Attachment 5


The Story of Joseph Miliauskas, Lithuanian Immigrant to Scranton, PA, 1900

Like many immigrant children, Joe was eager to go to work and help his family.  He began work as a “breaker boy” in the anthracite coal mines of Pennsylvania.  The work was dirty, monotonous, and sometimes very dangerous.  Joe earned $0.70 a day as a breaker boy. 

“There were five slate pickers on our chute.  The last one was the cleaner.  He got one cent more than the boys in front of him.  It was up to us to watch and pick the slate (rock that couldn’t be burned) out.  We had to throw it to the side and let the clean coal go down.  

“The boss was behind us with a broom and if he caught you slipping up and letting some slate come down, boy, you’d get it in the back with a broom.  Oh, he’d sock you.  If you were the first one, and if you don’t throw (out) much slate, he’d come back up of you and let you have it…Sometimes when the boss wasn’t looking we let more of it go through.

“(My) second day (on the job) my fingers were all cut up and bleeding.  I asked the boss if I could go home and he hit me with the broom and said, ‘Stay there.’ Twelve o’clock came and the whistle blew.  I took my dinner pail out and went home.  I come home and said to my mother, ‘Mom, I’m not going back tomorrow to work anymore. My fingers are all bloody.’ ‘Oh, yes you are,’ she said.  ‘We didn’t tell you to get this job. You got it on your own.  You started it; you’re going to stay with it.’  So I stayed home that afternoon and then went back.  (After) you’re there two or three weeks, your fingers get hardened up.  No more blood.  You get used to it.

“(We) worked from seven to noon, then a half hour to eat, then back to work till 5:30. (When the noon whistle blew for lunch) we ate our sandwiches in no time, then started playing tag.  We knew every hole in that breaker, and we’d hide and go through in complete darkness. We’d go over machinery and around it.  You get to know it because everything stops during lunch hour.  We got to know it like a bunch of rats.”


At the age of twelve, Joseph became a “nipper”.  Doors separated the various shafts inside the mines and the nippers were responsible for listening for mules or trains with loaded coal cars and opening the doors appropriately.  This was a much better job than being a breaker; however, challenges still remained.  For example, it was easy to fall asleep on the job.  Typically, no “boss” was looking over you constantly.


“Once, I got up a little late and missed the cage that took us down…  I got there late, but thank God, there were no empty cars and nothing had come through (my door).  I was all wet with perspiration.  I stretched out on my bench, put my lamp along beside me, and fell asleep.  First thing I knew I heard a bang and jumped up.  The bib of my overalls was on fire (from the lamp) and there was my door on top of a loaded car…A short time later (the boss) came through. I told him the whole story of how I got up late.  All he said was, ‘Well Joe, be a little more careful.’ “


Joe went on to leave the mines, go to school, become a Roman Catholic priest, and live a long life into his 70s.  The vast majority of Joe’s breaker boys would never leave the mines.  
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