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Justice Robert H. Jackson, a famously gifted writer, deserves that 

reputation.  His writings are powerful and personal, and they came from 

him, not from ghost-writing assistants.  To read Jackson is to hear his voice. 

In some instances, that is particularly easy because he spoke some of his 

writings, most famously at Nuremberg, to attentive audiences, cameras, and 

sound recorders. 

Justice Jackson did, however, take input on his writing.  Sometimes 

he worked from drafts written by others.  More often, Jackson wrote his own 

first drafts.  Then he would share them with trusted colleagues to get their 

comments while he continued to work on the draft. 

Jackson valued written comments.  He would work through them, 

addressing and incorporating comments that he found helpful as part of 

producing his next draft.  Then he would share that, sometimes with the 

same colleagues, sometimes with new eyes.   He would get more comments. 

He then would work through them as he continued to work on his draft… 

Jackson’s files are filled with drafts of individual letters, speeches, 

articles, books, and United States Supreme Court opinions.  Some of these 

drafts, produced at a late stage in a given project, look a lot like he was 

starting over—he sometimes would rewrite significantly, including in ways 

that showed his mind changing about a particular matter.  Jackson’s writing, 

editing, and rewriting show his seriousness about his work, his high 

standards, and his pleasure in using his pen well as part of using his voice 

well. 
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On November 21, 1945, seventy-five years ago, Justice Jackson, 

serving as U.S. chief prosecutor of Nazi war criminals following World War 

II, delivered his opening statement to the International Military Tribunal at 

Nuremberg.  It is a lengthy, powerful, acclaimed, and enduring speech. It is 

a piece of Jackson’s finest writing.  He produced it through many weeks of 

intense work, with assistance and input from others. 

Jackson began to work on his Nuremberg opening by early October 

1945, as the indictment of the Nazi defendants, the charges that he would be 

prosecuting, were being drafted and finalized.  He worked on his opening 

throughout that month. 

One of Jackson’s key assistants at Nuremberg, including as he 

worked on the opening statement, was his son and executive assistant, 

Ensign William E. (Bill) Jackson (USNR).  On October 29, Bill Jackson 

commented that the draft opening statement was rough but good. 

Justice Jackson continued to write and edit. 

Two weeks later, on the evening of Thursday, November 15, he had 

Bill deliver to the United Kingdom’s lead prosecutors, Hartley Shawcross 

and David Maxwell Fyfe, a copy of the Justice’s lengthy draft opening 

statement. 

Shawcross, the U.K. Attorney General and the U.K.’s chief 

prosecutor at Nuremberg, got to read it first.   He did so immediately, and he 

was delighted.  He told that to Maxwell Fyfe, the U.K.’s previous A.G. and 

its deputy chief prosecutor at Nuremberg, when he gave him Jackson's draft 

to read, and Maxwell Fyfe passed that compliment to Jackson when they 

met the next day. 

On the night of Friday, November 16, or the next day, Maxwell Fyfe 

also read Jackson’s draft. 



———————————————————————————————————— 

DRAFTING AND REDRAFTING THE NUREMBERG OPENING (1945) 
———————————————————————————————————— 

  

 
 
3 

Before November 17 was done, Maxwell Fyfe sent written 

compliments to Jackson: 

 

  

Maxwell Fyfe also gave Jackson what he valued highly, a 

memorandum of comments, flagging ambiguities in his draft and suggesting 

ways that it could be improved: 
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