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Boy working in a shoe-shining parlor, Indianapolis, IN, August 1908

Source: www.archives.gov/education/lessons/hine-photos/images/shoe-shine-parlor.gif
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Boy running “trip rope” in a mine, Welch, WV, September 1908
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Source: www.kentlaw.edu/ilhs/hine.htm
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Girls working in a box factory, Tampa, FL, January 28, 1909

Workers stringing beans, Baltimore, MD, June 7, 1909
Source: www.kentlaw.edu/ilhs/hine.htm
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Excerpt from The Bitter Cry of the Children

by John Spargo

According to the census of 1900, there were 25,000
boys under sixteen years of age employed in and
around the mines and quarries of the United States.
In the state of Pennsylvania alone, — the state which
enslaves more children than any other, — there are
thousands of little ‘“breaker boys”’ employed, many of
them not more than nine or ten years old. The law
forbids the employment of children under fourteen,
and the records of the mines generally show that the
law is ““obeyed.” Yet in May, 1905, an investigation
by the National Child Labor Committee showed that
in one small borough of 7000 population, among the
boys employed in breakers 35 were nine years old, 40
were ten, 45 were eleven, and 45 were twelve — over
150 boys illegally employed in one section of boy
labor in one small town! During the anthracite coal
strike of 1902, I attended the Labor Day demonstra-
tion at Pittston and witnessed the parade of another
at Wilkesbarre. In each case there were hundreds of
boys marching, all of them wearing their “working
buttons,” testifying to the fact that they were bona
fide workers. Scores of them were less than ten
years of age, others were eleven or twelve.

Work in the coal breakers is exceedingly hard and
dangerous. Crouched over the chutes, the boys sit
hour after hour, picking out the pieces of slate and
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other refuse from the coal as it rushes past to the
washers. From the cramped position they have to
assume, most of them become more or less deformed
and bent-backed like old men. When a boy has been
working for some time and begins to get round-
shouldered, his fellows say that ‘“He’s got his boy to
carry round wherever he goes.” The coal is hard,
‘and accidents to the hands, such as cut, broken, or
crushed fingers, are common among the boys. Some-
times there is a worse accident: a terrified shriek is
heard, and a boy is mangled and torn in the machin-
ery, or disappears in the chute to be picked out later
smothered and dead.® Clouds of dust fill the break-
ers and are inhaled by the boys, laying the founda-
tions for asthma and miners’ consumption. I once
stood in a breaker for half an hour and tried to do
the work a twelve-year-old boy was doing day after
day, for ten hours at a stretch, for sixty cents a day.
The gloom of the breaker appalled me. Outside the
sun shone brightly, the air was pellucid, and the birds
sang in chorus with the trees and the rivers. Within
the breaker there was blackness, clouds of deadly
dust enfolded everything, the harsh, grinding roar
of the machinery and the ceaseless rushing of coal
through the chutes filled the ears. I tried to pick
out the pieces of slate from the hurrying stream of
coal, often missing them; my hands were bruised and
cut in a few minutes: I was covered from head to
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BREAKER BOYS AT WORK
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foot with coal dust, and for many hours afterwards
I was expectorating some of the small particles of
anthracite I had swallowed.

I could not do that work and live, but there were
boys of ten and twelve years of age doing it for fifty
and sixty cents a day. Some of them had never been
inside of a school; few of them could read a child’s
primer. True, some of them attended the night
schools, but after working ten hours in the breaker
the educational results from attending school were
practically nil. “We goes fer a good time, an’ we
keeps de guys wots dere hoppin’ all de time,” said
little Owen Jones, whose work I had been trying to
do. How strange that barbaric patoie sounded to
me as I remembered the rich, musical language I had
so often heard other little Owen Joneses speak in far-
away Wales. As I stood in that breaker I thought
of the reply of the small boy to Robert Owen. Visit-
ing an English coal-mine one day, Owen asked a
twelve-year-old lad if he knew God. The boy stared
vacantly at his questioner: “God?’’ he said, “God?
No, I don’t. He must work in some other mine.”
It was hard to realize amid the danger and din and
blackness of that Pennsylvania breaker that such a
thing as belief in a great All-good God existed.
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