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A Conversation with Piet Groeneboom
Geurt Jongbloed

Abstract. Petrus (Piet) Groeneboom was born in Scheveningen in 1941
and grew up in Voorburg. Both villages are located near The Hague in The
Netherlands; Scheveningen actually being part of The Hague. He attended
the gymnasium of the Huygens lyceum. In 1959, he entered the University of
Amsterdam, where he studied psychology. After his “candidate” exam (com-
parable to BSc) in 1963, he worked at the psychological laboratory of the
University of Amsterdam until 1966. In 1965, he took up mathematics as a
part-time study. After having obtained his master’s degree in 1971, he had a
position at the psychological laboratory again until 1973, when he was ap-
pointed to the Mathematical Center in Amsterdam. There, he wrote between
1975 and 1979 his Ph.D. thesis with Kobus Oosterhoff as advisor, graduating
in 1979. After a period of two years as visiting professor at the University
of Washington (UW) in Seattle, Piet moved back to the Mathematical Center
until he was appointed full professor of statistics at the University of Amster-
dam in 1984. Four years later, he moved to Delft University of Technology
where he became professor of statistics and stayed until his retirement in
2006. Between 2000 and 2006 he also held a part-time professorship at the
Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam. From 1999 till 2013 he was Affiliate Pro-
fessor at the statistics department of UW, Seattle. Apart from being visiting
professor at the UW in Seattle, he was also visiting professor at Stanford
University, Université Paris 6 and ETH Zürich.

Piet is well known for his work on shape constrained statistical inference.
He worked on asymptotic theory for these problems, created algorithms to
compute nonparametric estimates in such models and applied these models
to real data. He also worked on interacting particle systems, extreme value
analysis and efficiency theory for testing procedures. Piet (co-)authored four
books and 64 papers and served as promotor of 13 students. He is the re-
cipient of the 1985 Rollo Davidson prize, a fellow of the IMS and elected
member of the ISI. In 2015, he delivered the Wald lecture at the Joint Statis-
tical Meeting in Montreal.

Piet and his wife Marijke live in Naarden. He has two sons, Thomas and
Tim, and (since June 12, 2018) one grandson, Tarik. This conversation was
held at Piet’s house in Naarden, on February 28 and April 24, 2018.
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(CWI), Delft University of Technology, violin playing.

Geurt Jongbloed is Professor of Statistics and Head of the
Mathematics Department of Delft University of Technology,
Van Mourik Broekmanweg 6, 2628 XE Delft, The
Netherlands (e-mail: G.Jongbloed@tudelft.nl).

1. THE EARLY DAYS

Geurt: Piet, it is a pleasure for me to have this con-

versation with you. Can you, as a starter, say something

about your family background?
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FIG. 1. Three generations of Groenebooms on the day that Piet’s father had his Ph.D. defense at the Faculty of Law of the University of
Utrecht, 1941.

Piet: My father, who had the same first name as I
have, started as an attorney and later became judge. My
mother, Betty Ruffelse, studied German and worked as
a secretary in the United States before she married my
father. My grandfather, also named Piet Groeneboom,
had a position as professor of ancient Greek and Latin
at the University of Groningen. There is a nice picture
with “the three of us”; see Figure 1. I also have a sister,
Carla, who lives in the UK and a half-brother, Harold
Hvistendahl, who lives in Australia.

Geurt: You were born during the second World War.
Do you have memories of that period?

Piet: Not particularly. But I was told often that I
shouted, being two or three years old, “Ha, soldiers!”
when my father entered my bedroom, accompanied by
two German soldiers who were supposed to put him
on the train to Germany. This could have been the last
time that I would see my father; he had come into my
room to say goodbye. Fortunately he was able to es-
cape from the transport to Germany by convincing a
lower German officer, when they were waiting in front
of a lifting bridge (being up), that, because of his age,
he did not belong to the group being transported to Ger-
many to work in the factories. This officer hesitated at
the request and told him that he should perhaps consult
a higher officer who was already past the bridge. My
father’s decisive and spirited move was that he asked
the officer supervising his bunch of people: “Haben sie
kein selbständiges Kommando?” (“Don’t you have a
command of your own?”). This was apparently exactly
the right thing to say to the German officer and he was
then allowed to go. First slowly and a lot faster after

being around the corner of the street. All this on the
same day as my “Ha, soldiers!”

This anecdote is also described in the book
Meihuizen (2010), on attorneys during World War II.
My father is in particular mentioned in this book in
connection with the so-called “Test sentence”. He ar-
gued before the Supreme Court on October 27, 1941
that the judge had the authority to challenge the regu-
lations of the occupying force on the basis of the reg-
ulation prescribed for a country at war, the decree of
the Führer and the first regulation of the government
commissioner. When the Supreme Court later denied
the possibility of contesting rules issued by the Ger-
man government, the Netherlands followed what was
the rule in Germany and Italy too.

Geurt: Can you say some more about your grandfa-
ther?

Piet: Looking at his picture (Figure 1), you may not
expect this, but he was really witty. At the time I at-
tended the gymnasium, after 4th grade I had to make
a choice whether to take the “alpha part” (languages,
no physics or chemistry and almost no mathematics)
or take the “beta part” (which had all these subjects,
but also French, German, English, Latin and Greek).

When I once visited my grandfather with my father,
my father announced: “I have bad news: Pietje will take
the beta part”. My grandfather answered: “Very good,
only stupid pupils still go to alpha!” With his back-
ground as professor of ancient languages, he was of
course the prototypical alpha (not to be confused with
the “alpha male”). Also when my father once thought
he would make my grandfather happy by saying that
I was going to read Livy, my grandfather answered:
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“He rather than me”. He was not so keen on Latin and
would say about Virgil’s hero Aeneas: “Virgil, with his
clown Aeneas”. In Dutch it’s a rhyme: Virgil’s “pias
Aeneas”.

2. MEDICINE, PSYCHOLOGY AND . . .
MATHEMATICS

Geurt: It does not seem you inherited your interest
in mathematics from your parents. How did you get
interested?

Piet: Indeed, mathematics was not a subject at home.
During my second year at the gymnasium, I bought
with my pocket money the book “Introduction to
Logic” (Tarski, 1941). Although the gist of what was
going on in the book escaped me with its “If you solve
that problem, I will eat my hat” as an example of a ma-
terial and not a formal implication and the true state-
ment “If 2 times 2 is 5, then New York is a small city”,
it intrigued me. Later on, but I will say more on that
later, I got back to this book and it played an important
role for me to start studying mathematics.

After the gymnasium, I decided to study medicine at
the University of Amsterdam, despite my father’s insis-
tence that I should study law. In the back of my mind, I
had the idea I could perhaps become a psychiatrist. But
after a couple of months, it was clear medicine was not
what I should do. Especially the “practical work” was
terrible. . . . Then, I continued at the University of Ams-
terdam, but now studying psychology. That went quite
well and was interesting.

I decided to drop the traditional course on Henri
Bergson and similar philosophers by professor Old-
ewelt, a friend of my grandfather. Instead, I followed
a course on logic taught by the analytic philosopher
Else Barth,1 who had a position at the mathematical
institute. She was assistant of professor Evert Beth, a
very nice man whom I met not long before he died. The
course was about the book Tarski (1941) which I had
bought with my pocket money at school. So finally I
would be able to understand what this book was about!
I still remember doing the exercises similar to the exer-
cises in Tarski’s book at the exam at her home, where
I was also tested for my reading of the book “The Rise
of Scientific Philosophy”, Reichenbach (1951).

Another thing I remember clearly is that during her
lectures, she would fulminate about the phenomeno-
logical approach to philosophy. In particular about the

1Else Barth later became professor of Analytic Philosophy at
Groningen University.

so-called “eidetic definitions”. There was a book on
“the woman’s essence” (Buytendijk, 1951) which had
particularly roused her anger. I could very much sym-
pathize with that!

Geurt: Your interaction with Else Barth made you
decide to study mathematics?

Piet: It was important, but I did not change stud-
ies immediately. I finished the psychology study at the
“candidate” level, comparable to a BSc. After that, I
was invited to take a job at the psychological labora-
tory of the University of Amsterdam, as an assistant in
the project “Thought and Memory” on machine sim-
ulation of human thought and memory. An invitation
I accepted. I was in the “memory” part. A mathemat-
ics student, Lambert Meertens,2 was student assistant
in the project. He wanted to learn to play the treble
recorder, being a great admirer of the famous Frans
Brüggen, and I wanted to learn about differentiation
and integration. The latter subjects were in my time not
part of the curriculum at the gymnasium. We decided to
have a teaching exchange. Both of us learned a lot dur-
ing that time, but I think I actually learned more than
Lambert did. I read Edmund Landau’s introduction to
the number system Landau (1951), I think following an
advice from Lambert. My interactions with Else Barth
and Lambert Meertens made me decide to study math-
ematics.

Geurt: Can you sketch the situation at the mathe-
matical institute of the University of Amsterdam dur-
ing that time?

Piet: There was a considerable number of full pro-
fessors. At that time I guess the most famous one was
geometrist Nico Kuiper.3 Another famous member was
the topologist Johannes de Groot. I actually became
his assistant and learned a lot of topology during that
time. Professors of stochastics were Theo Runnenburg
in probability and Jan Hemelrijk in statistics. I enjoyed
a lot the lecture notes on martingales and Brownian
motion written by Runnenburg and was the first to take
an exam on that course. I remember him saying: “Are
you sure you want to do that? It is very difficult, Mr.
Groeneboom!”. Still, I appreciate Runnenburg’s atti-
tude towards students. He really appreciated me going
through his notes critically, pointing out mistakes and
suggestions for improvement. My education in analy-
sis came from Henk Jager. He was a very good teacher,
open to critical comments. I would hope that people

2Lambert Meertens later became professor of Computer Science
at Utrecht University.

3He also introduced a goodness of fit test in Kuiper (1960).
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FIG. 2. Piet at primary school.

in the judicial system would at some point of time
develop a similar attitude towards sensible arguments
from outside their profession, but I am not very opti-
mistic in this respect . . .

Geurt: You decided to specialize in statistics. How
did this happen?

Piet: My interest in statistics was not primarily
roused by the course I took in the mathematics curricu-
lum. Actually, during my time at the psychological lab-
oratory, I had to use quite some statistical tests, won-
dering about the deeper issues related to it. During that
time I also studied Feller (1957). When De Groot asked
me what courses I was going to follow, I told him that
I wanted to follow courses on probability and statis-
tics. He answered: “Don’t tell me that you want to be a
statistician?”, as if this was the worst that could happen
to a mathematician. I realized that it sounded wonder-
ful to my ears, but did not say that. In this respect De
Groot was rather unlucky, because his other assistant
at that time, Albert Verbeek, also became a statistician.
Of course Tukey also started as a topologist. “Tukey’s
lemma” is listed, together with Zorn’s lemma, the ax-
iom of choice and other such statements as equivalent
to the well-ordering principle in Kelley (1975). It was
during that period that I also read another great book,
Barlow et al. (1972) on order constrained statistical in-
ference. Unfortunately many years later I lost this book
in the train, coming back from Oberwolfach. It is out
of print now.

3. TOWARDS A PH.D.

Geurt: And then you started doing your Ph.D.

Piet: Well. . . not immediately. After having ob-
tained my master, I returned to working at the psy-
chological laboratory. There I started teaching statis-
tics and mathematical psychology. Nevertheless, I con-
tacted Hemelrijk who was also affiliated with the Math-
ematical Center4 as head of the department of statistics
there. I told him I would like to work there. Unfortu-
nately, there was no position at the time, but Hemel-
rijk told me he would keep me in mind. At the psy-
chological laboratory, I had a doctoral student, Jan van
Santen,5 and I wrote a research proposal for him and
me, involving among other things isotonic regression
as introduced in Barlow et al. (1972) and the theory
of measurement in psychology. In order to increase
the probability of success, I was advised to send it
to Willem van Zwet and I visited him in connection
with this proposal. He did not want to support the ap-
plication. He thought that the combination of the sub-
jects of the proposal was not convincing and clearly
only meant to help Jan van Santen, which was true of
course. Without me knowing it at the time, though, he
had phoned Hemelrijk to get some information on me.
Van Zwet then seems to have said to Hemelrijk some-
thing of the sort: “You should hire this guy; he will
die if he stays with these psychologists”. And indeed
Hemelrijk phoned me shortly after and asked: “Do you
still want this position at the Mathematical Center? If

4Dutch research institute, currently named CWI, Centrum
Wiskunde & Informatica.

5Jan van Santen is currently professor of Biomedical Engineer-
ing and Computer Science & Engineering at at Oregon Health &
Science University.
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so, go there and fill out a form; you can start imme-
diately”. That was how things went those days. Then
I moved from the tenured position at the psychology
laboratory to a temporary position at the Mathematical
Center. Still then, there was no mentioning of doing
a Ph.D. But I was at an institute with many inspiring
people, interesting guests, groups reading books, and
doing consultations and research.

Geurt: The perfect environment to do a Ph.D.?
Piet: Yes. Frits Ruymgaart, Richard Gill and Lau-

rens de Haan were working at the Center. Also Kobus
Oosterhoff and Willem van Zwet were advisors and
present every Wednesday. There were also always vis-
itors around. One of those, Don Truax from Eugene,
Oregon, gave a series of talks on large deviations and
efficiencies. I also gave presentations on Bahadur effi-
ciencies in that seminar.

It was decided that the Mathematical Center would
give a course for Ph.D. students and colleagues on the
matter. For that, also Paul Janssen came over from Bel-
gium. My knowledge of topology, partly gained as as-
sistant to professor De Groot, turned out to be very
fruitful for this subject. Several people, like Hoeffd-
ing, Bahadur, etc., had noted that “there are some diffi-
culties with Sanov’s proof” of a large deviations result
relevant for Bahadur efficiency. When I used the what
I called � -topology on the set of probability measures,
I was able to remove these difficulties. This topology
is non-metrizable, so my later colleague Carel Scheffer
said after my Ph.D. defence that this topology would
never become very popular with probabilists. He was
wrong about that.

When Van Zwet returned from a visit to Moscow
around 1976, he told me: “You are the talk of the town
in Moscow”. My correction of Sanov’s proof was a
Mathematical Center Report and had been read by the
people he had just met in Moscow. In 1979 I got my
Ph.D. with Kobus Oosterhoff at the VU University in
Amsterdam. My father was present at the occasion.

4. VISITING THE U.S.

Geurt: Having obtained your Ph.D. degree at the age
of 38, what would be the next step?

Piet: I was offered a permanent position at the Math-
ematical Center. This was very attractive. Lots of time
for research, some for mathematical consulting, no
teaching and a minimum of organizational burden.
Also, I got the opportunity to go on leave for one year.
Oosterhoff and Van Zwet urged me to spend a year in
the U.S. I had two options. The first was Eugene, Ore-
gon, an invitation from Don Truax. The other Seattle,

Washington, an invitation from Galen Shorack. Galen
had also been a guest at the Mathematical Center for a
year. I chose to visit the UW in Seattle. With Galen
Shorack, I wrote a paper on Bahadur efficiency of
goodness of fit tests (Groeneboom and Shorack, 1981).
Interestingly, the weighted form of the Kolmogorov–
Smirnov test, weighted by

�
Fn(1 � Fn), where Fn is

the empirical distribution function, which has good
Pitman efficiency, has Bahadur efficiency zero. Dur-
ing that year, I was also invited to visit Bahadur in
Chicago. He was a really nice person. I was allowed
to hold the rope of one of his kites bought in India,
at a meeting on Sunday afternoon in a park in Chicago.
Patrick Billingsley, whose book Billingsley (1968) I re-
ally liked, was also present.

Geurt: Which other mathematicians and statisti-
cians did you meet during that year?

Piet: Actually, thanks to Roelof Helmers of the
Mathematical Center and Michael Perlman of the UW,
my period was extended to two years. I met many other
interesting colleagues. At the UW I gave a presentation
in the probability seminar, where Ron Pyke, Bob Blu-
menthal and Bruce Erickson were among the listeners.
The second year at the UW turned out to be a really im-
portant turning point in my research. Fritz Scholz sug-
gested that Ron Pyke and I should work on an isotonic
regression problem that he and also Konrad Behnen
had been studying in their dissertation. More specifi-
cally, on the limit behavior of the L2-norm of the differ-
ence between the derivative of the least concave majo-
rant of the empirical distribution function and the uni-
form density for samples from the uniform distribution.
Ron Pyke and I wrote a paper on this, Groeneboom
and Pyke (1983), which relies on the behavior of uni-
form spacings, Ron’s specialty. I developed an alterna-
tive approach, coming from the properties of the con-
cave majorant of Brownian motion and wrote a pa-
per on the latter approach myself, Groeneboom (1983).
Jack Kiefer read my UW report on this and invited
me to Berkeley. Later I was invited to La Jolla by
James Koziol where I met Ronald Getoor. The latter
first walked out during my lecture because of problems
with his eye sight, but after my lecture asked me to ex-
plain to him what I had been talking about. He then
contacted Jim Pitman on this research. Jim wrote an
interesting paper on the matter, using the “path decom-
position” ideas of David Williams. I later talked with
Jim about it when I was at MSRI in 1983.

5. BACK IN THE NETHERLANDS

Geurt: Then, in 1981, you returned to Amsterdam.
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FIG. 3. Jon Wellner, Chris Klaassen, Ildar Ibragimov, Kacha Dzhaparidze, Richard Gill and Piet Groeneboom (from left to right) at the
Mathematical Center around 1983.

Piet: Yes. In the meantime the Mathematical Cen-
ter had moved outside the city center, to the current
location of CWI. I could continue doing research and
consulting. But then I got an invitation to spend an
academic year at MSRI in Berkeley in the first year
of its existence (1982–1983). Having been on leave
from the Mathematical Center in the first two years
of my permanent employment, from which I had just
returned, they did not want to let me go for another
year. In the end I was allowed to spend half a year
at MSRI (January–July, 1983). Lucien Birgé, Rudi
Lerche, Chris Klaassen, Iain Johnstone, David Donoho
and David Pollard were there as well. I shared the of-
fice with Steve Lalley and Tom Sellke. I really made
progress in that period on the analytic characterization
of the Chernoff distribution, leading to Groeneboom
(1985).

Lucien Le Cam had a Thursday afternoon semi-
nar where the visitors of MSRI gave talks. At the fi-
nal session of that seminar Le Cam asked the audi-
ence to thank all the speakers with an applause, and
“ourselves”, the audience, for having endured all these
talks. In my talk I spoke on the result with Ron Pyke,
who liked very much an early paper of Le Cam. I men-
tioned this paper in my talk as a kind of courtesy. After
the seminar, Lucien asked me: “Where did this paper
of mine appear? I have no knowledge of such paper”.
After I had looked up where it was published, he an-
swered: “Oh yes, that was published without my per-
mission”.

After that half year at MSRI, I returned to the Math-
ematical Center to continue working there.

Geurt: During that time, you also met Jon Wellner.
Piet: Richard Gill already knew Jon. In the early

eighties, Jon spent a year in Germany and visited the

Mathematical Center. We had had short contact on a
very applied project on modelling traffic flow. In the
same period, the reading group at the Mathematical
Center studied the then very recent paper Begun et al.
(1983). They had saved Jon’s contribution on the in-
formation calculations for me to talk about. I think
Richard Gill, Chris Klaassen, Sara van de Geer and
Aad van der Vaart were also in that reading group.

Geurt: That sounds like good company!
Piet: It definitely was. Nevertheless, my stay at the

Mathematical Center did not last long, as there were
two full professorships in statistics available in The
Netherlands. One at my “alma mater”, the University
of Amsterdam and the other at Delft University of
Technology. Peter Rousseeuw got the position in Delft
and I the one in Amsterdam. There, my former teachers
became my colleagues. Among them Guus Balkema
and Theo Runnenburg. People were very friendly. I su-
pervised half of the masters students graduating in
mathematics at that time, including Rik Lopuhaä, An-
noesjka Cabo and Ronald Geskus.

Geurt: But then you moved to Delft.
Piet: Peter Rousseeuw left Delft and Carel Schef-

fer convinced me to apply to Delft. Mike Keane was
also supportive. I had given a presentation on con-
vex hulls of random sets and people were very inter-
ested. After my talk, we had dinner in my birth village
Scheveningen and I was impressed by the lively atmo-
sphere among colleagues. This had a rather strong ap-
peal for me.

Geurt: At the mathematics department of TU Delft,
there was already a group of statisticians when you ar-
rived.

Piet: In fact, in view of the large number of students
I had as masters students at the University of Amster-
dam, this aspect appealed somewhat to me. I hoped that
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