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This column is not intended to constitute legal, financial, or other business advice. Each
individual or company should make its own independent business decisions and consult
its own legal, financial, or other advisors as appropriate. The views expressed here are not
necessarily those of ATA or its Board of Directors. Ideas and questions should be directed
to judy.jenner@entrepreneuriallinguist.com.

Judy Jenner is a court certified Spanish interpreter
and a Spanish and German translator in Las
Vegas, Nevada, where she runs Twin Translations
with her twin sister. She is also the president 
of the Nevada Interpreters and Translators
Association. She hosts the popular 
translation blog, Translation Times 
(www.translationtimes.blogspot.com). You can
also find her at www.entrepreneuriallinguist.com.
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If I had to pick my favorite

moment from all of the ATA Annual

Con ferences I have attended, it would

be easy: meeting Peter Less. Most of

you will be familiar with Mr. Less. For

those of you who are not, you are in for

a piece of court interpreting history.

I remember the occasion well. It was

my first ATA Annual Conference—

2004 in chilly and gorgeous Toronto,

Canada. I don’t remember the descrip-

tion of the session in the conference

program exactly, but it referred to the

very beginnings of simultaneous court

interpreting during the Nuremberg

Trials of Nazi war criminals in post-war

Germany in 1946. The session was to be

given by one of the interpreters

assigned to the trial: Peter Less, whose

parents, sister, and grandmother had

been murdered by the Nazis. I was

immediately drawn to the subject, even

though I was a translator, not an 

interpreter.

As I walked into the session, I

knew I was in for a treat. The room

was packed, and people were sitting

on the floor and leaning against the

walls. Peter Less, an impeccably

dressed older gentleman who worked

as a lawyer in Chicago, addressed the

audience without much fanfare, telling

us of his experience as a simultaneous

interpreter during the Nuremberg

Trials. What struck me most about this

articulate, educated, and kind man was

his humility. It was almost as if he was

not aware of the significance of his

part in interpreting history. 

Born into an intellectual family in

Königsberg, Germany, Peter fled to

Switzerland while his parents chose to

stay in Germany, hoping things would

get better. He was never to see them

again. He was allowed to remain in

Switzerland as a refugee, where he

attended the prestigious University of

Geneva’s interpreting program and

was eventually recruited to work at

the Nuremberg Trials. These trials

marked the first time that simulta-

neous interpreting had been used in a

judicial setting. 

When I attended Peter’s presenta-

tion, I had not yet thought about

becoming a judicial interpreter. Now,

eight years later, I am a certified court

interpreter and not a day goes by that

I do not think about him. When I am

having a challenging interpreting day,

I just remind myself that if he could

interpret for the people responsible

for murdering his family, I surely can

keep a horde of lawyers who insist on

talking over one another in check. 

During his speech, Peter showed

some of the iconic images that depict

him in the interpreters’ area of the

courtroom (a glass box, as he

described it). Peter’s account of his

experience and his ability to move

beyond what happened to him person-

ally was truly astonishing. Fellow

attendees could not help but marvel

and asked, “How did you get through

it?” His response was along the lines

of “I simply did my job.”

After his remarks ended, many

people made their way to the front of

the room, where Peter patiently

answered questions. I asked a fellow

attendee to snap a picture of me with

Mr. Less. (It is one of my most treas-

ured interpreting mementos and I

keep it in my interpreter’s notebook.)

I introduced myself and told Peter

how much I admired his work. The

following year, in 2005 at ATA’s

Annual Conference in Seattle, Mr.

Less actually remembered me, and we

sat in the lobby of the Westin hotel

chatting for a few moments. I asked

him to lunch, but he politely declined,

saying he had a flight to catch back to

Chicago so he could have dinner with

his wife. He mentioned that he still

kept his law practice and walked to

work every day. What a remarkable

life this wonderful human being has

led, I thought. 

There is no doubt that Mr. Less has

greatly shaped our profession, and our

world. I am honored to have met him,

even if it was just briefly. During

ATA’s Annual conference in New

Orleans in 2006, Peter Less received

ATA’s highest award, the Gode

Medal. To learn more about his

incredible story, have a look at Tanya

Geese’s interview in the September

2004 issue of The ATA Chronicle
(“Lunch with a Legend,” page 44).

Yahoo! Business
Discussion Group

ATA members can discuss business issues online
at the following Yahoo! group:
http://finance.groups.yahoo.com/
group/ata_business_practices. You will
need to register with Yahoo! (at no charge) if
you have not already done so, and provide
your full name and ATA member number in
order to join the group.
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