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Philip Taft, "Mther Jones."



Speech given by Philip Taft at Illinois Labor History Society
‘Meeting, prln*f;eld Illlnu*a{' (Novewber, 1970)

"Mother Juneé

The puxely per onal observa Lions on?Mcher'Jones,we;cén“
get'OVér rathe: quickly,“ Her'liﬁe is mostly intertwinéd with the.’
coal mineré;v_3he was bérﬁ Luicork,,lraland;' ler maiden name_wés

Harris and while she.w&s a'yeryEvigoroﬁs'and_actiVQ Exponant , not

only of labor rights;-amdeomeu's rights, she was able to take her

husband 'sname. ohe S&Jd even in regard to wokLing when. the suffra-

iy

gette'movememt-was in its_glory, she-ﬁaid, qu can razise hell -
without the vote.™ .

There i&n’tymuch'ﬁofaay about Mother Jones except that she

- Father left Ireland

'came"dver.te taﬁ UﬁlLPd 5 ates as a chlJu.
when th VER about'three*yéarg:old_and”brought the-f&mily'to-the

a United 5Cnfﬂu.' SHe 11de Ao h@mgh : and Chicago as a yuhﬁb woman.
4} : LT e o - o .
. She wentvﬁo.sanoo] in TOLOMLO, Cau&dah,bgcauxﬂ hey father, as .50

i

L wmany of the med of Lhﬂ gemeratium,"wasfaﬁ ixish -laborer. . He

wofled ané helped tm CONg tcht-the ri oads and that brought him
8 um'tu‘Canadah- Chc hcr FaL} ar, P :d'heru,Uniﬁed-States citizen—,

nh’p very hlgh]y <.and ueVer’fdrgof h}t_fhéy‘wérebfrom aﬂd bw-on ed
‘ﬂ;in §heiUpited ctdtes._ éhevwent t0 Bormal ;chool'fﬁr'a shOrtvtime'v

naﬁd shé'married, as.a_ralétiﬁély’young woman. - Shé.was thlrty years
' éld; Het husband died of - vellow fevcr and thlg really ends any—
'thiug:you cansﬁy. |

"Thé onIy_éé;éoﬁél thing’I.can‘teiI you_is somethiﬁg7my

'mother;iﬁ;lawvtoid’me;i She stoppnd by my mother~ 1n—law s house :

and réld she wanted to take ‘a bath.-‘The;water‘was.heated, the

tub brought put,'andva-curtéig»drawn}acfoSS,jand'ﬁotﬁérbtook a

bath and left to carry on-her -good work.



I think, as you look over Mther Jones's career, it is
real |y without personal incident. [|'ve heard she had an affair
after, you know she lived to be a very old woman, she lived to
be 100. She was born in 1830. There is nothing you can find out
about her. There are no personal allusions known outside O the
facts | have recited. In her autobiography she tal ks about
individuals but they are all related to the [abor nmovenent. It
is on that part of her |ife that we have to focus. here is no
1 othor Jones except Mot her Jones, the ‘woman of labor.

- N@w, whatiis>1f fhgi‘vhe did?> Wby did "he do it, and
how &id she ‘do it? lngp haé to catagorize Mgthel ?ﬁnes we Qou]d

~have to say that she - was obviously'a superb agitator; Tha‘two ;

@rﬂaLPpL pr ld“utb éf tae Unlred Mine warkers, and I woald ua,
.jtamé&é‘zhe greaﬁest-leaders~§f ﬁhe:#&bor.Movement, Vould be Johﬁ__
‘“ y1Mcué3~,‘wﬁo‘waéva $5£#§£ &11iuois;1aﬁ&'John L;fLeﬁis. Théfe o
.VQas.;notgex LéélablﬁgeEWéep #héﬁ. Ton L.‘LCWJS, wﬁé.wa sn #:fa;h
‘.i‘a ﬁice:man. “HEe helpéd fo.make‘an antitrustvcase égainst theéé
"ﬁunions Mother 3ones was ;ély fond of. Jehn L. Léwis; H&lgaﬁté“ 
vefv nlcé mﬁﬁveyiernallv f\ﬂv1dentlv John MJthell wa sn'ﬁ énd;;
thher Jones speaks unfavorably of h|m | | o
Wiy did Nother Jones choose the miners? | find out

expl anation in her autobiography except that the mners were

exploited, conditions in the mning tows very harsh. Mners
were exposed to nore risk than most workers. They suffered nore

injury and occupational deaths, and it may be that which attracted

her. Fromthe early "90's until the '20's, she was active within

the mners organization. She did play some role in several other



;epiéod¢s. Tha;.is, she went out.aﬁd helpeé‘the’metal minéré in.

oﬁefof.thefblbodieéﬁ labor disﬁutés in_Coloradp_in l904-and_1905:
She aléo participated,ip:the oxganizétion‘of the steel

wérkérs iﬁ‘iéi9;"-it ﬁés a greaﬁ Sﬁgéess. It Qas»led b%vWilliaﬁ
Z..Foster,gﬁhgiail’of_fou ?%obab1y kn¢w bec;mé thé head df the
’Cém@unistﬂfart&) vl_élwa&S‘thought it was-kind-ofiaccidentél.
”That.once he was tiéépaﬂ:ﬁe-couldn7t get oﬁt;f FoSterIWas a
bﬁriliiant organizer aad‘verﬁ.intellig@nt. I§ thié_0rg#nization' -

vou had to pay an initiaticu fee and oncea month dues. While many

of the unions reduced thelr fees and dues you still had to pay it.

You didn't join by signing a'card and auvthorizing someone to re-

- present you. Horecver you had tremendcus opposition, not so much

iﬁ this.&reé} illihbismkimdiéna,.éﬁé., but i@:feﬁﬁsyivania the
;fﬁhi@ﬁ mer cwﬁldn'f gqﬁe?in;h{ﬁéw;ghiﬂ was trgé; “You know ﬁhe;
i $tory~pr&béblygbf;ﬂféaéiév§é¢kiﬁ§ ahd tﬁé maﬁ who becémé:a"siaff

; Qah;:ElmérﬁMalidy.. HQ'W%S mayor 0f a¢suburb. ;NoQ thi$ hé§peQéd;
1 in 1934,;J?hgrénﬁés t?b?ﬁlg*ﬁr&ing co érganigera-union-audéMiﬁs
 ‘F;aqci$ Pcfkiné; px9bab1y the firsgﬂwbman;té b@‘a”cabinetfafficer;
She.was:appointéd by,Pfééident RqoSévelt, éhé7sefved é li?tie': a-
 ';§et_tweivefy§érs; ’Miss ?erkinsiwéé avNQQ,England lady;iénd;shé> 
cane therve because thefe‘ was trouble, and‘ she st opped fo t.aI k to
a group of mners, people. And the Mayor came over and said to
the group, "You can not speak or congregate in this way. You're
bl ocking the sidewalk." So Mss Perkins said, "All right boys,
let's go over to the park." Then the Mayor came and said, "You
can't do this in the park." So Mss Perkins |ooked across and

there was the U S. Post Ofice. So she said., "Come on boys, let's

goin; M. Farley (who was then the postmaster) won't nind . It
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was under those conditions that they organized.

Now, let me get back to the coal miners, What was the
reasdn ﬁhaE-MdfherﬂJonés_could,éngqgeqin‘éis?ries Qf heroic
 epi$Qde§?  If fhere=wer¢:a'Motﬁer Jonesltodé*‘she couldn't
‘ﬁang axound’fhé steéliworﬁers "There wﬁ$'é'statementvmade of
“the Rus 51¢n anmthJ;L MLc ‘Bdwunjn that né WH S oﬁ inéstiméblev
-value bLfOk ‘the LﬂvolﬁL ion and.you would héue to Shonf ﬁim'the '

_ | .

day~mfter;~ Somwhen’z say'”hanging around;f there really isn't

wany plafe in tne chLl vothrq for someone; Like Mother Jones.

This really is 0ok -3 cr LJvlfm of the steal woskers sither. It

s rabteresi ino 1 M
& raLeresuing 8 O 0y .

1

The;ru&wonlthat otnzr’Jcnes cUqu ha avt1ve Lor a PELJOd

nﬂ] M“‘”l Opﬂsoduu

Jarea b

A've gone, through: tl

and you find that v there 1s>same bloody episode,:

mééing'béckfﬁé»tﬁe~ QG,S'QDCiiftHE? we*e-offdAv' d. ‘ How, heré iéi_: 
»Vﬁat>ﬁap§éhéd.'vTﬁééﬁiﬁeré.éniqniwas.bankrupt They didn't havef
%a dlm»."if‘hé& 155tliﬁs‘me&5efship as a r;sﬁlt of the strike fo
ié " Bat, ’qe :én.wﬁo came tO“éthe¥‘tO diééuss‘what tﬁeyvﬁere ; ?
:301ng to do with Lhe union, dec1ded that they would call a
national striké.”'This,ilL appaared was rather foolhardy. They |
dldn 't ﬁave any money but ‘the country wa§ recovering from a de- |
pression‘in f97. Tbe depre 910ﬁ of the"90 s was a. very severe\”

one aund it affected,pﬁQplés atticude ﬁowards,labor; You may know



that there were a lot of nen foraging through the co&ry without
food or shelter. Snall, but still sonething like the great de-
pression. | know, and some of you renember vividly and experienced
the effects of it. \Wat happened was that a national strike was
called. The mners of 11linois answered. As a matter of fact
there was a very fine governor, | think Tetter by name, and he
defended the strikers. He said that they were fighting for a
just cause and the union started.

Now | et me say first one nore word about this riot. The
probl em was West Virgina. Even then, in other words, the West
Virginia mners only was out partially. There was an effort
made to get the others out The plans, by the way, were laid in
Pittsburgh and Mchael Roxford, who was the head of the niners

union, who later resigned to accept an appointment on the Industrial
Conmission, he he net with the heads of AF of L unions and they laid
out the strategy, and they invaded West Virginia. These men, and
Mther Jones was in that group, they called for organizers Wen
you read that you get a slightly different picture of the way
uni ons hel ped ot her unions. It never was as bad as the -people
who had witten about it indicated. The reason is this. The
head of a union, even a powerful one, unless he's in a position
like John L. Lewi s,was towards the end of his life, sonebody's
going to get up and question his expenditures. This is one place
where union nenbers are likely to be sensitive. Now, how do
you help without having some fellow get up and say, "Wat do we
care about these Bohunks or what do we care about these Cakies

down there? They never help us." So, what you do is send organizers
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down there and you put themon the payroll. They go in there and
you pick up the check. This is what happened in nmany of the unions.
I know that in the last strike of the steel workers, U S. Steel

agai nst Amal gamated, there were about 42 national. unions that sent
organi zers up there. This was a method of handling it. In any
event they went in there, and Mther Jones was very likely. |

know of no other wonen that participated in it . She was thrown in
with these guys and she stayed there. Whatever happened there
were a nunber of injunctions issued by a federal judge there. The
_ uniqn'failéd'tb organize West Virginia.

“'quhnﬂMitchellibecame'presi&ent"othhe,miners uhidn.'.ﬁé__..

' _was a'relatiQeiy qﬁnsgf?ati?e:@ah,; He wasjve?y iﬁtélligentfasf:f\
*%;Iiye'alréady.noﬁed,v~C§ftainiyaétbgﬁgs pa?ticular timevgis poéiﬁiong
:;:h@ didgfti§téy\i@.théfuéion-Qefj.iCngﬁ HeiWas raihefxa'mOOdy’man?';
fiféhA'forAséﬁéiréasbﬁ,5é @$£idnf; $£éy £ﬁW£he ghibu:f Hé didn't like
'?;pﬁé‘pbiiﬁiéimg‘éﬁdpthé ﬁiﬁerg ﬂpiﬁn'giftﬁai,timé‘bad a~c6uple pf nv

U Fastiang T On
p s Oor v

ietions. ne faction around e; itche. as a menber of it
He came fromlIllinois. The reason he becane president, he was
chosen. vice-president . Not many people wanted it at the tinme, but

in any event he recognized the problemthat the union faced.
cause at this tinme; as a result cf the strike, the central com
petitive field was organized.

Now, the central. conpetitive field was an arrangenent
wher eby, around World War |, the mines of Illinois enployed 90,000
mners. Illinois, Chio, Indiana, Central Pennsylvania. Now, they
had to get West Virginia in. This was always a very serious matter.
What they did was work out a program of differentials fromthe

serious basic points that were set up. So that the nines would



be conpetitive. This was sonething that the mners' |eaders in
the '80's and early '90's and the union |eaders both felt was
necessary if the unions were to survive. But they had failed to
bring West Virginia in. Now, West Virginia was then just a very
small cloud on the horizon. But it gradually expanded. The West
Virginia fields were newer fields the seanms were thicker. |

don't know if transportation costs were favorable or unfavorable.
The argument that the West Virginian's |eaders always had was

that the rate structure was al ways agai nst them and they needed
sone offset. But this thing miners contracts always consi dered
relative freight rates. So what happened is that you had a grow ng,
field that was unorgani zed wheet he operators could set the rate
according the the nunber of workers you had at one tinme and didn't
have to observe the union conditions with regard to overtime or

other union rules, which mght increase their costs. So, every once

in. awhile Mther Jones was sent down. In 1904 she got herself
in ajail, obviously she didn't mnd it, it didn't affect her
character or her disposition. In 1913 Mther Jones was invol ved

in tw of the bloodiest episodes of Anerican history.

One was in Vst Virginia, and she was in jail, where the
m ners fought the national guardsmen and the private detectives
over a period of several nonths. But you had a Senatorial committee
goi ng down there seeking to ascertain the reasons for the trouble.
They cane out with the explanation that, while the operators
were brutal, inhuman, the northern organizers were in a conspiracy
in order to raise the wages and reduce their conpetitive advantage.

So, Mther Jones played a role in this particular instance.
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Now, | suspect that Mther Jones' anger at John Mtchell
was over his refusal to allow her to play her normal role. in the
coal strike. One of the great feats that took place in the first
two decades of the century was the organi zation of the anthracite
fields, which had been non-union since the early '70 's. This
required a great deal of generalship and also appealing to public
sentiment. One of the great men of Illinois, Henry S. Lloyd,
played a role, not in the strike, but the arbitration hearings
that were held as a result of the pressure of President Theodore
Roosevelt for a strike settlement.

Now M tchell may have thought this was a bl oody strike.
| may say it wasn't a very peaceful one because the operators tried
to reopen the nmines and the miners sinply reacted. [t wasn't that
but whatever it may have been, Mdther Jones was there but she didn't
play an inmportant role. And of all of the mning | eaders she is
very critical of John Mtchell.

She describes that he had a conference with J.P. Morgan,
which he did, but "it was over the settling of the strike. It really
wasn't any type of dereliction. After that, she got into jail, and
then she went to Col orado where you had another attenpt to organize.
These were Rockefeller nines, controlled by the Col orado Fuel and
I ron Conpany. It was that strike which led to greater violence
then the nmetaliferous strike , which had taken-place in the early
part of the century..

Now, everyone is aquainted with the terrible burning of

10 or 12 children in the tents of Ludlow, tents pulled down by

some of the national guardsmen. The fact was that the miners armed



themsel ves and you had a civil war and President Wilson sent in
federal. troops. That settled the problemthough it never led to
any organization. Mther Jones was arrested and she was kept in
jail for about 90 days, and then again let go. I think that I could
repeal a number qf other.fimes ﬁhat she‘got into jail.: The rea#on
isn't_necessafily.ﬁhaﬁ shé-coﬁrted jailQ: She wasa’ﬁ afraid. :Sﬁe's
a very motherly 1sokigg old. lady.  vI unaerstamd that'éhe had the
vocabulary of a.member of wcmén's libexﬁtiﬁn, and she:waSn'ﬁ afréid
ﬁo use it}‘ She d18 1ook likg‘a'very-niﬁﬁ Qld lady, .and $he wés;
excépt'ﬁhén she(f;lt-her riéﬁts were béiﬁg‘dﬁniedvor when she tried
to conyinqg people not to cross a picket line. She went from one .
strike to ano£hér becauge this is where she was most effective.
She»coul&-rélly t@evmimers.“ The miﬁefS‘loved her and they listened
o h&r. Her joE waﬁitb keep-tﬁem ouﬂ.gnzéﬁrike,'to keep their
spiriﬁs ﬁb,-ﬁo>trny5 defy an:injunétibmiifif the minérs were-ad% 
'joihé@‘frdﬁ picﬁgﬁiﬁg éhe-%éé&rded iﬁ:aé ﬂipgrﬁectly ﬁormalgthing__
- t0'doL 'Beiﬁg'a'ﬁoman‘it wés muéh w353e;'“9eople vere more senﬁi- 
. mental1{n those dayﬁtand'to kée@ia ﬁi&elgld lady.in j;il -~ perhaps
thve' m'.ners f“elt strdnger abou.t ‘that ,‘ &t heh if oné of their male

| eaders was put in jail. This is the only reason | have, for she
was a very good person around a strike.

You see, there were two kinds of strikes that the mners
ran that time. The strikes which would be sonething |ike the
recent General Mtors strike. The miners went out but they didn't
do anything about it. They knew that the operators as a rule didn't
try to work the mines. \ere the conmpany did not try to recognize
the union, this is where she was effective. She could rally the

mners, she wasn't afraid,, she could defy the courts and the police.



And she did.

Now, beginning in 1919, the nminers union faced an internal
conflict of serious dinmensions. Actually, the reason for it was
that an Illinois man, John L. Lewis, who wasn't affiliated and
wasn't part of the Illinois organization. Neither John L. Lews
or John Mtchell were directly elected as president the first
time they served. In Lewis's case, of course, the union was a
solid organization of 500,000 nenbers. When Lewis took over the
United Mne Wrkers was al: the peak of its power. He was an out
sider. He had been on the staff as an agent for the United M ne
Workers at Springfield. And then he had gone on the staff for
the AF of L. He was an organizer for the AF of L.

Wien Lewis first said he had a lot of experience | didn't
believe him but then when you | ooked over his record you find
he was one, and many of the AF of L nen knew him Even in 1919,
and this is an interesting thing that |'ve seen, they said that
he was able, and not often will the president of another union say
that another man is able. That comes hard. The fact is that
Lewis did not go up the escalator of the union. Usually, at that
tine, it was the district presidents who wer'e the inportant |eaders.
For exanple, in 1916 the nan who was el ected was John Wiite who was
rather a colorless man as | can see. John Wite was the district
president of lowa and | think he ran agai nst another district
presi dent.

Wiile we're tal king about John Wiite | nust tell you, you
know fate is a very inmportant factor always. Now, John Wite was

president of the union, and then he went to the common advi ser
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of the coal comm ssion that the governnment set up during Wrld
War 1. He resigned. Then the next person was a man by the nane
of Prank Hayes. He was fromlllinois. He was the youngest nan
who ever was vice-president. He was socialist, where the presi-
dent was a conservative man, but there was no trouble between them
Now Hayes used the prerogative of his office and appointed
John L, Lewis, Wio was an auditor | believe, as vice-president.
Hayes becane ill. He drank too much and people say Lew s kept
hi mdrunk, which is inpossible . Hayes retired. Now, let ne tell
you why John Wite's behavior in a situation may have changed
the whole history. Wen Johns Mtchell, who was a nenmber of the
executive council of the of the AF of L retired, the executive council
decided to appoint another miner. Wen a position is open the
council - tenporarily chooses. He had to run for election at the
next convention. Usually, when someone on the council is going
to quit he will retire before his termis up so that the council
can appoint a man, and give himthat place. That is standard
brocedure. The rule is that when you're appointed you. go to the.
bottomof the list . At that tine there were 8 vice-president
so you woul d becone the 8th. The nunber doesn't necessarily mean
anything; Mtt Whl, for example, had a lot of influcnce when he
was | ow down. The reason he had a |ot of influence, he could do
a lot of work on the council. He could wite resolutions, he
could draw up leaflets. That's the reason. He didn't have a large
uni on, but he was a very bright man and could do different things.
So the offer was made to Wite, and soneone nmust have gotten to
him At that-tine there was sone bad feeling between the mners

and the AF of L, endengered, | think, by Duncan MDonal d, who nade
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a terrible accusation against Gonpers. He said that he was a
terrible drunkard. Wiite said that it was an insult to the mners,
Mtchell was first vice-president, why should he becone the eighth,
so he refused. It was explained to himin detail. Conmpers went
on as was custonmary, gave hima list of men who were appointed.

He only nmade one exception throughout the history, and this was
around 1915 or 1916, and that was, he asked the man who was first
vice-president for a long tinme, James Duncan, asked himto give
up his place to John Mtchell after the strike and he agreed.

He said that's the only exception ever nade. H said., "It's not
a dishonor. There's no attenpt to humiliate you." But to say
on the good work -of John Wite, he wote a letter and he said to
CGompers, "I understand and 1 agree with what you've said when

you explained it to me and | take back any criticism | have made,
but I won 't take the job ," So they took the secretary-treesurer,
and his nane was G een.

In any event, to get back to Mdther Jones, there was a
fight within the niners union between two groups. One headed by
Frank Farrington, who was the real power, though he never took
the lead at the conventions. Farrington was al nost the equal of
John L. Lewis. He was a very intelligent man. | went up to see
him He lived in a small town and | can't think of its name, where
the coal had been gone a long tine ago. Wwen | was a graduate
student | went up to see himwith another man who was witing on
mners in this area. W spent the better part of half a day with
him | was very much inpressed by him He resigned after he took

a fee of $25,000 fromthe Peabody Coal Conpany. Whether John L.
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Lewis arranged for that fee or not | don't know. In any event, he

resigned. He was the power behind the opposition. The man who

really publicly led it was Al exander Howard of District 14 in

Kansas. He was a very fine and eloquent, a mlitant |eader,

but he was not by a hundred light years in the territory occupied

by John L. Lewis. They were two different breeds of men. In

this fight, which was a very bitter one, the mners did not choose

viol ence against one another. They may have taken a poke at one

another. There has never been, in the miners union, | '"mnot talKking

of jutiSdictional'diSQths between. the Prmgresmives and the other

m ners. .This* is differe;lt Wthin“the mners union there have

' .beénwﬁittefiﬁontroversiés,bgt thére ha?e nevar been ény-charges;

ékcept oné t?me.v That was éne tim2 iﬂ tﬁﬁ authrﬁ@ite wiien some

'-12§an_byithé'namé of Capéliﬁi hired-éuﬁé man Lo shoot a member o£

% fftﬁe United-miné'workéré:_.la ﬁaslav&jgﬁzict preaiéemt'énd was
»_éut'invjai1 and it_gét”him‘out.bf;the:unioﬁ,> There may have Been

.Gome:violeACé but'nofarms used'a$ ﬁar a$"1'can femembef.‘ |

| Mot her Jones vvas already .a ”very ol d. mbnan. V\hen‘you

get to be over 80, if you can get your bonnet on that's an achieve-

ment. M.Lewis always used to drag her out. She cane to the

conventions and when they got too noisy he' d grab her by the arm

and say, "Now Mdther will speak.”" And she'd say, "Now you fellows

quiet down." By that time the business, would quiet down and

things could be settled. Towards the end of her life, she may

have nade a great contribution to the American Labor Myvenent,

and she nmay not have known it. That is by keeping John L. Lew s,

and it was very close by the way at one of those conventions



by the way, at one of those conventions Lewis was able to hold on
by 15 or 20 votes. Most of his votes came fromthe anthracite
districts and nobody knew how many menbers they had. It was touch
and go
Now, Mother Jones, though-she may have not known altogether

what the issues. were, she made a great contribution, because if
Lewi s had been defeated he woul d not have been at the head of the
United Mne Workers. The entire history of American Labor m ght
have been changed. Not altogether in the same direction but
substantially changed. | am of the opinion that without the |ead-
ership and the funds of the miners there was nobody who coul d have
done the things that M. Lewis did in the '30's. There is no one
who cart make, as my good friend Lou Stark, who is an outstanding

| abor reporter said, "There is no one who can stand up to John
Lewis . "And M. Lewis made the head of General Mdtors and the
head of the Dupont Co. look worse than errand boys. They said
they had never been treated that way, but M. Lewis beat them down.
He was willing to take chances and you can never say how nuch the
Labor Moverment owes to him He contributed in great, neasure and
| see no possible substitute at the time. “You can go over the

men and give themall the credit you want, Sidney Hillman or David
Dubinsky . You really run out. But John L. Lewi s was saved- by

Mot her Jones. Maybe it was an act of God, | don't know. So at

| east he could performthe great work of organizing the mass prod-

uction union and building up the labor novenent of the '60's and '70 s.





