about t r y ing to 
trade on our inte l l ec tual proper ty . " 

However, the case has not deterred 
d ig i ta l p irates in East Asia f rom 
produc ing knockof fs o f the CD-ROM of 
the encyclopedia and cybersquatters 
t r y i n g to prof i t f r om EB's t r ademarks . 
Real iz ing that a single company cannot 
combat this pervasive prob lem, Bovve 
has become involved i n indus t ry groups 

such as the In t e rna t i ona l An t i -
Counter fe i t ing Coal i t ion (wh ich he 
cha i red i n the mid-1990s) to push 
for IP protec t ion in China and other 
of fending countr ies . 

P R I N C I P A L O U T S I D E C O U N S E L : 
Bowe often calls on the Chicago 
office o f Jones Day for corporate 
and l i t i ga t ion matters . He splits 
in te l l ec tua l proper ly w o r k between 
Chicago bout ique Patt ishal l , 
McAuli f fe . Newbury, H i l l i a rd Xi 
Geraldson and Washington's 
Dickstein Shapiro M o r i n & 
Oshinsky. 

C H I C A G O L A W : Bowe was born 
and ra ised in Chicago, where his 
t r i a l lawyer father W i l l i am J . Bowe 
Sr. and uncle August ine J . Bowe 
were law par tners and p ioneer ing 
wo rke r s ' compensat ion 
prac t i t i oners . 

He graduated f rom Yale 
Univers i ty i n 1964 w i t h a B.A. i n 
po l i t i ca l science, and received a 
J.D. in 1967 f rom the Univers i ty o f 
Chicago Law School. A f ter a one-
year s t int as an associate at 
Chicago's Ross & Hardies, he 
enl isted in the U.S. Army, fo l l owing 
the steps o f his Wor ld War I ve teran 
father. Bowe served as a 
counter inte l l igence analyst i n the 
A r m y Operations Center in the 
Pentagon, as we l l as a counter-

sabotage! advisor to the Ant iba l l i s t i c 
Missile Development Directorate . 

Bowe t raded his khakis for p instr ipes 
in 1 9 7 1 , s ign ing on w i t h Chicago's Roan 
& Crossman. In 1979, he went in-house 
as vice president for legal and corporate 
affairs at The Brad ford Exchange, a 
mu l t i na t i ona l d irect marke t i ng company 
i n Niles, I I I . Bovve was l u r e d south to 
Nashvi l le, Tenn., w h e n United Press 
In te rna t i ona l h i r ed h i m in 1984 to 
establ ish its in-house l aw office. He 
advised the financially a i l ing news w i r e 
company to declare bankruptcy , and 
helped to supervise UPI's Chapter 11 
reorganizat ion . 

He has served as Encyclopaedia 
Br i tannica 's general counsel since 1986. 

P E R S O N A L : Bowe and wife, Cathy, l ive 
in the Chicago suburb of No r thbrook , 111., 
where they raised sons Andrew, 23, and 
Patr ick, 18, a Bradley Univers i ty student . 

L A S T B O O K A N D M O V I E : Dark Star 

Safari: Overland From Cairo to Cape 
Town, by Paul Theroux , and Master and 
Commander. 

— W I L L I A M C. S M I T H 


