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Mary Murphy, longe st-serving woman i n the Minnesota H ouse, has die d at 85  

Murphy, of Her mantow n, took offi ce in 19 77 and served until she lost to Natalie Zeleznikar in a close general electi on in 20 22.  

By Christa Lawler  

The Minne sota Star Tribune  

Dece mber 26, 2024 at 3:4 2PM  

DULUT H – On Fridays, Mary Mur phy lunched. The l ongest -serving woman in the Minne sota House, retired j ust two years, routinely sat alongside other politicia ns and laborers at a downtown re staurant and talked shop — and listene d.  

The weekly lunch dates, first initiated by the late Judge Gerald H eaney, a labor -lawyer turned federal appellate judge here who has a courthouse named for him, have bee n going on for deca des.  

“People always like to hear her point of view, her history,” said longti me frie nd Beth McCuskey, vice preside nt of the North East Area La bor Council, who in rece nt years drove Mur phy to the ca sual get-tog ethers. “Whe n Mary would have something to share, the table w ould liste n.” 

Murphy die d Wednesday, days after she had a stroke a nd a “second series of complications,” a ccor ding to Speaker of the H ouse M elissa Hort man, DF L-Brooklyn Park. M urphy was 85 a nd just two years remove d from politics. The Democrat fr om H ermant own was ele cted to the state H ouse of Representatives in 1977 — and she held onto the position thr ough 2022. She also taught at the former Duluth Central High School for more than 30 years.  

“She was a wonderful state represe ntative and human being, ” Hortma n wrote on social media. “So many pe ople will miss her and reme mber her and her accomplishme nts fondly. ” 

Murphy ha d bee n active in local DF L politics for more tha n a de cade whe n she first announce d her intenti on in June 1976 to r un for a spot in the Minne sota House, supporting parts of St. Louis and Carlton counties. At the time, she was also tea ching social studies. M urphy was in her mid-30 s when she won the seat.  

In more t han 40 years of state government, she ha d a hand instituting early childhood pr ograms, helpe d establish F ond du La c Tribal and Community College and initiated legislation to establish wind power in Minnesota. She won countless awards for her work as a teacher a nd in politics.  

Murphy also we nt to numerous community events, fr om Pr octor’ s Hoghead Festival to community parades to spag hetti dinner s.  

“She showed up,” M cCuskey said.  

One of Mur phy’s successe s in rece nt years was a $1.87 billion bonding bill to pay for hundreds of state infrastructure pr ojects that pa ssed i n 2020 . At the time, Murphy, who sponsore d the bill and chaire d the House Ca pital Investme nt Division, sai d legislators ha d heard from more than 25 0 communities and agencies looking for a ssistance.  

“I can’t i magine how ma ny water treatment plants she visited,” said Jeff Anderson, who worked alongside M urphy on ca mpaig ns duri ng his time a s a Duluth city councilor a nd as a lobbyist. “It’s a real hall mark of her time. She believed in inve stme nt in the state.” 

Murphy lost to Republica n Natalie Zeleznikar in the 2 022 general election by just 33 votes — but it wasn’t the e nd of her political interests . Anderson said she continued to follow the Legislature closely. She wa s one of the state’s 10 ele ctors during the Elect oral College Assembly just more than a week a go in St. Paul.  

DFL state Sen. Grant Hauschil d said M urphy was one of the first people he connected with w hen he move d to Her mantown. He found a leader focused on childre n and the future a nd some one he could learn from.  

“I think her legacy will be that compassi onate approach to politics,” he said. “Focusing on pe ople, focusi ng on labor. I think her bigge st legacy will be kids and e ducation. ” 

McCuskey described her as “a great listener. ” 

“Whe n you ha d a conversation with her, you knew she was paying attention to you, ” she said. “S he was listeni ng; she st ored it.” 

Murphy lived in the home she grew up in, one of Her mantown’s signature Jackson Pr oject homes built in the 1930 s as sustainable pr operties. M uch of her home’s i nterior rese mble d what it looked like when she was growi ng up, a ccor ding to those cl ose to her. S he was especially proud of her flower gar dens.  

Lee Cutler, of the North East Area La bor Council, remembered M urphy as a dev out Catholic. “It’s fitting that she died on Christ mas, ” he sai d.  

A few years ago, Murphy took Cutler for an hoursl ong walk along the grounds of her home, w here she mowe d her ow n grass with a tractor.  

“She loved a nything that grew, even weeds,” Cutler said. “Much to the chagrin of her garde ning frie nds , she let the wee ds grow. ” 

Murphy fa mously lived most of her life with just a landline tele phone. A little-known secret: I n rece nt years she ha d gotten a cell phone.  

“I think only three peopl e had the number, ” Cutler sai d.  

Murphy attende d Her mantow n Publi c Schools a nd the College of St. Schola stica and did graduate w ork at the University of Minnesota Duluth, Ma calester College, the University of Wisconsin-Superi or, Ameri can University and India na University, accordi ng to a Minne sota Legislat ure biography.  

When it was her tur n to lead a prayer, she read the book “Old Turtle, ” a bestselling fable by Minne sota writer Douglas Wood with art by Duluth artist Che ng-Khee Chee.  

The state’s politi cal leaders took to social media to re me mber Mur phy. U.S. Se n. Amy Klobuchar de scribe d her as being ahea d of her time in “so many ways.” 

“She was a strong a dvocate and so ofte n the only woman at the table in norther n MN, ” Klobuchar said on social me dia.  

On Face book, G ov. Tim Walz describe d her as “a true cha mpi on for the Northland. ” 

In a statement, Her mant own city offi cials lame nted her l oss.  

“Herma ntown will always be Mary’s hometown, and her contributions to the community will always remain,” the statement said.  

The Friday lunches will go on, even without one of the group’s stalwarts. McCuskey said she feel s fort unate for the time spent in the car alongsi de her friend. T his week, Mur phy’s signat ure order will go unrealized: a side sala d with French a nd ranch dre ssing and just three croutons, no more, no less, a ccording to Cutler.  

 

https://www.startribune.com/remembering-a-minnesotan-who-stormed-the-beach-on-d-day-80-years-ago/600366979
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https://www.facebook.com/repmelissahortman
https://www.house.mn.gov/members/profile/bio/10444
https://www.startribune.com/two-republicans-appear-to-have-won-tight-northeastern-minnesota-house-races-after-recount/600233919
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