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In early 1948, Dr. Jacob Billikopf wrote from Philadelphia, his
home, to Justice Robert H. Jackson at the Supreme Court of the United
States. Dr. Billikopf, a noted national leader in socia work, Jewish
philanthropy, labor relations and other pursuits, wrote as a trustee and
chairman of the executive committee of Howard University in Washington,
D.C.

Dr. Billikopf explained that he and another Howard University
trustee had been, for the past few years, hosting private dinner meetings on
campus “for the purpose of making friends for that great institution.” He
explained that Howard’s president Dr. Mordecai Johnson, members of his
administrative staff, “key men” on the faculty and 25-30 other guests
attended the dinners. Dropping mention that Jackson’s colleagues Justices
William O. Douglas and Felix Frankfurter had been guests of honor at
previous dinners, Billikopf asked Jackson if he would be the honored guest
at dinner amonth hence.!

Justice Jackson promptly dictated and sent back his positive
answer. It was contingent, he explained, on another pending matter not
claiming his schedule on the date in question. Although Billikopf was not
someone who Jackson knew well, he signed his short letter “Bob.”?

* Professor of Law, St. John’s University School of Law, New York City, and Elizabeth S.
Lenna Fellow, Robert H. Jackson Center, Jamestown, New York (www.roberthjackson.org).
| emailed an earlier version of this essay to the Jackson List on April 29, 2014. This updated version
is dated May 2, 2014.

For an archive of selected Jackson List posts, many of which have document images attached,
visit http://thejacksonlist.com.

To subscribe to the Jackson List, which does not display recipient identities or distribute their
email addresses, send “subscribe” to barrettj @stjohns.edu.

1 Letter from Jacob Billikopf to Justice Robert H. Jackson, Jan. 22, 1948, in Robert H. Jackson
Papers, Library of Congress, Manuscript Division, Washington, D.C. (“RHJ LOC”), Box 45, Folder
16.

2 Letter from Robert H. Jackson to Jacob Billikopf, Jan. 23, 1948 (unsigned carbon copy), in id.
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Billikopf, writing back immediately, focused first on Jackson’s
signature:

Dear Mr. Justice:

When my good friend, Benjamin Cardozo, was
appointed to the Supreme Court, | naturaly greeted him as
Mr. Justice. “Don’t call me Mr. Justice. Please don’t,” said
he. “How then should you be addressed?” “Call me Ben,”
was the reply. Of course I couldn’t be guilty of such
irreverence and so we reached a compromise.

Now, then, when | received your letter signed BOB |
was naturally flattered and then it occurred to me that it must
have been a case of lapsus calami [a dlip of the pen]. ...3

In the heart of his letter, Billikopf wrote that that he was “so happy”
that Jackson had accepted the invitation, if somewhat contingently.
Billikopf proposed an aternative date, one week |ater.

For Jackson, that date, February 27, 1948, was clear. On that
Friday evening, Jackson attended a private dinner in Frazier Hall at
Howard University. He spoke to the group about his 1945-46 work as U.S.
chief prosecutor at Nuremberg of Nazi war criminals.

Justice Jackson’s rough notes, from which he spoke, indicate that
he discussed the Nuremberg trial and its lasting implications. He described
how the Nuremberg judgment recognized individual responsibility under
international law. Jackson explained that international law fetters national
sovereignty in ways that resemble how the 14™ Amendment to the U.S.
Congtitution limits the sovereignty of States to violate the rights of
individuals.®

Following the dinner, Dr. Johnson wrote to Justice Jackson,
thanking him for his presence and his remarks. Noting that Jackson and his

3 Letter from Jacob Billikopf to Justice Robert H. Jackson, Jan. 26, 1948, in id. An image of
thisletter follows this text.

4 Frazier Hall, built in 1929, is now a dormitory under renovation. See
www.howard.edu/renewal/facilities/extreme makeover/frazier.html.

5 Robert H. Jackson notes, n.d., at 4 (“Must overcome as Fed did state sovereignty in bill rights
matters by 14" Amend™), in RHJ LOC, Box 45, Folder 16. Images of these Jackson speech notes
follow this text.
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Nuremberg colleagues had worked there to establish “world community,”
Johnson stated his “hope that our own nation may come to exercise
increasingly effective leadership toward its realization.”®

There is, interestingly, no record of a Jackson response to
Billikopf’s comment on Jackson’s “Bob” signature. Following that
Billikopf letter, Jackson’s secretary, not he, handled the additional pre-
dinner correspondence.”

At the Howard University dinner, Billikopf surely greeted Jackson
and introduced him to the group as “Mr. Justice.” That would have been
consistent with half of what I suspect were Billikopf’s modes of interacting
with his friend Justice Cardozo. Their “compromise” was, I think, that
Billikopf called him “Ben” in private communication and “Mr. Justice” in
public settings.

6 |etter from Mordecai W. Johnson to Justice Robert H. Jackson, Mar. 8, 1948, in id. An
image of thisletter is at the end of thisfile.

7 See Jacob Billikopf—Elsie L. Douglas Letters, in id. In minor comedy, Billikopf apparently
misread Mrs. Douglas’s signature as “Eric L. Douglas” at the start of this correspondence and
thereafter wrote back to Justice Jackson’s assistant as a man of that name.
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Dear Mr.'Justice:

When my good friend, Benjamin Cardozo, was appointed
to the Supreme Court, I naturally greeted him as Mr. Justice.
"Don't call me Mr. Justice. Please don't," said he, "How
then should you be addressed?" "Call me Ben," was the reply,.
Of course, I couldn't be guilty of such irreverence and so we
reached a compromise. |

~ Now, then, when I received your letter signed BOB
I was naturally flattered and then it occurred to me that it
must hav@ baen a easa af &apsus calamis

;E@ﬁt you have been able to accept our
- somewhat contingent. This morning's
”?gaad frienﬂ Roy A. Roberts
> | , figﬁtlon to the
., chief editorial
3 City Star, it
you t@ be with
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HOWARD UNIVERSITY
WASHINGTON 1, D. C.

March Eighth

OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT 1 9 Ll- &

My dear Mr. Justice:
Please allow me to thank you, once again, for
your visit and your address to us on the evening of Friday,
February twenty-seventh. Your presence was an inspiration
o | to our entire community, and it was thrilling to hear from
you something of the high considerations of world purpose
aﬁdlﬁt'uhlah actuated the judges at Nuremberg.

by m

~ In spite of the darkness in which we are now
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