
Mother Jones 
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The year 1980 marks the one hundred fiftieth anniversary of the birth of labor leader 
Mary Harris "Mother" Jones and the fiftieth anniversary of her death. A fiery agitator for 
half a century, Mother Jones was beloved by thousands of American working men and 
women, particularly coal miners. 

A friend and admirer was Duncan McDonald, state official of the United Mine Workers 
and in 1919 president of the Illinois State Federation of Labor. In 1936 he was among the 
speakers at the dedication of a monument in her honor at the Union Miners Cemetery in 
Mount Olive, Illinois. An estimated forty thousand spectators attended the day-long 
ceremonies. 

In an unpublished autobiographical typescript in the McDonald Papers at the Illinois 
State Historical Library, he recalled his impressions of that dauntless woman: 
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For a number of years I had known 
"Mother Jones." She was the best organizer 
on the staff and a wonderful rabble-rouser. 
She was absolutely fearless and didn't 
hesitate in going to places that so many of 
the rocking chair artists were afraid to 
tackle. Perhaps her sex was a safeguard, but 
she made an appeal to miners wherever she 
went, and I was one of her special admirers. 
When the Colorado strike [of 1903] began, 
she was with us as she had been in every 
contest the miners had for many years. 

After the strike began, a blackmailing 
sheet in Denver known as the Polly Pry 
Magazine, published a story that Mother 
Jones had formerly been a keeper of a 
house of ill fame in Denver. She gave the 
street and number and it created quite a 
sensation. President [John] Mitchell di­
rected Mother to file suit against this outfit. 
She refused to do it, then Mitchell ordered 
her either to file suit or send in her 
resignation. Mother came to me and asked 
my opinion and in the discussion she said 
she didn't want to be dragged in the gutter 
with this blackmailer and incidentally she 
said, "Don't you think whatever my past 
might have been that I have more than 
made up for it?" I agreed that she had and 
told her that so far as I and many others 

were concerned we would not let anything 
Polly Pry said influence our judgment. 

Since she would not file suit she was out, 
just at a time when she was needed most. 
She had been requested by J. A. Wayland of 
the Appeal to Reason and Eugene V. Debs to 
meet them at Girard, Kansas. In a short time 
she was active again in behalf of another 
organization that was in trouble and kept 
up activity until her advancing years com­
pelled her to give up. I met her years later in 
Chicago and she took me to a little 
two-by-four room in the Morrison Hotel 
and gave vent to her feeling and opinion of 
the then officials of the miners' union. She 
said they were out for what they could get 
for themselves, and the miners would be 
sold down the river again. In confidence 
she related some of her inside secrets—said 
she had a brother [William R. Harris] who 
was a priest in Canada and that he begged 
her to give up her work and come and live 
with him, but she could not do that. 

The remains of Mother Jones now repose 
in the Union Miners Cemetery at Mt. Olive, 
Illinois, as per her request, and it was my 
very great privilege to accept an invitation 
to speak at the unveiling of the monument 
erected in her honor. 


