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 It is now widely accepted that Raul Hilberg was 

one of the most remarkable and accomplished scholars 
of the last half century, a man who was responsible for 
founding and legitimizing the ýeld of Holocaust Studies 
as a serious and vital topic in American academic life.  
That recognition came slowly, and as his memoirs 
testify, the slights and attacks he experienced early 
in his career were never entirely forgotten despite his 
ultimate vindication.  Given the humility and limitation 
that he so clearly felt in the shadow of the enormity 
of the subject to which he devoted his scholarly life, 
he would not have been capable of writing the self-
assessment of his own life achievement in a tone of 
self-congratulatory triumphalism in any case.  Even 
in the midst of the sadness of his recent death, it is 
left to others who were inspired and helped by him to 
celebrate not just his obvious achievements but aspects 
of his life and character beneath his rather austere 
exterior which have not been fully appreciated.

 Perhaps no one in the scholarly world has had 
a career more directly shaped and impacted by Raul 
Hilberg than I.  It is no accident that in Europe, where 
it is not fully understood that Raul taught his entire life 
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at an institution that did not provide the opportunity to 
train doctoral students, it is often mistakenly assumed 
that I am a Hilberg Ph.D.  This is a þattering error that 
I only reluctantly correct.  Thus it is not yet another 
evaluation of Raul’s scholarship that I wish to share 
with you today, but rather the story of an intellectual 
and personal relationship that has been central to my 
life and career.  
 In my ýrst year of graduate study I wrote a 

master’s thesis on a narrow and dreary topic in French 
diplomatic history of the interwar period.  Taking up 
a temporary teaching position, I was asked to give 
a course in German history.  When I asked former 
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professors for help, one suggested I consider assigning 
Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem because, 
as he put it, it was “good for discussion.”  A typical 
history student of the 1960s, I had never encountered 
what we now call the Holocaust in my courses.  I 
was immediately fascinated.  Given the difýcult 
relationship between the two, it is no small irony 
that it was Arendt’s book that led me to Hilberg, for 
upon reading the former, I immediately ordered The 
Destruction of the European Jews.  When it arrived, all 
790 pages of the old Quadrangle paperback in double 
columns of miniscule print, I was dashed.  Preparing 
to teach my ýrst college courses, I would never have 
time to read it, and I tossed in on the table by my bed.  
I then fell ill and was bedridden for a month.  When I 
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me.  We spent the next week together in Ludwigsburg, 
trading judicial documents by day and endlessly 
walking the streets of the town in the evening.  I 
learned not only that Raul was a tireless walker but 
also yet another important lesson for longevity in the 
ýeld, namely how not to take the work home from the 
archives.  I saw yet another side of Raul, that of the 
story teller with a great sense of humor who regaled 
me with various anecdotes and tales from politics, 
academic and otherwise.  It is sometimes easy to 
forget that he was not only a Holocaust scholar but 
also a political scientist with a deep interest in people 
as political animals.
 Since then yet another generation of scholars of 

the Holocaust has emerged, and through his tireless 
support for institutions such as the visiting fellowship 
program at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum Raul 
Hilberg continued to encourage and help others in the 
ýeld.  I may have been one of the very early recipients 
of his support but I was most certainly not the last.  It 
was, therefore, not only through the brilliance of his 
scholarship that he founded and sustained the ýeld 
of Holocaust studies but also through his immense 
generosity.  We are all in his debt. 

_____________________________________

Peter Hayes,
Professor of History,
Northwestern University

 Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen, my name 
is Peter Hayes. I’m a historian, and I hold a chair in 
Holocaust Studies at Northwestern University just 
outside of Chicago. I’m here today for a very humbling 
reason: Gwen Hilberg tells me that Raul thought highly 
of my scholarship. Wow. In my world, it may not get 
any better than that, and I probably would be well 
advised to retire now, move to Vermont (as I plan), 
and quit while I’m ahead.  

 By saying that, I’m not implying that Raul was 
an ungenerous judge. Time and again, as we served 
together on the Fellowships Committee of the U.S. 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, I saw him home in 

on and speak up for the merit of proposals that other 
evaluators had passed over too hastily. But, Raul 
expected intelligence and independent thinking; he 
liked iconoclasts, he prized integrity, and he mistrusted 
the trendy. As many of us do, he especially appreciated 
in others what he had cultivated in himself, above all 
persistence and an extraordinary talent for recognizing 
speciýc facts or details, sometimes as small as the 
initials on a particular piece of paper or the choice 
of words in the middle of a sentence, that opened 
the way to seeing signiýcant patterns. I have never 
known a scholar who blended exhaustive knowledge 
and intellectual creativity so seamlessly, in fact, one 
who better demonstrated the interdependence of these 
qualities. Raul wanted to know and notice everything 
relevant, and he thought doing so was a prerequisite to 
really advancing understanding. So, to be well thought 
of by Raul is grounds to count your winnings and 
perhaps to get up from the table.

 What he may have seen in my work is that I share 
his fascination with organizations and the ways by 
which they channel the behavior of people. Indeed, I 
probably imbibed the theme from him, since I think of 
myself in many respects, as Chris Browning also does, 
as Raul’s graduate student from afar. The organized 
dimension of the Holocaust was the central theme of 
his towering book, The Destruction of the European 
Jews, with its focus on German bureaucracy, and it has 
been at the heart of my studies of German business in 
the Third Reich. Our focus was on how the purposes of 
groups become the purposes of their members and on 
the perverted moral thinking that results when people let 
their professional identities determine their principles. 
By such quasi-mechanical processes, the complete 
murder of the European Jews became a collective 
German project and, thus, nearly achievable. Raul was 
a master analyst of dehumanization in its most modern 
forms, and he was, as a result, an unsentimental ironist 
about human beings and what they are capable of.

 But he was also a man of profound moral passion. 
One saw this in his writings, but one experienced 
it most powerfully when he spoke in public. On 
a rostrum, he was both mesmerizing and a great 
musician. He could deploy his driving thesis or topic 
like a melodic line, modulate his voice and inþections 
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like chords, and arrange the rhythms of his sentences 
and paragraphs into movements.  The impression did 
not suffer from the fact that he seldom had a text or 
even note cards in front of him. One knew that one 
was hearing a maestro of his subject, someone whose 
heart and soul were in the theme and who roused his 
listeners to feel the same. I once heard Raul asked 
if he envied any historical ýgure, and he replied 
instantly, ñMozart.ò The response was revealing, but 
he needn’t have.  Raul’s public lectures were intricate, 
majestic compositions that could stand comparison 
with the ýnest concertos. Of all the many losses that 
come with Raul’s passing, I sometimes think that 
the disappearance of the greatest rhetorician on the 
Holocaust may be the most irreplaceable.

 Everyone knows that Raul was present at the 
creation of Holocaust Studies (he accomplished 
it almost single-handedly!), and that he had to 
wait a long time for his creation to become widely 
present. Almost twenty years elapsed between the 
ýrst appearance of The Destruction and the great 
breakthrough into public consciousness that came in 
the late 1970s, at the popular level with the television 
drama “Holocaust,” and at a more sophisticated level 
with Claude Lanzmannôs monumental ýlm ñShoah,ò 
in which Raul, dare one say it, starred. Painful and 
frustrating as the wait was to Raul in many respects, 
when it was over, he had the satisfaction of seeing 
how far his reach extended. I witnessed this ýrst hand 
one evening when I picked him up at O’Hare Field 
in Chicago the night before he was to give a lecture 
there. Because we weren’t sure we’d get to Evanston 
before the restaurants closed, we decided to eat in the 
airport’s main dining room. As we entered and I asked 
for a table for two, the maitre d’ looked right past me 
and said “Good evening, Dr. Hilberg, and welcome 
to Chicago.” He knew who Raul was, and that sort of 
recognition was not a rarity.

 To scholars who will tread in Raul’s footsteps, 
his most demanding legacy lies in the model he 
set. It has two overarching elements. The ýrst is his 
indefatigability. Raul found his subject early, and he 
stayed with it. He epitomized the wisdom of the poet 
Ruskin’s remark that “in all the arts and acts of life, 
the highest achievement comes, not from a fretful and 

varied excellence, but from the quiet singleness of 
justly chosen aim.” In this respect, too, Chris Browning 
and I have respected his example. The second is his 
fearlessness. Raul never shied away from what needed 
to be said, even when speaking up broke taboos or 
violated the tenets of political correctness. He was the 
conscience as well as the creator of his subject and 
an embodiment of the honesty and courage that the 
pursuit of truth requires.

 A few years ago, I was asked to make some 
remarks at a ceremony in Washington marking Raul’s 
retirement from the Academic Committee of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Groping then, 
as I am now, for words adequate to his achievements 
and to what his departure would mean, I found help in 
the form of Raulôs ýrst language, the one in which he 
relentlessly had to trace so much horror. In German, 
one doesn’t say, as in English, that one will “miss” 
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raised about one’s own research.
 As time went on I began to appreciate his 

brilliance as a teacher and scholar and I became 
aware, through students, that he presented perfectly 
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the state of the world and the university, sometimes as 
he was walking past my house on South Prospect St. 
on his way home from work and found me trimming 
my hedge or shoveling snow, depending on the season.  
On occasion we met over lunch with other friends, and 
having Raul there was always fascinating.
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It was in Washington in 1968 that I ýrst met Raul.  
I had been hired as a 25 year-old instructor in political 
science earlier that spring while Raul was on research 
leave in Europe and he did not hear my presentation.  
He wanted to check me out and took me to dinner one 
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had emerged mysteriously in 1933, took command 
of the German government for a dozen years, and in 
1945 had quickly and completely disappeared into 
the mist, leaving a benign Germany as our newfound 
ally.   Somehow, in that mindset, Adolf Hitler was 
a monstrous historic aberration and the mid-level 
bureaucrats and functionaries who had carried out the 
plans had only done so “under orders.” The fact that 
many of those same functionaries on whom our post-
war government now relied had linked their careers in 
the Third Reich to the extermination of fellow human 
beings was an unnerving truth.  Hilberg’s truth telling 
made them uncomfortable. 

Raul’s lack of victimhood also brought hostility 
to the book from the survivors of the death camps and 
their relatives.  He was not a victim and he was not 
writing a story about whom the Nazis killed but how 
they did it and why they did it.   He was an analyst, not 
an advocate.  He challenged the popularly accepted 
number of six million Jews lost in the death camps; 
he resisted for years using the term “holocaust” to 
describe what happened; he found more evidence of 
Jewish complicity and less evidence of resistance to 
the forced relocations; and he saw little nobility in the 
silent suffering. 
He chose a very difýcult path, one that often 

placed him at odds with most of the leading Jewish 
organizations in this country and in Europe; but his 
book was so magisterial that it could not be ignored 
even when a number of lesser scholars chose to leave 
him out of their bibliographies or reprinted his careful 
translations of documents without attribution. 

Raul did not suffer fools gladly and unfortunately 
labeled some as fools when they could not easily come 
up with a title for a book or an article that he needed.  
He terrorized librarians and battled book editors.  None 
of his books was published by a top-þight trade press 
and it was only in 2003 that a prestigious university 
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for his invaluable contribution to the research and 
teaching on the Holocaust.
Mrs. Hilberg, I still remember every single moment 

of that day in October 2006: the ceremony in honor of 
your husband at Englesby House, the words of your 
husband on this occasion, his modesty, our talks with 
him afterwards, his walk with me through his beloved 
library and theater on the campus, the warm words he 
had for everybody we met at both locations. I could 
feel he was at home at this university.
Mrs. Hilberg, I am speaking only about one single 

day where I was side by side with your husband. What 
a tremendous loss his death must have been for you, 
Mrs. Hilberg, who shared an entire life with such a great 
man, such a great scholar and certainly a great father.

In his moving accounts, this great scholar, Raul 
Hilberg, described sufferings of European Jews which 
we cannot even begin to imagine, but it all happened. 
Raul Hilberg helped us Germans understand and 
explain for ourselves: once the Nazis had seized power, 
the failure took many forms in Germany. He helped us 
to understand and explain that the Holocaust cannot 
simply be blamed on “a demonic Hitler.” Raul Hilberg 
showed, more than anyone else, that all German 
state organizations and ministries, the military elite, 
business, banks, academia and the medical professions 
– that they all were directly involved in the Holocaust,  
in a crime against humanity, the Shoah, only a few 
years in our history, but  unparalleled, without 
comparison, without precedent. 

Unforgettable, Raul Hilberg’s chilling description: 
“As the Nazi regime developed over the years, the 
whole structure of decision making was changed: 
ýrst laws, then decrees implementing laws, then quiet 
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is what I especially liked.” 
A man of details. Indeed. Imagine the young 

scholar sitting down with the documentation from 
the Nuremberg trials —40,000 documents for the 
prosecution; 100,000 for the defense. Picture him 
poring over Nazi papers seized by the U.S. Army, 
taking careful notes on index cards, then sitting at 
a small table in his parents’ apartment beginning to 
write the thesis that would be the kernel of the great 
works to come. With his dry wit, Raul was known 
to refer to himself as a ñwriter of footnotes.ò Such 
self-effacement cloaked the passion for knowledge 
of a true scholar, the immersion in detail, the thrill in 
discovery, the deeply rooted drive to know. 

Professor Hilberg once acknowledged that he 
initially thought his study of the Holocaust would 
be a ýve-year commitment, not a lifetimeôs work. To 
understand Raul’s doggedness, his sheer endurance, 
one need look no further than that passion for the 
advancement of knowledge. “You get a partial picture 
of what happened,” he once said, “and you want to 
know the rest.” 

Our university and our community were graced 
by Raul Hilbergôs presence for more than ýfty years. 
Spurred by the Hilberg legacy, the Carolyn & Leonard 
Miller Center for Holocaust Studies maintains the 
University of Vermontôs position as a leader in the ýeld 
he essentially created, and soon the center will take 
another step forward with the renovation of historic 
Billings Hall, its new permanent home. In September, 
UVMôs Board of Trustees approved the Raul Hilberg 
Distinguished Professorship in the College of Arts 
and Sciences. 

We can honor Professor Hilberg’s legacy in no 
better ways than these, through teaching and scholarship 
that deepens our knowledge of the Holocaust and 
inspires the next generation with the courage to study 
its terrible reality. Michael Berenbaum, who worked 
closely with Raul on the creation of the Holocaust 
Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., once noted 
that Professor Hilberg “was unique among senior 
scholars because he has so much faith in the young.” 
Perhaps that is because Raul Hilberg never lost the 
courage and the faith of that young man who sat down 
at the table with a staggering assembly of facts and a 

thesis that few wanted to read. 
Upon his retirement, someone asked Professor 

Hilberg the inevitable question one is asked at such 
a milestone. Ever honest, a bit ornery, his humble 
response suggests the measure of the man and his 
greatness: “If I had known in the beginning what this 
would entail, would I have done it? I can’t give an 
answer to that. It might be necessary to be young and 
to be able to fool yourself to take on serious work.” 

Gwen, on behalf of the entire University of 
Vermont community, Rachel and I extend our heartfelt 
condolences to you and to Raul’s children Deborah 
and David. Your loving and enduring support coupled 
with your steadfast belief in Raul contributed to his 
remarkable accomplishments. 

Thank you for being with us today to honor the life 
of Professor Raul Hilberg. I hope you will all join us 



12



13

for Advanced Holocaust Studies, I asked Raul Hilberg 
what he thought were the most urgent things I should do.  
ñMy God,ò said the editor of Documents of Destruction 
(1971), and I know you can all hear his intonation, 
“collect documents…and bring young scholars here to 
study them.  There is so much we don’t know!”

Raul’s input was worth taking seriously. The visiting 
scholars program of the Museum now brings some 25 
dissertation-writing, post-doctoral, and even senior 
scholars to the Museum each year on fellowship, and 
they are producing a steady stream of new publications 
and new insights.  They are carrying on Raul’s life 
mission to “reduce our ignorance.”  It is for us to 
acknowledge that he knew that would be the case.

In recognition of the unique contribution Raul 
Hilberg made to the ýeld of Holocaust Studies and to 
the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the 
Museum has established and will award each year the 
Raul Hilberg Fellowship in his honor and memory, 
intended to foster the development of new generations 
of Holocaust scholars.  His legacy endures through the 
Museum and through the countless scholars whose lives 
he touched and whose work he inspired.  Our institution 
would be a shadow of itself if not for his inspiration, his 
involvement and his commitment to it.

Thank you.

_____________________________________

This tribute to Professor Hilberg was delivered by Jerold 

D. Jacobson (’62) on the occasion of the annual Hilberg 

lecture at the University of Vermont on 12 November 2007. 

Mr. Jacobson is a long-time supporter of the Carolyn and 

Leonard Miller Center for Holocaust Studies and the 

sponsor the Hilberg lecture at UVM each year.

Jerold D. Jacobson ’62, Attorney,
Remarks at the annual Hilberg Lecture, 
12 November 2007

Professor Emeritus Raul Hilberg died on August 
4, 2007 at the age of 81.  Until his ýnal illness, he was 
actively engaged in his research, writing and teaching 
about the Holocaust.

Despite determined opposition from most quarters, 

he almost single-handedly established and legitimized 
the study of the Holocaust in the United States and 
worldwide beginning in 1961 with the publication 
of his major work, The Destruction of the European 
Jews.  This comprehensive work, which in its second 
iteration in 1985 was referred to by his publisher, over 
his strong objection I might add, as the “Revised and 
Deýnitiveò book about the Holocaust, described in 
painstaking and excruciating detail the Nazi process 
of the destruction of over ýve million European Jews. 
Professor Hilberg repeatedly made it clear that the 
characterization ñdeýnitiveò was an impossibility.  The 
study of the Holocaust and, therefore, his book, was 
forever evolving.  This comprehensive and complex 
book, in subsequent years and then decades, ironically 
was simply referred to as “The Destruction.” 
Professor Hilberg taught at UVM for 35 years until 

his retirement at age 65 in 1991.  On that occasion, 
UVM hosted an International Symposium in his honor.  
Leading scholars, as well as an author of historical 
ýction and a documentary ýlm maker, both of great 
renown, all made illuminating presentations.  Among 
them were Professors Yehuda Bauer, Christopher 
Browning, Herman Wouk and Claude Landsman. 
Professor Hilberg responded by giving a spellbinding 
lecture about the central role of Adolph Hitler in the 
Holocaust. The Symposium was one of the greatest 
events in the 200+ year history of the University of 
Vermont.  Likewise, Professor Hilberg was, without a 
doubt, one of the greatest UVM scholars and teachers.  
His efforts and accomplishments brought great honor 
to UVM, its faculty and students.
Professor Hilberg came to UVM in 1956 because 

his subject, which was being consciously avoided 
worldwide, made other colleges and universities 
uninterested in him.  However, within 3 or 4 years of his 
arrival, he was considered one of the great teachers in 
UVMôs College of Arts and Sciences.  By 1958, which 
is the year I arrived on campus, he was so skilled and 
respected a lecturer it seemed that he had been teaching 
for twenty years.  Amazingly, he didnôt teach his ýrst 
Holocaust course until, I believe, the 1980ôs because 
there was little interest in the subject nationwide.
Many of us who knew Raul viewed him as refracted 

through our own personal prisms.  For me, he was a 
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Upcoming Events:  

The Maiden and the Tree:
Anne Frank and the 21st Century

David Barnouw
Netherlands Institute for War Documentation

Thursday, 3 April 2008
3:00 p.m.

Billings North Lounge

Remembering Raul Hilberg:
A Conversation with Christopher Browning

and Saul Friedländer

Professor Christopher Browning 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

Professor Saul Friedländer 
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grade on the exam.
His lectures have accurately been described as 

spellbinding, riveting, symphonic, precise, and the 
like ï and it was true.  My only regret is that as young, 
fun-seeking students, we didn’t fully appreciate his 
talents and offerings at the time. His inþuence on his 
students and campus-wide was enormous and can be 
related by the following episode: During the Cuban 
missile crisis, students at UVM carried on as much 
as before.  That unjustiýed normalcy only lasted until 
word was ýltered down the corridors of Lafayette Hall 
that Professor Hilberg had observed in class that the 
world was on a brink of a nuclear war.  Only then did we 
gasp and take heed of the true import of those events.

In closing, I would like to refer to the last pages of 
Professor Hilberg’s brief auto-biography, The Politics 
of Memory.  In it, he quotes a letter written in 1962 
by the German Historian/Survivor H.F. Adler, which 
was brought to his attention by an interviewer in 1992. 
Adler said the following about Raul Hilberg:

To be noted is Hilberg’s The Destruction of 
the European Jews.  Surely you have heard of 
this work.  It is until now the most signiýcant 

accomplishment in this topic area and it is not 
likely to be surpassed very soon, even though 
it is by far not yet the ýnal portrayal.  No 
one, until now, has seen and formulated the 
total horrible process so clearly.  The number 
of small errors and omissions do not matter 
seriously, and so far as I can see, they can be 
extinguished in a new edition.  What moves 
me in this book is the hopelessness of the 
author, who was born in 1926, and who came 
to the United States before the war, surely from 
Germany to which he returned at the end of 
the war with the U.S. Army.  In 1948, Hilberg 
began his work.  Therefore, he already has 
the viewpoint of a generation, which does not 
feel itself affected directly, but which looked 
at these events from afar, bewildered, bitter 
and embittered, accusing and critical, not only 
vis-à-vis the Germans (how else), but also the 
Jews and all the nations which looked on.  At 
the end nothing remains but despair and doubt 
about everything, because for Hilberg there 
is only recognition, perhaps also a grasp, but 
certainly no understanding . . .

Publications to Look For:

Jonathan Huener and Francis R. Nicosia (eds.), The Arts 
in Nazi Germany (New York:

Berghahn Books, 2006) [NOW IN PAPERBACK]

Francis R. Nicosia, Zionism and Anti-Semitism in Nazi 
Germany (New York: Cambridge

University Press, 2008) [APRIL 2008]

Susanne J. Learmonth, “Dear Otto”:  Lifelines Across the 
Atlantic During the Holocaust

(Carolyn and Leonard Miller Center for Holocaust 
Studies, 2008) [JUNE 2008]

Robert Bernheim and David Scrase (eds.), Jewish Life in 
Nazi Germany (New York:

Berghahn Books, 2008) [LATE 2008]
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