
Jall1es E. Jones, Jr.
How I Got Here

In this issue, the ongoing series "How I
Got Here" features James E. Jones, Jr.,
the Law School's Nathan P. Feinsinger
Professor of Labor Law Emeritus. Jones
joined the faculty in 1969, returning
to his law school alma mater after a
high-level career at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor in Washington, where
he was recognized as an outstanding
labor lawyer, legislative draftsman, and
administrator, whose many pioneering
achievements included designing the
original rules and regulations mapping
out the government's affirmative action
policy.

In the course of his subsequent
career on the Law School faculty, Jones
again achieved national preeminence,
winning accolades for his prolific
and significant scholarship on a wide
range of subjects within labor law; his
distinguished and selfless service to the
Law School, the wider community, and
the legal profession; and his exceptional
teaching, both inside and outside the
classroom.

Until he retired in 1993, Jones
held a quarter-time appointment with
the Industrial Relations Research
Institute (lRRI), and served as its Direc-
tor from 1971-73. He was a Bascom
professor at the IRRI from 1983-91 .

For the following article, Jones
was asked to share the "back story" on
both the conscious decisions and the
chance occurrences that brought him to
Wisconsin to teach.
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When Professor
James E. Jones, Jr.,
accepted a position
on the faculty of

the UW Law School in 1969, he
was leaving a top-level Washington,
D.C., position as Associate Solicitor
in the Division of Labor Relations
and Civil Rights of the Office of the
U.S. Solicitor of Labor.

"Why would anyone at the age
of 45, at the top of the civil service
ladder, with an excellent job and
staff and activities that you would
not believe, quit and start all over
again?" he asks rhetorically. "Now, I
don't think it was a mid-life crisis."

The story of how Jones got to
Washington in the first place begins
in Little Rock, Arkansas, where he
was born in 1924, the grandson of
a slave.

As a child, he lived in a series
of houses with no indoor plumb-
ing and only an outdoor faucet to
provide running water.

"My mother had four husbands,"
he says. "My father was the first.
He deserted us when I was a little
over three years old; I didn't see him
again until I went searching for him
and found him in Kansas City when
I was 23."

Jones's family situation took
him in and out of the segregated
South. "My grandmother was a
built-in babysitter," he says. "In
between marriages, she would gather
up the two kids and take us to one
of my mother's siblings. So I went to
schools in Illinois and Detroit; I was
in an integrated school in Illinois,

and then I went back to a segregated
school in Arkansas."

Jones's experience with segrega-
tion continued during World War
II and afterward: "When I joined
the navy, I served in the segregated
navy; I went to a segregated school



to become a marine electrician;
and when I went to college after the
war, I went to a segregated college. I
experienced American apartheid."

Jones recalls that as a young
boy, he planned to become a
research chemist. "That was because

black folks said it was too hard and
white folks wouldn't let you do it,"
he explains.

He began college in Septem-
ber 1942 at Lincoln University
in Jefferson City, Missouri, and
proceeded according to his plan,

declaring a major in mathemat-
ics and chemistry. World War II
intervened, however, and he left
college to join the U.S. Navy. He
returned to college after the war,
but no longer wanted to become
a chemist. "We had developed the
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(Above, left), Jim Jones (age 3), sister Ida Ruth (age 5), and their father, James
Jones, Sr. (age 35) in Little Rock, 1927.

Seniors on Dunbar High School State Negro Championship football team, Little
Rock, 1941. Jim Jones, Number 29, is at the far right in the front row.

to get a Ph.D.," he says, "but why
do it if some lawyer is going to tell
me 'you can't do that'?"

Jones came to the conclusion
that he needed to acquire a law
degree. "I didn't intend to practice
traditional law," he says. "The reason
I decided to come to law school was
to get a sufficient collection of tools
to do the job."

He adds, "This idea of the
many things you can do with a law
degree - I'm a poster child for this,
way back. I'm an early example of
the utility and flexibility of a law
degree."

Jones chose the University of
Wisconsin Law School because of
his career focus on labor. "Labor
law was one of the Law School's
longtime preeminent fields," he
says. "When I was considering law
schools in 1953, my boss's boss,
a Harvard law grad, told me that
Wisconsin was the best labor law
school."

As a 30-year-old law student, he
found inspiring mentors in Profes-
sors Samuel Mermin, Abner Brodie,
and Nathan Feinsinger. When Jones
graduated in 1956, his first job
as a lawyer was the result of their

Jones recalls. "I had a white man's
job in downtown Chicago."

Jones's bosses soon picked up
on the young man's abilities. "We
were all economist types there,"
Jones recalls, "but they discovered
I was good at imagination. They
decided I was gifted in doing things
with rules. They'd say, 'Give it to Jim
Jones - he can figure out some-
thing.'''

It was in this context that
Jones first took note of the power of
lawyers. "After I would work out an
'imaginative' solution, I would go
with my division chief to 'tun it by
legal.' The lawyers would tell him
'you can't do that' - and half the
time they were wrong."

This experience had a signifi-
cant effect on Jones's career. "I had
been planning to go back to school

'This idea of the many
things you can do with a
law degree - I'm a poster
child for this, way back.
I'm an early example of
the utility and flexibility of a
law degree.'

capacity to blow up the world," he
says. "It seemed that the last thing
the world needed was another hard
scientist." Instead, he majored in
political science.

During the course of his post-
war undergraduate career, Jones

says, he "stumbled into"
the field of labor man-

agement relations.
"I decided I could
become an edu-
cated function-
ary and work in
the trade union
movement,
working at
the point of
labor-manage-

ment conflict.
I would be so

educated that it
would be virtually

impossible to exclude
me because of my race."

Thus, while most of his
fellow political science majors were
heading for law school, Jones pur-
sued a different agenda. "I was going
to get into this new area of 'labor
relations.' What I was not going to do
was to be a lawyer."

Jones graduated magna cum
laude from Lincoln in 1950, and
went on to graduate school at the
University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign, where he received
a master's degree in industrial
relations in 1951.

An element of serendipity
came into play at this point. One
of Jones's professors from Illinois
had taken a new job in Washington
as Director of the Case Analysis
Division of the U.S. Wage Stabili-
zation Board (WSB), and he took
Jones's application for employment
with him. That is how Jones, with a
"brand new master's," found
immediate employment, spending
the next year and a half in Chicago
as an Industrial Relations Analyst
for the WSB.

"Chicago was as segregated
then as it is now, if not more so,"
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Jim Jones accepting the Career Service Award from Secretary of Labor W. Willard
Wirtz, Washington, D.C., 1963. Professor Carin Clauss recalls that Jones was
Wirtz's favorite speechwriter.

Navy boot camp, 1943. Jim Jones is at
the far left.

guidance. "I applied to the Office of
the U.S. Solicitor of Labor because
Abner Brodie and Sam Mermin had
at one time worked there, and they
urged me to apply." Jones was hired
by the Department of Labor as a
legislative attorney, and progressed
to Counsel for Labor Relations, and
subsequently Director of the Office
of Labor Management Policy Devel-
opment and Associate Solicitor.

"I was a Department of Labor
icon," he recalls. "Never before in
the history of the Department had
a 'Negro' climbed to the top of the
nonpolitical ladder."

Jones's groundbreaking ac-
complishments in Washington
included designing the early model
of what is now known as affirmative
action: in 1961, he was the principal
draftsman of the original regula-
tions of President John F. Kennedy's
committee implementing the first
mandated affirmative action in
employment by federal government
contractors.

Professor Carin Clauss, herself
a former U.S. Solicitor of Labor,
credits Jones as her first professional
mentor. She wrote a tribute to Jones
on the occasion of his retirement in
1993: "Jim was the favorite speech
writer for Secretary of Labor Willard
Wirtz; he was the Department's best
legislative draftsman, and employed

his enormous skills in drafting one
version of the employment dis-
crimination protection in the 1964
Civil Rights Act; he was the Labor
Department's most knowledge-
able labor lawyer, and the person
primarily responsible for crafting the
federal preemption labor doctrine
that was adopted by the Supreme
Court in 1959; and he developed
the forerunner of what is now the
Federal Employment Relations Act.
He also converted the Executive Or-
der program, prohibiting discrimi-
nation in government contracts,
from a toothless policy statement of
good will to a strong enforcement
program. Largely as a result of the
Philadelphia Plan, with its goals
and timetables, which Jim designed,
the Executive Order transformed
the white face of skilled labor in
steel, construction, and paper into
a significantly more diverse and
equitable work force."

When Jones decided to return
to Wisconsin to join the law faculty
in 1969, he took his fellow govern-
ment lawyers by surprise. "I had a
fabulous job - with job security. I
was a veteran and highly regarded,
and I had climbed to the pinnacle of

an operation with 9,000 employees.
If this had been the army, I would
have been a two-star general."

Jones had not been seeking a
job when the Law School invited
him to come to Madison as a visit-
ing professor. But the invitation set
him thinking. One reason for taking
the idea seriously was the desire to
move on to a new challenge. He
remembers pondering, "Do you stay
the course, or do you try something
new?"

'I was a Department
of Labor icon. Never
before in the history of
the department had a
"Negro" climbed to the top
of the nonpolitical ladder.'

A second reason was that
the offer came at a good time for
Jones's wife, Joan Turner Jones, who
had a high-level job as a com-
puter programmer at the National
Aeronautics and Space Administra-
tion (NASA). "When John Glenn
orbited the earth," Jones says with
pride, "Joan's unit tracked him."
Joan Jones had requested a leave of
absence to take care of the couple's
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'You Ought to
Write Your

Autobiography'

It was because of his students,
says Professor Jim Jones, that he
wrote Hattie's Boy: The Life and
Times of a Transitional Negro,
which was published this fall by
the University of Wisconsin Law
School.

"A chorus of students over
25 or more years, at the end of my
preaching or telling them some-
thing, would say, 'You know, you
ought to write your autobiography.'"

Jones spent approximately
10 years writing and revising
the book, which is an 864-page
hardbound tome, complete with
illustrations and an appended
tribute to him by his colleagues
and students on the occasion of
his taking emeritus status in 1993.

"This memoir is the final
'homework' that my students as-
signed to me," he writes in
his preface.

For more information on the
book, including sample chapter
titles, consult the Web at www.law.
wise.edul clew/publ icatons/hat-
ties_boy.htm. The book can be
purchased through the Web site,
or by phone at 1-800-355-5573
or 608-262-3833. The cost is
$35 plus tax. All author royalties
from sales will go to the James
E.Jones, Jr., Professorship Fund,
created by Jones's students in
his honor.
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two young children, but had been
turned down.

"So we began talking about the
possibility of change," Jones says.
"I said to her, 'Why don't you quit?
We can give up the household help
and live on one salary." In addition,
Jones recalls, "Joan envisioned living
in a university town. So the teach-
ing opportunity came along at just
about the right time to be consid-
ered."

Wisconsin was not the only law
school courting Jones as a result of
his high-profile work in the Labor
Department in the era of the Civil
Rights Movement. He also had re-
ceived unsolicited offers from three
other law schools. The others were
full-time positions, while Wiscon-
sin's Professor Bill Foster, chair
of the tecruiting committee, had
merely said to Jones when he was in
Madison to lecture, "Why don't you
take a leave of absence from your
job in Washington and come out to
teach for a year?"

Now that the idea of a teaching
career had been raised, it was the
UW Law School that most interest-
ed Jones: not only was it his home
territory, with several of his mentors
waiting to welcome him back, but
the labor law courses were joint-
listed with the university's Labor
Relations Institute. "Those were the
two legs of my graduate education:
labor relations and law," Jones says.

When he got back to Washing-
ton after his lecture visit, he placed
an important call to Bill Foster,
telling him that he was about to
go for an interview at one of the
other schools, and asking whether
Wisconsin was only interested in
a one-year visit. Jones recalls the
response: "Bill had apoplexy over the
telephone."

The Law School took action,
and the nature of the proposal
changed. Soon Jones returned to
Madison, this time with Joan. "Now
we were talking about a job change,"
he says.

(Almost 25 years later, Profes-
sor Gordon Baldwin would write in
a tribute to Jones, "I well recall the
unanimity of the faculty vote that
induced Jim to return to Wisconsin
rather than accept the blandish-
ments of Ann Arbor.")

After the visit, Jim and Joan
Jones had a serious talk about their
future, and made the joint decision
to come to Wisconsin to "give it
a fling." Jones recalls thinking, "If
Madison didn't work out, we would
regroup and do something else."

The "something else" was
never needed: the Joneses came
and stayed. Joan Jones was able to
carry out her plan of staying home
with the children when they were
small, and then rejoined the work
force at a number of state agencies.
In addition, she committed a great
deal of time to volunteer work. "She
became an activist with the Urban
League and NAACP," her husband
says. Jim Jones went on to teach
at the UW Law School from 1969
to 1997, taking emeri tus status in
1993, but continuing to teach labor
law and labor arbitration for four
more years. He has been a prolific
scholar, and a revered teacher and
colleague, with a marked passion for
teaching. Countless students over
the past 30 years have attributed
their successful careers to Jones's
hands-on interest, guidance,
encouragement, and wisdom.

Today, 13 years since his
retirement and almost 10 since his
last class, Jones remains a strong
presence in the law building and the
community, fulfilling a prediction
that Professor Carin Clauss made
when he retired: "I have known Jim
for too many years to believe that
he will ever resign his position as
teacher, conscience, and catalyst.
We will continue to be influenced
by Jim, and to be indebted to him
for many years to come." •
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