
Visitors to the borough of Lansford in Carbon County, 
Pennsylvania, will undoubtedly notice the No. 9 Mine and 
Museum, a tourist attraction dedicated to the anthracite coal 
mine that was in operation from 1855 to 1972. This would 
constitute the bulk of the tourist industry in the area, but 
the site is worthy of preservation. During the lifespan of the 
old No. 9, mining anthracite coal defined that section of the 
state. The closing of the mine coincided with the virtual end 
of deep mining in the region, leaving Lansford to search for a 
new identity. But as the museum aptly demonstrates, there is 
no shortage of Americana in Carbon County. The area and its 
inhabitants continue to demonstrate the resilience, integrity and 
determination upon which the finer ideals of the nation were 
built. An impressive example of these traits is Lansford native 
Christine Donohue, L’80, who on Jan. 8, was sworn in to a seat  
on the Pennsylvania Supreme Court.

From birth through her undergraduate years in college, 
Justice Donohue experienced the anthracite coal culture of 
northeastern Pennsylvania first hand. Her father, Steve Lewis, 
was a coal miner and a United Mine Worker. “I am of the last 
generation from northern Pennsylvania who can say their father 
worked in the deep mines. By the time I was 7, the deep coal 
mining industry was on its way to extinction, for environmental 
and business reasons,” she recalls. Justice Donohue has early 
childhood memories of her father heading to the mines and the 
extreme dangers the miners faced on a daily basis. “When I was 
about 5, there was a collapse of one of the mining tunnels where 
my dad was working. Instead of taking him to the hospital, they 
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brought him home and my mom and I picked the little pieces 
of coal out of his face. It was a very, very tough way to make a 
living.” By the time she was in school her father was significantly 
disabled by pneumoconiosis, more commonly known as black 
lung disease. He could no longer work in the mines. 

Receiving black lung disability benefits was a lengthy process 
that could feasibly stretch longer than the sufferer’s lifespan. 
And when, or if, payments were procured, they were not exactly 
a windfall. Justice Donohue’s mother, Mary Berke Lewis, was a 
union seamstress in a nearby dress factory. With her husband’s 
disability, Mary became the sole financial support for the family. 
“She walked to the factory every day because we didn’t have a 
car,” Justice Donohue remembers. Not wanting to sound as if her 
family was especially burdened, she adds that “most families from 
northeastern Pennsylvania will be able to relate to this story.”

Times were indeed tough, but the Lewis household did not 
concede. “Mom was very driven, very focused, very hardworking. 
And she was very intent on making sure I would have the same 
types of things and opportunities my friends had despite our 
lack of money.” While it may not have been quite as inherently 
hazardous as coal mining, factory work was draining and offered 
insufficient compensation for the toll it took on the workers. 
Mary Lewis regularly worked six days a week, yet she would often 
stay up late into the night making clothes for her daughter and 
otherwise tending to the needs of the family. “She was an amazing 
woman in every sense of the word. She’s really my model for 
knowing that you do whatever it takes to reach your goal. I grew 
up watching her do that every day.”

Despite health concerns and other difficulties, both proud 
parents were able to share in Justice Donohue’s graduation. 
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Because of his deteriorating health, Steve Lewis was seriously 
limited as to what he could physically accomplish—but that 
didn’t hinder his spirit. “He couldn’t work but he was civic-
minded and active in various community events. Because he was 
on the borough council, he was politically involved. On election 
days we would go from house to house to encourage people to 
vote and things of that nature. My civic-mindedness developed at 
an early age.”

Folks from coal mining communities did not generally give 
higher education much thought during that time. The Lewis 
household had been no different in that respect—until daughter 
Christine came along. “I was the first person in my family to 
attend college, so my parents had very little insight as to how one 
would go about pursuing a college education, but they were very 
supportive and nurturing concerning my traveling a path that 
would take me out of the hometown and on to bigger and better 
things.” Faced with limited resources, Justice Donohue had few 
feasible options. But, following her mother’s example, she was 
determined. Though it wasn’t easy, she secured a student loan 
and enrolled at East Stroudsburg State College, which was within 
driving distance of Lansford. 

After deciding to major in political science, Justice 
Donohue initially envisioned herself going to graduate school 
and eventually becoming a professor of political science. As 
can happen for young people who demonstrate exceptional 
ability, the wisdom of academic advisors intervened. “Two of my 
professors at East Stroudsburg encouraged me to pursue a career 
in law. They planted the seed that law school might be a good fit 
for me.”

Seeking a smaller law school, the ambitious student was 
introduced to the Duquesne School of Law during a visit to 
Pittsburgh. The more she learned about the school on the bluff, 
the more natural it felt. She had found her academic home—even 
though it would mean she would be living further away from 
Lansford. But the Law School had much to offer besides a stellar 
academic reputation, and her parents were paying attention. 
“Having grown up a Catholic and having attended Catholic 
schools, Duquesne being one of the top Catholic universities in 
the nation helped my mom and dad accept my decision to move 
across the state.”

The ranks of the Law School that welcomed Christine 
Donohue consisted of about 30 percent women. The faculty 
included Joy Flowers Conti, L’73, and Carol Los Mansmann, 
L’67. When Mansmann, the first woman appointed to the federal 
bench in Pittsburgh, earned her JD from Duquesne, she was 
one of only two women graduates. Conti, current Chief Judge 
for the United States District Court for the Western District of 

Pennsylvania, entered the Law School in 1971. In her words, 
“There were very few women in the program—only six out 
of 140—and we were generally not looked on as being able to 
succeed.” But the early and mid-’70s was a time of intense societal 
and cultural growth, and, while there were many obstacles 
remaining, feminism was rapidly invoking positive change. 

Christine Donohue did not hesitate to step through the 
doors opened by those who came before her, and in the process 
served as a leader for those who would follow. Through it all 
she never lost sight of her beginnings. “My parents believed 
that I could do anything I set my mind to do. They might have 
scratched their heads at some of the things I set my sights on, 
but they were always supportive.” Despite health concerns and 
other difficulties, both proud parents were able to share in her 
graduation. “My mom, who was the driving force in terms of the 
type of woman I would become, died a year after I graduated. 
My dad, whose life had been such an inspiration, passed away in 
1984.”

After completing her first year of law school, Justice 
Donohue began clerking at Sikov and Love, a small personal 
injury practice in Pittsburgh. “I was recruited to that firm by a 
Duquesne Law alumus, Charles Evans, L’67, who in the tradition 
of Duquesne alumni always went out of his way to make sure 
a Duquesne Law student had an opportunity to interview with 
his firm.” Initially Justice Donohue was simply looking for a 
means of financial support. When she started at the firm her 
job description was essentially that of a file clerk. Among other 
duties, she went from court office to court office filing pleadings 
and made hand deliveries of mail around the city. But a genuine 
connection was made early on. “I took to that law firm and 
they took to me.” Unlike many other women entering the legal 
profession at that time, the concept of gender inequality provided 
minimal obstruction for Justice Donohue. “I was the only female 
in the office but the attorneys never treated me as anything other 
than an aspiring lawyer, and when I was a lawyer they treated me 
exactly as they did the other new lawyer there, who happened to 
be male.” 

Justice Donohue was offered a job with the firm upon 
completing law school, and she tried her first jury trial within 
six months of graduation. “I was extremely fortunate about 
how my legal career got started and the attorneys with whom 
I was practicing. Charles Evans, Seymore Sikov and the other 
attorneys allowed me to develop as a lawyer in a way that was 
totally divorced from any gender bias or gender imprint on my 
development. I was blessed with wonderful mentors in that 
regard. Unfortunately, my story is a little bit outside of the norm 
for women who graduated at about the same time as I did.”

“I make it a point to interview and hire alumni as clerks in my 

chambers. Two of my permanent clerks are Duquesne Law and 

my summer clerk is likewise from the Law School.”
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“...I have always been impressed with Duquesne graduates. They 

combine a rare blend of intellectual ability, thoughtful pragmatism 

and ethical concerns. Christine Donohue exemplifies the very best 

of each of these traits.”

Justice Max Baer, L’75

Justice Donohue was a trial lawyer for 27 years, first in 
personal injury practice and then in commercial litigation. Her 
success did not go unrecognized. Her many accomplishments 
include her admittance into the prestigious American College 
of Trial Lawyers, International Academy of Trial Lawyers and 
Academy of Trial Lawyers of Allegheny County. But she remained 
ever mindful of growth opportunities.

“The law firm in which I was a partner was merging with 
another firm, and during the natural transition period I found 
myself considering other options. I always thoroughly loved 
being a lawyer—I loved the writing, I loved the research, the 
analysis, the challenge—and I always thought that being on an 
appellate court would be a wonderful place to engage in all of 
those practices.” Starting in 2008, Justice Donohue served on the 
Superior Court of Pennsylvania, participating in about 7,000 
decisions during her tenure. “I served on the superior court for 
about seven years, and during that time I truly believed that I 
could make a significant difference on the state Supreme Court, 
so I became a candidate in 2015.” Justice Donohue was one of 
three Democrats elected to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court in 
the November 2015 election. 

Having witnessed and supported the struggles for gender 
equality and civil rights throughout her career—within the legal 
profession and within society—Justice Donohue speaks on the 
subject authoritatively. “There are certain cultural biases that 
are extremely difficult to break. We struggle in the court system 
trying to assure that women are treated equally in courtrooms. 
It is getting better, but we have to be constantly vigilant.” She 
took the opportunity to emphasize this point on the occasion 
of her being sworn in to office on Jan. 8: “The political parties 
of Pennsylvania have an obligation to endorse and support 
women and people of color so that this bench, and all benches 
of justice in this commonwealth, reflect the population of this 
commonwealth.”

Just as she had benefited from Duquesne Law traditions 
in the early stages of her career, Justice Donohue keeps the 
traditions alive. “I make it a point to interview and hire alumni 
as clerks in my chambers. Two of my permanent clerks are 
Duquesne Law and my summer clerk is likewise from the Law 
School.” 

And the Duquesne connection is shared at a high level. 
Justice Max Baer, L’75, has served on the Pennsylvania Supreme 
Court since January 2003. “During my decades as a lawyer and 
judge, I have always been impressed with Duquesne graduates,” 

Justice Baer recalls. “They combine a rare blend of intellectual 
ability, thoughtful pragmatism and ethical concerns. Christine 
Donohue exemplifies the very best of each of these traits. This 
makes her a valued and most welcome addition to our Court, 
where she is destined to serve with great distinction, leaving a 
legacy of excellence in heart, mind and spirit consistent with 
Duquesne’s cherished ideals.”

Emerging from humble beginnings is but a portion of the 
journey upon which Justice Donohue continues to travel, but it’s 
a portion that speaks highly of her character. Though she doesn’t 
try to overstate or romanticize her upbringing, Justice Donohue 
is well aware that her story is not typical. “As a child my family 
and I had very little contact or interface with people within the 
legal community. Growing up I only had views of lawyers such 
as could be discerned from books and television. Given this 
background, my going on to become a lawyer and eventually 
sitting on the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania is an unlikely story 
to say the least.” And as inspirational as it is unlikely.

Demonstrating the efficiency and determination that have 
marked her career, she summarizes her present position concisely 
and on point: “I’m precisely where I want to be, and I am deeply 
grateful that I have this opportunity to serve.” And gratitude 
works both ways—from the citizenry and from her fellow 
Duquesne alumni. 
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