Child employment in the mines 

Child employment in the miserable and unhealthy environment of the mines constitutes a cruel reality of the 20th century, which is presented by Loukas Antoniou is his book: “Small Hands, The Contribution of Children in the Mines of Cyprus in the 20th Century”. In our efforts to present you with the work in the mines of our village, we cite some of the data we have extracted from the aforementioned book. 
Poverty forced many children, mainly from the agricultural areas, to work and especially during periods when dealing with farming and stock-breeding could not provide the necessary income. Many children, both boys and girls would work either at the mine of Asgata or at some other mine.                         
The basic advantage of working in a mine, in relation to the remaining available jobs, was that mine employment offered a “regular income to farmers”. Additionally, many children would choose to work for the mines instead of working as craftsmen, since the latter profession required a period of apprenticeship, during which they were only offered room and board and not the immediate income they needed in order “to support themselves and their families”.   
Although it constitutes a certainty that many children used to work in the mines, however, as Loukas Antoniou observes, it is difficult to “detect” their exact number. This was due to the fact that many minors would not reveal their true age. More specifically, they used to say that they were 18 years old because the English Legislation prohibited underage employment. Some would even pay the president of the community to certify that they were older than their true age. However, in some occasions, the president of the community would provide the required certificate without pay.   

As Loukas Antoniou clarifies, “acquiring this certificate was not always the case for everybody in all mines, even in the mines which required the certificate, whereas not everybody paid to get it”. However, after the end of WWII, this certificate was acceptable only if it had been issued by the British Court of Law. 
Working in the mines 
To be specific, some children would start working in the mines from the age of 13. However, the majority of them were between 15 and 17 years old. What is worth mentioning is the fact that the children used to consider getting a job as a big achievement, since it was prestigious for the minors. 

The children would be assigned various tasks of the mine, such as extracting various forms of minerals, either on the surface of the earth or underground. Assignment of tasks was done according to the child’s gender, age and physique. Loukas Antoniou characteristically mentions that “two 16 year old children, one strong and well-built teenager and a weaker smaller one would perform different tasks”.   
The various works that were carried out in the mines by paid workers were supervised by the contractors, who were groups of experienced miners and who were responsible for paying the workers during the first years the mines were in operation. Later on, however, because there were some illegitimacies, the workers were paid directly by the company they worked for.   
At the beginning of the 20th century, at the spots were there was mineral in the underground mines, the miners would dig two to two and a half metres deep holes using simple tools such as the “tooler, the pickaxe and the miner’s bar”. Later on, however, came the contractors, who, by using a machine, dug holes called “falies” on the ground and placed explosives at the spots were there was mineral. Opening the holes, with or without the machine, was a particularly “difficult and hard task” which was assigned to children.    
Immediately after the explosions followed the procedure of collecting and loading the mineral on the rail wagons which were then sent back to the surface of the mine. The transfer of the mineral from the tunnels to the surface was supervised by the contractors.     
After the completion of the extraction, the crews which included children would undertake the support of the “mine walls to protect workers from collapsing rocks and volumes of dirt”. However, in the corridors of the mines or in the central tunnels, there would sometimes be placed heavy woods or other cement moulds. This support of the walls with heavy wood was known to the miners as moulding.    
Apart from moulding, the crews would dig tunnels to connect two tunnel levels for communication and ventilation purposes”. 
A different assignment of works was followed at the surface mines. In particular, as Loukas Antoniou remarks, each contractor would be assigned to work at a certain piece of land called “minia” with the workers or even with his family, his wife and children. 

There is a very distinctive description regarding the work at the “minia” which is cited by Loukas Antoniou: “Once the father, the contractor of the “minia” extracted the mineral from the earth, the mother and the children of the family would gather it with shovels and basins and they would load it on a rail wagon to send it to the next crew”.  
Afterwards, another group, which also included children, would take the worthless pieces out of the wagons. Next, the wagons were carried to the mineral process factories. The transfer of the loaded wagons in the first years of the mine’s operation was particularly hard, since when the mules were not able to push them, adults and children had to undertake this task.

Cited below are other tasks assigned to the children:
Tale-boys 
One of the tasks assigned to tale-boys was to count the loaded with mineral wagons which were delivered by the contractors and also to deliver lists, which were prepared after counting, to the mine company’s office.  
Selection and transfer of minerals
Most of the children would deal with the selection of the minerals and the transfer of the wagons. They would either push the wagons or lead the animals, donkeys and mules, this way helping them to push the wagons. 
Contractors’ assistants 
The children would often have the role of the assistant in executing the works. In particular, as Loukas Antoniou states, “they used to transfer tools from the repair crews to the contractors, help in constructing rails for the wagons, carry water from underground to the surface, and supply the miners working underground with fresh water”.   

The transfer of drinking water to the miners who worked in the tunnels was carried out by 13 or 14 year old children, who were hired for this reason. These children would “shoulder canteens and go underground to the crews of the contractors to take water to them”.     

One of the tasks performed by children working at the Asgata mine is presented by Mr. Christos Koutsias and cited by Mr Loukas Antoniou in his book. In particular, he states: “I began working at the age of 14. Our job was to select the useless pieces of rock and have them thrown away after the so called breakers broke the mineral out of the rocks”.  
Working Conditions 
Working conditions at the mines were terrible, since the miners were forced to work hard in a particularly unhealthy environment where the “precautions taken and the means offered to the miners were either inadequate or non-existent”.  
Originally, the only equipment provided to the miners was a helmet and rubber boots, which, however, were not affordable for everyone. Even when boots were available, these could not prevent leg injuries from landslides. Starting from the 60’s, new safety measures were taken. In particular, miners were obligated to wear a special mask and glasses, a helmet, as well as safety shoes. 

Despite the miners’ effort to protect themselves, the implications for their health were severe. More specifically, miners were trying to limit the dust they breathed by tying a sponge in front of their nose and mouth. Unfortunately, however, the sponge could not protect them from the inimical dust, so they tried to protect themselves with the paper masks which replaced the sponges later. Miners suffered from the heat, “coughed all the time, were throwing up, many times with blood, and their eyes and noses suffered from a prickly feeling. The dust breathed by the miners who worked in the tunnels, as well as by those who worked on the surface, caused a serious lethal disease called pneumoconiosis.    
At the Asgata mine, according to the testimony of Christos Kotsias, the miners who worked in the tunnels faced another danger. Burning coal and sulphuric acid used to fall on them. The coals were old pieces of wood which caught fire after dynamite explosions. All this would cause burns and wounds to the miners and they wouldn’t heal very easily, since the dust from the minerals made the wounds even worse.    

With regards to the accidents that used to happen at the mines, Loukas Antoniou distinctively writes: “accidents were part of the miners’ daily routine and they happened throughout the entire procedure of extracting and processing minerals. Miners working in the tunnels were not the only ones facing dangers, but also those who worked at the wagons, at the railway lines, in the selection procedure and in the process and loading of the final product on the wagons”.    

The accidents happening at the mines caused many serious injuries. Several miners were either seriously injured or amputated by losing their legs or arms. Several miners would be injured by landslides caused by the explosions, whereas others, less lucky. Would get trapped and die in the underground tunnels.   
The lighting of the underground tunnels 
Oil lamps were used at first for the lighting of the underground tunnels. Next, because these lamps were an unhealthy way of lighting since they burnt oil, they were replaced with candles, which were later replaced by acetylene lamps and later on by battery-operated flashlights.  

Getting cleaned up
Miners would become black from the dust and sweat and it was therefore necessary to have a space near the mines where they could get cleaned up. However, this space was not created from the beginning.  

In the first years, there were baths only for the English managers and contractors. The miners carried canteens filled with water or they used to go to the nearby river to get cleaned up. Later on, however, baths which included common showers for forty persons were created near the mines. 
The relationship between adult and underage workers
According to the testimonies of the people who worked at the mine of Asgata, or else of Kalavasos, there was no taking advantage of minors by adults, as it was the case in other mines. 

As Mr. Christos Koutsias mentions, adults not only they didn’t take advantage of minors by they also assisted them so that they could cope with the required work. 
The pay of the adult and underage miners 
As we have already mentioned, one of the reasons which led many children to work at the mines was the fact that it ensured workers with a regular income, which was also much higher than the pay offered in other professions of that period.  

The pay varied according to the work each miner did. In particular, miners who worked in the tunnels got paid higher than the rest of them and for this reason those who were in great need of money would choose to work in the tunnels. 
Loukas Antoniou, referring to those who were forced to work in the tunnels, writes: “It is not easy to force your body in doing work of such nature that will earn you a respectable wage, especially when you know that the foreign owners of the companies, in cooperation with the colonizing government, exploited the natural wealth and the people of Cyprus in order to become rich”.  
Additionally, there was “an encouraging working system”, which stated that whoever of the miners managed to fill more than eight wagons, which was the least number of wagons they had to fill in order to receive their wage, would get additional pay. 
The daily wage of the adult miners ranged from two and a half to three shillings per day, whereas the underage miners and women got paid less although they did the same work. This inequality in pay is also mentioned by an old miner who used to work at the Asgata / Kalavasos mine.
In particular, Christos Koutsias worked at the mine of Asgata for the first time as a child since he went there to work as soon as he graduated from primary school. His pay, just like of all the women, was five piaster (grosia), contrary to the men’s pay which was 22 piaster, meaning 2 shillings.  
From the decade of the 40’s, issues of pay and social provisions began to improve. Therefore, the daily wage on the surface of the mines originally increased to 10 shillings and then to 14 shillings.  
There were cases of money deductions from the wage of some miners for causing damages or losing tools. This occurred because the tools were charged from the company to the contractors. 

As far as the pay of the underage children or young adults is concerned (18 to 20 years old), this was given to their parents. There were, however, cases when minors received their pay in person. For instance, some minors would work during the summer months to get enough money to attend gymnasium. 

Working Hours 
Miners at the mine of Asgata worked in shifts. Some worked the first shift, from 8 am until 4 pm, whereas others worked the second shift, from 4 pm until 12 midnight, Monday to Friday. On Saturday, they worked until noon. There were however some who worked the third shift and who stayed out of the tunnels”. 
Most of the miners had to walk long distances on a daily basis, since they often came from neighbouring villages.   
Additionally, before starting and before finishing work at the mines, they had to follow a certain procedure, which included changing clothes in the baths, if they existed, and to receive their working card, their tools and materials they needed from the office. This procedure would last from one and a half to two hours, additionally to the eight working hours.  
Apart from working at the mines, several children were forced to work elsewhere before or after working at the mines. Some children would help their parents in agricultural works, whereas others were “paid to work where needed”. 
Once the children had completed their work, they had to prepare their own meal if they were to stay at the mine. Moreover, they used to spend their time at the coffee shop. However, the coffee shop exposed them in new dangers such as bad habits of the adult miners, alcoholism and card playing.    
Participation of underage workers in the movements
Loukas Antoniou, stressing the participation of the children in the miners’ movements titles the relevant chapter as “The Stature of children in the strike”. At the beginning of the 20th century, from 1923, minors and adults asserted their rights with strike movements which sometimes lasted for months. During periods when strikes lasted for many months, the families suffered financial deprivations, which were however incapable of bending the fighting spirit of the miners and their families.  
Some of the demands of the miners during the strikes were the following:   
· Matters concerning wages, such as pay rise or direct pay of the employees by the companies (at first, pay was received by the contractors)  
· Less working hours and improvement of working conditions
· Free purchase of bread 
During the strikes, miners had the support of their wives and children on their side. It is noteworthy that the children would abandon their schools to participate in the protests along with their parents. 

Source: 
Loukas Antoniou, “Small Hands, The Contribution of Children in the Mines of Cyprus in the 20th Century”, Lefkosia 2004  
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