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School and students, Youngstown, c. 1905
Courtesy of The Coal and Coke Heritage Center, Penn State 

Fayette, http://www.coalandcokepsu.org/

Adelaide school kids
Courtesy of The Coal and Coke Heritage Center, 

Penn State Fayette, http://www.coalandcokepsu.org/

Graduates at St. Stephens School
Courtesy of the Johnstown Area Heritage Association, http://www.jaha.org/

A school perched on the hill in the smoke 
of the coke ovens

Courtesy of The Coal and Coke Heritage Center, Penn State 
Fayette, http://www.coalandcokepsu.org/

Playground built by the Phillips Coal Company
Courtesy of The Coal and Coke Heritage Center, Penn State 

Fayette, http://www.coalandcokepsu.org/



“There was a one-room country school, supported by 
the county, with one teacher to cope with all the 

grades.  It was not much of a school, and was open 
only for a very short term.  I attended it for four or five 

weeks, but learned little or nothing.  The children 
walked to school in a group, carrying their lunches.  
The best thing about school was that it gave me an 

introduction to the other children.”

John Brophy, page 29.
A Miner’s Life

“Each school day brought an adventure along the 
railroad tracks.  As I walked a mile with my sisters 

and brothers the distance and the time passed 
quickly and I never minded the walk except in the 
rain and winter blizzards.  To shield me from the 
wind, snow and rain, my older sisters Dorothy, 
Elsie and Betty would walk abreast and I would 

walk behind them.”

Elaine Hunchuck DeFrank, page 2b.
Oral History, Entry #2a

“There I attended a one-room school with six 
grades under a single teacher, for a full term.  
The children were graded by the reader they 

were using.  I was in the third reader, but I think I 
spent as much time following the recitations of 

the classes about me as I did on my own work.  I 
took every chance that offered to pore over the 
other readers.  We were too poor to own any 

books of our own, so those school books were 
my only reading matter at that time, and I would 

say they were pretty good.   They contained 
some poetry, simple stories, usually illustrating a 
moral, and some history and description of this 

country.”

John Brophy, page 21.
A Miner’s Life

“The odor of smoke from the nearby ovens 
poured inside the window.  The glass ventilator at 

the base of the window did little to prevent the 
smoke from choking me when the wind blew.”

“As I looked out the window the flames and the 
smoke told their own story of the coking process.  

When the men watered the ovens, the smoke 
would completely block out the sky and the soot 
and cinders rained down over the schoolhouse.  

The smell of sulphur was worse than the smell of 
the stable.  The coke ovens were a distance of 

approximately 200 feet from the school 
playground.”

Elaine Hunchuck DeFrank, page 5.
Oral History, Entry #4

“Once inside the Newcomer School, the electric bell 
ran silencing the children’s voices.  Against the wall in 
the corner of the room was the first library that I ever 

experienced.  Books were stacked inside empty 
dynamite boxes.  On the bottom row were four boxes 
the second row held three boxes and the top row held 
two boxes. I loved looking at the colored pictures and 

reading the story of The Three Bears and Uncle 
Wigley, a rabbit.  The teacher appointed me librarian 

and I kept the books in order.”

Elaine Hunchuck DeFrank, page 5.
Oral History, Entry #4

“When there was no train in sight, I walked on the 
narrow rail much like a tight rope walker 

balancing my books and lunch.  Most of the time I 
walked home for lunch.  Other times Mom packed 

an egg or jelly sandwich on homemade bread.”

“Often on my daily trek to and from school I 
watched the train roll by.  As the train approached 
me, I jumped off the tracks and onto the path that 

lay between the tracks and the hillside.  The 
huge, long arms on the locomotives wheels 

clanged and screeched as they rolled beside me.”

Elaine Hunchuck DeFrank, page 2.
Oral History, Entry #2a

Coal Patch School Stories  

Brophy, John. A Miner's Life, An Autobiography. Copyright 1964.
Permission of the University of Wisconsin Press. 

Journal entries of Elaine Hunchuck DeFrank, Courtesy of The Coal and Coke Heritage Center, Penn State Fayette, http://www.coalandcokepsu.org/



Coal Patch School More Stories  

“[In] 1923 the miners were on strike, and we were 
living in Ronco, and they put us out of the home, 

and we had to go out on the farm in the tents, and 
we stayed there for two years . . . “

“So it was really bad.  But I went to school from 
there in Ronco for two years, never missed a day’s 

school.  We children kept up with our schooling 
and things.”

Julia Ketz, page 172.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“When I was a kid I didn’t…talk any English.  [I 
spoke] Slovak.  My mother always talked [in 

Slovak].  I had to learn [English] from the kids.  I 
was born here [in the United States].  …I had to 
learn from the kids, and I had to go to school.  I 

didn’t go to too much school because my mother 
had a sore leg.  ...I just went to third grade for two 
weeks and that’s the furthest I got.  I stayed home, 

washed [clothes] in buckets.  My mother had 
boarders.  She had 6 or 7.”

Veronica Husek, page 19.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“Then my people spoke in Slovak only, and I’m telling 
you we had a job in school because nobody [could 
help us].  The teacher would tell us certain things, and 
we couldn’t come home and say, ‘What does that 
mean?’ We would guess it.  And my dad didn’t 
approve of us always talking to ourselves in English.  
He’d say, ‘Get out with you, talk [Slovak].’ It was very 
hard for us in school.”

Anna Giacomalli, pages 44-45.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“I was sent to the Philipsburg public school with my 
cousins.  My cousin Polly enjoyed showing me off 

as the newly arrived old-country greenhorn.  I 
believe it was a good school of its kind; Philipsburg 
was proud of it.  I only attended for part of a term, 
and I can’t say that I got much out of it.  I fitted in 
only slowly, and my recollection of my first weeks 

there is one of misery.  Parents had to buy 
textbooks even in the public schools at that time, 

and I’m sure this created a problem for my parents.”

John Brophy, page 19.
A Miner’s Life

“No, [I didn’t go to high school; I] passed the 
eighth grade, and there was so much work to do 
that my mother couldn’t keep going [she had 9 

boys].”

Anna Billek, page 67.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength

“I went to school in Oliphant.  I only went to 4th 
grade because my Mom got arthritis in her arms.  
She had a little baby she couldn’t tend to it.  She 

couldn’t hardly bend her fingers.  So they took me 
out of school; so I only went to 4th grade.  I had 4 

brothers and no sisters.  My mother had 12 
children, but some died when they were babies.”

Julia Midlik, page 132.
Common Lives of Uncommon Strength
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