“BUS FARE”
by Frank Muzopappa


In a recent phone conversation with my life-long friend, Mary Yurosko Eddings, she lamented the fact that she was denied a high school education after completing eight years at Turney School in Penowa.  That was in 1940.


Mary was the fifth child of eight children in her family.  In order to attend high school, the students from Penowa’s Jefferson and Penobscot coal mine patches, thirteen independently owned homes locally known as Jefferson Bottoms, and the farms of Miller, Rotellini, Pollack, Baker, and Shore all combined, numbered over fifty families, and all would be required to pay for the bus ride to Avella High School. 


Mary’s Dad was a coal miner and America was still in the throes of the Great Depression.  Raising chickens, geese and large vegetable gardens put food on the table, but not cash.  Under these conditions, a bus fee was unthinkable for high school.


The school bus passed through Penowa on Route 231, now Meadowcroft Road, transporting high school students, and beginning in 1937; the elementary students from Waverly mine patch and Seldom Seen to Avella schools.  Waverly was on the opposite side of Cross Creek, in Independence Township, in which Avella is situated.  The Waverly families were not assessed a fee.


Given these conditions in Penowa, it would be axiomatic to believe that few students would be attending high school.  However, “Hope springs eternal within the human breast.”  By the year 1932, there were two women who would not be denied.  Both were first-generation Americans of Italian immigrants.  Elda Mitchell and Virginia Saccamani approached Mr. A. D. White, their school principal, concerning high school.  Mr. White had demonstrated his compassion and willingness to lead his charges to the best education possible to achieve in eight years of schooling, in an impoverished school in a mining community. He seemed to be compelled to help students of this caliber to extend their education as far as they deemed necessary to achieve their goals in life.  An example of commitment to his belief of a thorough education, as told to me by Elda and Jenina Rotunda was his method of solving the problem of a teacher not making it to school on a given day.  If he was not able to teach that class, he would NOT dismiss the class.  He would assign a student from a higher class to take over for the absent teacher.  Mr. White generally chose Jenina.

Mr. White listened to Elda and Virginia state their concern about attending high school.  Virginia stated that she would need a high school education to fulfill her aspirations of a nursing career.  Both women sensed that Mr. White was not enthusiastic about discussing the topic of the bus fee.  He had been confronted on this issue too often, and at a meeting with some local people, he was subjected to a shrill harangue from a women on the injustice of the fee.  Mr. White gathered his papers, stuffed them into his briefcase, and left the room.  He tried to make it clear that a resolution of the problem was beyond his administrative authority, and they would have to resolve the issue with their families.

Elda’s father died from cancer about this time, and Virginia’s parents were both ailing.  Elda’s father, before his death, was able to convince his brother to assist Elda in her quest to attend high school, and he vowed he would.  Elda lived with her uncle’s family in Bulger while attending Burgettstown High School her freshmen year.


About this time in history, President Roosevelt’s administration made financial assistance available to citizens that were willing to work; such as the WPA, CCC, TVA, etc.  Elda and Virginia could qualify for assistance in order to attend high school.  These programs could allow the women to attend Avella High School, and Elda would be able to live with her mother and younger sister again in Penowa.

The two students would be at Avella High School together again in classes, and working at their daily chores.  Some of their work supervision was administered by the janitor, John Madeira, from Jefferson Bottoms in Penowa.  He previously worked at the Waverly Mine in the steam power house before the mine shut down its operation.


Elda and Virginia hauled ashes from the furnace, carried the waste baskets through the halls, emptying them each day, swept floors, and their most daunting challenge would be cleaning and reorganizing the library.  They encountered chaos.  There were piles of scattered books and manuscripts, many of which were covered with dust and cobwebs, and in need of attention.  It was a deplorable state of disarray, but they preserved; satisfying the staff and their own love of books.


Ultimately, Virginia became a registered nurse in Pittsburgh, and Elda was able to secure a good job at the Armstrong Cork Company in Pittsburgh.  The job was awarded to her for having scored well on a competitive examination to determine the applicant’s ability to assist the engineers in their precise examination of shell casings for weapons in the war effort of WWII.  Kudos for Mr. White and teachers at Turney School.

Walter Rencheck was one of the few male students from Penowa to graduate from Avella High School at the time when a fee was required for bus fare.  Walter had two older brothers, and a younger one, none of whom attended high school.  Walter was determined to attend high school and committed himself to delivering the Pittsburgh Press and the Sun-Telegraph.  He did this seven days a week for several years.  Walter was one of a very few that lived in Penowa from childhood until marriage and a family.  He eventually moved his family to Slovan.

The demise of the bus fee came about when Mary Yurosko’s younger sister, Irene, was able to attend Avella High School in 1943.


Mary eventually took high school courses while working in offices of The Kipplinger Report, but it was not a satisfying substitute for going to high school as a teenager.
