Joe Hill’s Last Will

an inspiring one-man play about the famed labor activist’s life and death, starring John McCutcheon

The scene is a cell in the Utah State Prison, November 19, 1915, 4:00 a.m. Joe Hill, American Labor’s most iconic songwriter is awaiting execution at dawn and he’s got a story to tell. It’s the story of his life. But it’s also the story of the growth of the Labor Movement in early 20th century America. It’s a story of humor and love and injustice and courage. It’s the story of America.
Joe Hill was a Swedish immigrant to the United States who, like so many others, worked at a variety of trades, trying to make his way in his new country. But like no other, he was a musician, a writer, a man of wit and insight, who knew how to craft songs that informed, inspired, and inflamed. He created a template for songwriting that was used by Woody Guthrie and by the Civil Rights Movement: taking well-known melodies and crafting new words that made the songs leap to life in a new and changing world.
Songwriter and labor historian, Si Kahn, created the play based largely on Hill’s own words and using all of Hill’s music. Never before has Joe Hill’s entire catalog been presented at once. And in the hands of multi-Grammy nominee and folk music legend, John McCutcheon, rarely have they had such expert treatment. McCutcheon’s tour-de-force acting, his rich voice, and stellar instrumental skills present Joe Hill and his music as never before. The story takes the issues of labor, immigration, workers’ rights, the death penalty, and war from the annals of 1915 to the headlines of 2014. It’s a story that America has been wrestling with for 100 years now.
The production is spare and flexible. The scene is a simple jail cell, with a bed, a chair, and a window. From there, with a compelling script, a handful of great songs, and a guitar, Joe Hill’s Last Will takes the audience on a wild, inspiring ride through a world of change. 

“Joe Hill's Last Will — A Must-See!
The words and music of iconic labor activist/songwriter Joe Hill come to life in a new production of Hill's final day in prison, before his untimely execution by Utah authorities at the turn of the last century.  John McCutcheon's performance as Hill is absolutely riveting and playwright Si Kahn has done a masterful job weaving the words of Hill with his songs.  Joe Hill is now a mostly forgotten figure today, but his activist spirit lives on and his songs served to inspire generations that followed.  Joe Hill's Last Will succeeds in keeping his memory alive for future generations to come — highly recommended!”
— JoAnn Mar, Radio producer/journalist, KALW in San Francisco, 2005 George Polk Award winner for Investigative Reporting
“Joe Hill’s Last Will is a new one-man show you won’t want to miss.  It was written by labor activist Si Kahn, whose songs about the lives and struggles of working people have captured the hearts of folk music lovers for decades.  Kahn uses the last hours of the itinerant labor songwriter Joe Hill’s life to tell us his story, share his comical and majestic songs, and introduce us all to the world of workers and unions in the rough and tumble beginning of the 20th century. Well-known folksinger John McCutcheon doesn’t just play Joe Hill in this earthy and moving one man-show, he channels him. He welds his passion as a labor activist with great musical chops to create a Joe Hill who we want to follow through his loves, his disappointments and his triumphs. This unique show of stories and songs is perfect for a wide variety of public performances for folk music, labor history and general audiences.
— Tom Juravich, Professor of Labor Studies and Sociology, University of Massachusetts Amherst

“Working with Si Kahn’s spare and haunting libretto, John McCutcheon brings Joe Hill’s words and music to life anew. Utilizing a single, simple space, we are taken from a barely-furnished prison cell to the sites of some of America’s great labor struggles to the execution yard of the Utah State Prison in 1915. McCutcheon’s musical prowess is formidable, breathing life into songs that hardly seem 100 years old. Few artists could bring the skill and power to these songs that McCutcheon does. The audience was entranced from the first words to the final, dramatic conclusion. The entire production is a theater producer’s dream.”

 — Elizabeth Craven, Founder and Artistic Director, Main Stage West, Sebastopol, California

“After decades of musical and organizing collaboration Si and John team up again in an inspirational one man musical recounting Joe Hill's last minutes.  Hill was a prolific songwriter before his execution in Utah in 1915 and McCutcheon does them all from ‘Hallelujah I'm a Bum’ to the posthumous ‘I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night.’  Even though I knew the story well I was mesmerized as one song after another seemed to ring home today as we battle for workers rights again with collective bargaining coverage in the private sector at 7% about the same as Hill's day.  The parallels of Hill as a Swedish immigrant in a movement of European immigrants and today's  Latino, African and Asian immigrant leaders also reminds the audience of how much is yet to change.  Without embracing every aspect of the IWW culture depicted in the play we can certainly cheer the presentation of solidarity and the commitment to change.”
— Larry Cohen, President, Communications Workers of America
“Legendary organizer and songwriter Si Kahn has joined forces with legendary performer and folk singer John McCutcheon to give us Joe Hill’s Last Will, a play with music that celebrates the life and legacy of the legendary labor organizer Joe Hill. The Kahn-McCutcheon-Hill combo is a labor history trifecta. I recommend Joe Hill’s Last Will to educators and social justice activists.”

— John Stocks, Executive Director, National Education Association

