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Like the dough in bread it is the same for people who try to rise up out of poverty to make something of 

their lives. They sit back and think…how do I take care of the family and myself? James Jones was one 

such man. He was a thriving man who took charge of his life. He had a history of working hard and 

setting goals.    

To take a look at James’ life I had to travel back in time to look at his upbringing.   James was born 

August 12, 1874 to George and Hannah Jones. His father is listed as a mulatto Baptist parson and his 

mother was listed as keeping house in the 1880 census.  

 

They had moved from Virginia to settle and start their family in Harrisburg. James was born in Harrisburg 

and lived his young life at 136 Tanner Avenue with the family.  
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James was raised in the South Third Street Baptist Church that was pastored by his father George for 

nine years. During those years the church became known as the Second Baptist Church on Third Street 

below Chestnut Street in Harrisburg.  In the meantime his father George also had a grocery store near 

their home. He watched his father command the attention of those who worshipped with him and also 

how to handle business. Pastor George also liked to organize various entertainment functions for the 

area by having excursions to Virginia. He spoke on behalf of those who were in the race for becoming 

President of the United States.  

Hannah’s father, Joseph Braxton according to his obit, was also a minister who was the founder of the 

Second Baptist Church on Eleventh Street in Harrisburg.  

 

She was a good fit for George and the church. She was a widow and had one son and their union 

produced James and his siblings. Hannah being the mother was busy as the first lady of the church, 

rearing the family, helping with the store and making sure the meals were the best.  

 
1 George Jones, Pastor Grocery Store note in the Harrisburg Telegraph, May 11, 1880. Note: store was at 130 
Tanners Ave. 
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We must assume that she was instrumental in sharing her delicious meals with the family and public. 

Can you smell the aroma of the fried chicken coming from the back of the house? Maybe they served 

cooked food within the store or prepared Sunday dinners for functions at the church.  Hannah was also 

instrumental in helping with the business, helped with promoting woman’s rights and had a love of 

music which she taught to her students. Sometime by 1900 she was widowed, living yet on Tanner Alley, 

Harrisburg.  

 
2 Picture of Tanner Alley. On file at the Pennsylvania State Archives 
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James had a wonderful background of positive influence. He too enjoyed cooking. He learned from the 

best…Hannah and George. 

James in his young adult years started his own family with residence in town and then making his way 

with the family to Ithaca, New York.  He and his wife Ella are found in the 1905 census as lodgers with 

their children. He was working as a janitor at the time and Ella was keeping house. They had a five 

month old son by the name of George that needed a fulltime mom along with his siblings. 

 
3 Harrisburg Telegraph article 
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It appears that within a short period of time that James returned to Harrisburg with his young family to 

be closer to other family members. Ella was not included. At this time I have not located her death 

certificate or divorce record. Looking at the fact that Ella gave birth to five children within a matter of 

seven years, she did not have time to regroup and get control of her physical health.  

After the birth of George (named after his grandfather), James had to be concerned with the care of his 

young children. Who was going to help with raising the young children especially while he had to work?  

James returned to Harrisburg with the children and left them in care of his mother Hannah. During that 

time period it was not uncommon for the family and community members to assist with the motherless 

children’s care.  

 
4 Federal census 1900 



When he began his own family, he worked as a janitor and cook at different establishments in 

Harrisburg and New York. He had a good work history having learned so much while working for his 

parents, which made the changes in life a bit easier. 

He also realized that he needed someone to help with the young children and to complete the family. 

James while leaving the children behind went to live for a short period of time in Mobile, Alabama. 

Maybe he had to get his head together, mourn and regroup plus looking at the research it looks like he 

was in search of a wife. James remarried to a remarkable woman named Minnie Harris on November 28, 

1907 and with this union gave birth to a daughter, Mable in 1908. Returning to Harrisburg to gather his 

children, make a home and start his completed family again.  

 

Minnie took on and raised all the children (which were under the age of seven) as if they were her own. 

They more than likely were involved in the church that Pastor George Jones had started years ago with 

the children attending the Harrisburg school system.  



He probably wanted something more suitable to his lifestyle other than working as a janitor and chose 

to pursue what he was raised to do…open a store/restaurant. Pulling from his upbringing James began 

looking at the business side of life. His dad had done it so why not him. 

In 1910 with the help of Minnie, he opened the doors to James’ Restaurant with the first location at 210 

Pine Street. He and Minnie were the operators, cooks, servers and cleaners. As the family children grew 

up they too began working in the business. Over the years the business grew and by 1916 moved to 125 

Pine Street and finally purchasing the property at 230 North Third Street in 1920.  

As the world progressed so did the restaurant. They placed ads in the local Harrisburg Telegraph 

Newspaper. 8-27-1924     

They continued advertising as you see in this ad on April 26, 1928 in the Harrisburg Telegraph. 

 

 Those were the days were lunches were filling 

for little money and a chicken dinner was fresh from the local store and overflowed on the plate. James 

Jones and Minnie were giving the best in quality and taste. 



Any yes, they had their share of problems as noted in this clipping about a fire in the restaurant caused 

by a can of lard catching fire.  

 

There was a robbery some time later with the thieves getting away with fifty dollars of silver items, 

maybe tableware.   7-11-1928HT  



James Jones owner of the James’ Restaurant supported getting voting machine in Harrisburg. This 

clipping note the restaurant among other business leaders supporting the cause. 

9-3-1929EN 



3-5-1930 
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Blue Eagle 8-24-1933 

 

 
5 Newpaper clippings and the 1930 Federal Census records. 



 

 

 

James Butler, Minnie chef and waiter Russel 
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6 Certificate of Death for James Jones 1964. Please note that this story was done with research from 
Newspapers.com, Ancestry and various other sites. Interviews held and approved by his granddaughter Suzanne 
Jones-Smith. She requested that this story is posted to share her grandfather’s life history. 12-12-2020 


