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It will soon have been fiftyyears since that day in May 1962 when a municipal 
cleanup project in Centralia, Pennsylvania, went horriblywrong and resulted 
in a fire that spread into a labyrinth of abandoned anthracite coal mines and 
sealed the town's fate. I have been on this story for more than three decades 
and find it as compelling today as I did the evening of November 1, 1976, 
when Tony Gaughan stood up at a meeting of Centralia Council and began 
a harangue about a fire burning underground near his house.
The world seems never to tire of the Centralia story. Every year I am 
interviewed by someone about this strange and terrible fire. Journalists 
come from Germany, the Russian Federation, Switzerland, Japan, and, of 
course, America, eager to hear what went so horribly wrong in Centralia 
and why. And these people ... why do they stay? Isn't it dangerous? I explain 
that the ten to twelve remaining Centralia residents, the last of the thousand 
who lived here in 1980, have different reasons for staying. For some it is 
old age, for others pure obstinacy. They are the diehards of the diehards. As 
for the danger, I point to the one remaining house in the heart of the mine 
fire impact zone and say I would not want to live there. Nor would I feel 
particularly safe in a house down the hill from where we stand, supported by 
the brick buttresses that were a distinctive feature of the Centralia relocation. 
I say that the other ones, farther away, are safe for now. The fire has moved 
under blocks where hundreds of people lived before the relocation, and has 
stayed on a westerly course. For now.
We journalists no longer have this story to ourselves. Since my book, 
originally titled Unseen Danger, was first published in 1986, no less than 
seven novels, five plays, three feature films, and two comic books have 
incorporated the Centralia mine fire in one way or another into their stories. 
Among the novels, my favorites are The Planets and The Constellations, by 
Jennifer Finney Boylan, whom I first met in her past life as James; Tawni 
O'Dell's Coal Run; and Lisa Scottoline's Dirty Blonde. I thoroughly enjoyed 
the Pittsburgh-based Squonk Opera's wild and raucous rock opera, Inferno. 
Of the feature films, Silent Hill (2006) is my favorite. Based on a series of 
Japanese video games, it is about an abandoned town above a mine fire (albeit 
one populated by monsters and demons). The screenwriter, Roger Avary, 
has acknowledged being influenced by the Centralia story. The number of 
people who come to Centralia because of Silent Hill is astonishing.
I wish to thank Globe Pequot Press and their acquisitions editor Erin 
Turner for agreeing to put out a new edition of an old book. Bill Klink, the now-retired executive director of the Columbia County Housing and 
Redevelopment Authority, was candid and helpful during our interviews 
about the Centralia relocation. So was Jack Carling, who planned the 
relocation for the Pennsylvania Department of Community Affairs and 
watched over it for many years. Jacqueline Allen, the open-records officer 
for the Department of Community and Economic Development, successor 
to DCA, plowed through dozens of boxes of documents inherited from 
Bill Klink and his staff looking for specific files I needed. Through a 
chance meeting she had with her old friend Anne Brennan Kalinoski at 
a supermarket near Mount Carmel, I learned that the Brennan family was 
willing to open up the papers of their late father to me. Robert Brennan 
was an engineer for the U.S. Bureau of Mines and U.S. Office of Surface 
Mining and a critical figure in the Centralia story (he was also the estranged 
brother of Tom Brennan, my editor at the News-Item in Shamokin). I spent 
a productive morning in the attic office of Robert Brennan's former home 
with Anne, an old friend from the Hardshell Bar during my Shamokin days, 
and her brother Michael. Robert Brennan was the sort of public servant 
whom citizens admire but bosses find annoying. In the fall of 1982, he 
insisted on telling the public the unvarnished truth: that the Centralia mine 
fire had broken through an underground barrier installed in the late 1960s 
and was moving quickly toward homes. This did not endear him to elected 
officials or Washington bureaucrats struggling to avoid getting stuck with 
the tab for a project to stop the Centralia mine fire. But it was the truth, and 
Brennan survived the storm.


I need also to thank David R. Philbin of the U.S. Office of Surface 
Mining in Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania, who located documents and 
photographs I needed for this new edition ofmybook, and Tim Altares of the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection, who, following the 
mandate of a new state open-records law, made many Centralia documents 
available to me that I had never seen before. I was somewhat amused to find 
a document relating to my last attempt to search their archives, in 1982 when 
I was writing the original book and the old law was in effect. The document 
was a checklist of what I could see and what I couldn't. Everything in the 
latter category was made available to me this time around.
I need to mention two Toms: Dempsey and Larkin. Tom Dempsey 
is the retired postmaster of Centralia, when it still had a post office, and is 
the unofficial historian for a town that now exists mainly in memory. He 
keeps Centralia alive online, putting much of his knowledge and energy 
into the Cent-Cony newsgroup on Yahoo. He was nearly always able to 
answer my questions about people and events in Centralia past. I hope he eventually succeeds in getting a historical marker for Centralia, which the 
Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission recently rejected. Tom 
Larkin, the former president of Concerned Citizens Action Group Against 
the Centralia Mine Fire, sat for an interview despite his ill health. We talked 
for a couple of hours at Grace Tavern down the street from his apartment 
in Philadelphia, snacked on Cajun green beans, and relived the past. He has 
much to be proud of for his efforts, as do Joan Girolami and the others who 
were active in Concerned Citizens, to help their suffering fellow Centralians 
escape the mine fire.


Finally I must thank my wife, Lisa Brittingham, for being my biggest 
supporter. My daughters, Elizabeth and Lydia DeKok, are occasionally 
amused by the journalists who troop to our living room in Harrisburg's 
Shipoke neighborhood to interview me about Centralia, especially the 
Japanese television crew that put me through my paces. When the tape 
arrived and I was dubbed into Japanese, they thought it was among the 
funniest things they had ever seen.
Centralia itself is not a funny story. It is profoundly sad and tragic, but 
even that kind of story has its humorous moments. Just not many, as you 
will see.
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AML Fund: Abandoned Mine Lands Fund (federal)
ARC: Appalachian Regional Commission (federal)
ARDA: Appalachian Regional Development Act (federal)
CCHD: Centralia Committee for Human Development (local citizen 
group)
CHA: Centralia Homeowners Association (local citizen group)
CHD: Campaign for Human Development (Catholic Church)
DCA: Department of Community Affairs (state)
DER: Department of Environmental Resources (state)
DMMI: Department of Mines and Mineral Industries (state)
EPA: Environmental Protection Agency (federal)
FEMA: Federal Emergency Management Agency (federal)
OSHA: Occupational Safety and Health Administration (federal)
OSM: U.S. Office of Surface Mining (federal; Department of the Interior)
PEMA: Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency (state)
PennDOT: Pennsylvania Department of Transportation (state)
USBM: U.S. Bureau of Mines (federal)
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[image: ]OMETHING WAS WRONG AT THE CODDINGTON HOME. AN AMBULANCE 
had raced up Locust Avenue and pulled in at John Coddington's former 
gas station, where he and his family still had a small store and lived in the 
upstairs apartment. His neighbors feared the worst, knowing the Coddington 
home had more poison gas from the mine fire than most in Centralia.
People hurried outside and gathered in the cold near the ambulance. 
They could smell the sulfurous fumes venting from the tall pipe off to one 
side of the station. Had the carbon monoxide that crept into their homes 
from the fire in the old coal mines of Centralia finally claimed a life? 
It was an article of faith in this Pennsylvania village that neither the U.S. 
Department of the Interior, now headed by Secretary James G. Watt, nor 
their own governor Dick Thornburgh would do anything to stop the fire 
until it claimed a life. Such cynicism was born of too many years of watching 
the local, state, and federal governments vacillate over how to deal with the 
fire. Now it had become a raging monster that threatened to destroy their 
community.
The ambulance attendants emerged from the building carrying a 
stretcher. On it was John Coddington, the sixty-two-year-old former mayor 
of Centralia, followed by his wife Isabelle, and son Joe. He had five children 
in all, but Anne lived in Virginia, Mary a few miles away outside of Ashland, 
John Jr. in Harrisburg, the state capital, and Colleen was away at Penn State. 
Coddington had become something of a spokesman for those residents of 
Centralia who lived day-to-day with the very real dangers of the mine fire. 
Not every family in Centralia was affected by the fire, but it was a nightmare 
for those who were. He had been overcome by the gases but was still alive, 
albeit delirious. The attendants lifted the stretcher into the ambulance, 
closed the door, and drove away. It was March 19, 1981.
Centralia had just under a thousand residents in 1981, the year its mine 
fire came to national as well as international attention. It was an isolated 
village, straddling a high, narrow valley in the Appalachian Mountains of 
east-central Pennsylvania, at the southern tip of Columbia County. It was 
part of what is called the Anthracite Region, after the hard, shiny, high-BTU coal that is mined in that region and almost nowhere else in the United States. 
Philadelphia was 125 miles to the southeast of Centralia, New York City 190 
miles to the east, and Pittsburgh 230 miles to the southwest. Beneath the 
village was a labyrinth of abandoned tunnels where miners had dug coal 
for over a century to fuel the boilers of industry and heat the homes of the 
eastern United States.


Once life in Centralia had been better, a legacy of the close social ties 
that result when people share a common hardship and danger like coal 
mining. It was never Brigadoon-there were mild tensions between the 
major ethnic groups in the town, especially before World War II, and crime 
was not unknown. But by the late 1950s, Centralia had much of the trust, 
innocence, and friendliness that people associate with the best of smalltown life. Two events in the early 1960s laid waste to all of that. First, in the 
summer of 1961, came the abduction, sexual assault, and murder of thirteenyear-old Jane Benfield of Centralia by Frank Earl Senk, a traveling magazine 
salesman and sexual predator, of which more will be said later. The second 
was the mine fire, which ignited in 1962 and gradually tore Centralia apart. 
Like the victims of the toxic waste tragedies at Love Canal, New York, and 
Times Beach, Missouri, the people of Centralia learned to cope as best they 
could with illness and the threat of death. They faced the possible loss of 
home and community, of all they had worked and saved for. As a final blow, 
they faced official indifference and even hostility to their plight. When the 
people of Centralia finally rebelled, it was too late to save their community. 
They had no desire to leave Centralia, but by 1981 it was increasingly clear 
that many of them, if not all, would have to go. The events of March 19 
drove home how far the situation had deteriorated after so many years of 
government bungling and neglect.
John Coddington was born in Centralia and went to work in the mines 
the evening he graduated from high school. He didn't work there very long, 
but it was long enough to give him a moderate amount of anthrasilicosis 
in his respiratory system. The disease is better known as black lung, the 
plague of coal miners everywhere. It would make Coddington much more 
susceptible to ill effects from the mine fire gases forty years later.
His first gas station was located a quarter mile south of where it 
would be in 1981. In the late 1950s, when the state changed the course of 
Route 61, the main highway through Centralia, Coddington moved his 
station to South Locust Avenue. It was a fateful act; beneath the new site 
was a mine gangway that one day would lead directly to the heart of the mine fire.'   The gangway would allow carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, and oxygen-deficient atmosphere produced by the mine fire easy access to Coddington's home and those of his neighbors through cracks in the rock and the foundations of their houses.


By 1981, daily life for the Coddingtons and several other families had 
assumed a horrible routine of visits by the state gas inspectors, clanging gas 
alarms that only seemed to sound in the middle of the night, extraordinary 
drowsiness, nausea and headaches caused by the gases, and anxiety. Yet they 
tried to maintain their lives in as ordinary a fashion as possible. To a visitor, 
the only sign that something was wrong might be the electronic carbon 
monoxide monitor, ticking softly and rhythmically, printing out a continuous 
paper tape, often sitting in the living room next to the television set or piano. 
Gas inspectors Edward Narcavage, Wayne Readly, and Jeff Stanchek, who 
worked for the Department of Environmental Resources, had the task of 
making certain that none of the residents of the mine-fire impact zone-the 
part of Centralia most affected by the mine fire-died from the gases. That 
morning they arrived at the Coddington home around nine. It was the first 
stop on their rounds, which included fifteen houses or apartments and St. 
Ignatius Elementary School. In some homes they checked the air at one 
location, but at the Coddingtons and others they did several tests. Although 
the Coddington readings were not at the danger level that morning-they 
would have been considered extraordinary in any normal community-the 
inspectors and families knew that safe gas levels could become fatal five 
minutes later. The gases were that unpredictable.
Chief inspector Narcavage was especially worried that day about the 
backfilling, three days earlier, of a deep, steaming hole across the street 
from the Coddingtons where a neighbor boy, Todd Domboski, twelve, 
had almost died on Valentine's Day. The hole was caused by a subsidence, 
when the earth and rock above a mine chamber suddenly collapses. This 
can create a deep hole reaching all the way to the surface or barely ripple 
the ground, depending on subsurface conditions. A mine fire can trigger 
a subsidence by causing a mine roof to expand, then contract and crack. 
Narcavage feared the gases that had vented from the hole would now enter 
nearby homes. The subsidence had been backfilled on March 16, and a day 
later the Coddingtons had a serious gas incident. The monitor showed one 
hundred parts per million, the highest possible reading on the dial, and the tape showed the gas lingered for forty-two minutes. It was an unusually long 
event, particularly considering that the family had opened all the windows 
in the house as soon as the alarm sounded.


Joe Coddington had sent a pleading letter to Governor Dick 
Thornburgh on February 16, two days after young Todd dropped into the 
subsidence. He told Thornburgh the carbon monoxide alarm in their house 
was sounding constantly now, and he woke up every morning with a splitting 
headache from the mine-fire gas. "When are you going to help us?" he asked 
the governor. "Don't wait until somebody dies. Help us now!"
That day in Harrisburg the technical operations subcommittee of the 
Centralia Mine Fire Advisory Group was reporting its conclusion that the 
only way to attack the Centralia mine fire and be certain of success was to 
totally excavate it. In layman's terms that meant digging more than 140 acres 
of burning coal out of the ground.
Subcommittee chairman David Simpson, chief of the U.S. Bureau 
of Mines field office in Wilkes-Barre, acknowledged there were severe 
drawbacks to the plan. It would cost an estimated $87 million, result in 
demolition of about 109 homes and other structures in a community 
that had only about five hundred, force relocation of both Route 61, the 
main road through Centralia, and a major natural gas pipeline, and greatly 
worsen the quality of life in what was left of the town. Eight to ten years of 
blasting, dust, truck traffic, and noxious gas odors would not be pleasant. 
The southern half of Centralia would become a gaping pit as deep as four 
hundred feet, at least for several years. But no one could think of a project 
that was cheaper, less damaging, and still had a reasonable chance of solving 
the mine fire problem once and for all.
When Narcavage returned home to Mount Carmel that evening, the 
TV weather forecaster was calling for a very cold night with high relative 
humidity of 85 percent. Narcavage wondered aloud to his wife if that would 
mean a lot of gas alarms. High humidity held the gases closer to the ground 
and increased their concentration in the houses. When a gas alarm sounded 
after 4 p.m., which was quitting time for the three inspectors, the families 
were supposed to call one of the regular DER mine inspectors. But they 
often called Narcavage, and he never failed to respond. His supervisor had 
complained that he was running up too much overtime and had ordered 
Narcavage a few days before not to respond to anymore night gas alarms. He 
was to tell anyone who called to contact one of the approved inspectors on 
the list. The problem was that the other inspectors were often hard to reach.
Kathy and Bob Gadinski had purchased their large house on South 
Locust Avenue in the summer of 1978. It was on an opposite corner from the Coddingtons and directly across the street from Tony Andrade's house. 
They knew about the mine fire when they moved in, but none of their 
neighbors had a mine fire gas problem at that time. A Bureau ofMines official 
assured them the mine fire would never reach their house "in ninety-nine 
years." Now the Gadinskis had a mine fire gas problem, although they didn't 
believe it was as bad as at the Coddingtons or Andrades. Bob Gadinski, a 
high school earth science teacher, called their home "a live-in earth science 
laboratory."


On March 19, 1981, as they were watching the six o'clock news, Kathy Gadinski felt unusually tired and sleepy. She asked her husband when they were going to get their gas monitor back. The Gadinskis had given theirs to the Andrades, whose own monitor kept breaking down.
They considered the gas problem at the Andrade house to be much worse than their own and felt it wasn't right to hold onto their good monitor while the Andrades fretted over their defective one. They had now been without a monitor for seventeen days. Bob Gadinski was feeling quite tired, too. Their conversation slowed and dropped off to nothing. Before many minutes had passed, they fell into a heavy, dreamless sleep that meant carbon monoxide had entered the home and was affecting them.
John, Isabelle, and Joe Coddington dined out that evening, returning home shortly before 7 p.m. They noticed a heaviness in the air when they stepped into the apartment. A faint odor of sulfur was present. After fortyfive minutes of watching television, Isabelle Coddington noticed that her husband had dozed off. This was not unusual anymore. Coddington had told a group of state legislators who had visited Centralia the previous week that the mine fire was the best cure for insomnia ever invented. Dr. Joseph Weber, an Ashland internal medicine specialist who treated Coddington that night,'   would tell him extraordinary drowsiness is an early symptom of oxygen deprivation. It was common in many of the homes affected by the mine fire.
Coddington struggled to stay awake. At 9 p.m. Joe told him he should go to bed, that it made little sense to sleep sitting up on the couch. His father agreed and walked off slowly to the master bedroom. Mrs. Coddington and her son were becoming drowsy, too, and she finally got up and opened several windows, shutting off the furnace to conserve oil. It was bitterly cold outside, about fifteen degrees, but there was no wind. They were used to 
this by now, but the cold was nonetheless unpleasant. The high humidity 
that night prevented the mine fire gases from dispersing, and a pocket of 
oxygen-deficient air formed in the bedroom where John Coddington slept. 
When he shut the door, there was even less chance of proper ventilation. A 
healthier person might have coped, but Coddington's diseased lungs made 
him more vulnerable to the low oxygen, Dr. Weber said. With his reduced 
lung capacity, he could not extract enough oxygen for his body from the bad 
air in the room.


At about 9:45 p.m. Coddington awoke confused and gasping for 
breath. He sat up and tried to get out of bed but lost consciousness and 
hit the floor with a sickening thud. Horrified, Isabelle Coddington and Joe 
ran to the bedroom, where they tried unsuccessfully to rouse him. She was 
afraid her husband had suffered a heart attack, and told Joe to call Centralia 
Ambulance. It did not immediately occur to her that the mine-fire gases might 
be to blame. Joe first called Kathy Gadinski, a physical therapist, believing 
she might have some idea of what to do if his father indeed was having a 
heart attack. The call woke the Gadinskis from their gaseous slumber, and 
they came over. Joe then called Peter Wysochansky, one of the ambulance 
drivers, told him what happened, and asked him to bring the ambulance 
up to the house. Wysochansky, who arrived with Roy Kroh and Raymond 
Reilley, assumed Coddington had become the first serious casualty of the 
mine-fire gases. He asked Mrs. Coddington if they had had a gas alarm. "No, 
no, we didn't;' she said. "Well, I'm not sure." She was confused. Gadinski 
checked the oxygen meter in the living room. He pushed the button on 
the gauge and it showed the oxygen level in the room was 18 percent. He 
wondered why the alarm had not sounded. It was supposed to sound if the 
oxygen level dropped below 19.5 percent.
Coddington opened his eyes as the men lifted him onto the stretcher, 
but he was not really seeing any of them. Suddenly he sat up on the stretcher, 
waving his arms. Unable to quiet him, they finally strapped him down. 
Before leaving the apartment, Mrs. Coddington called Narcavage, as she or 
her husband always did when the alarm sounded. She would not feel safe 
returning to the apartment until he had checked the gas levels and assured 
her everything was again all right. Narcavage was stunned. His first impulse 
was to rush over to the Coddington home, but he had explicit instructions 
from his supervisor not to do this. He told her she would have to call one 
of the approved night inspectors. Mrs. Coddington thanked him and hung 
up. It was time to go to the hospital, and she didn't have time to call anyone 
else.


About that moment, the oxygen monitor began to buzz in Terry 
Burge's house trailer, located about 150 feet behind Coddington's station. 
He got up, shut it off, and opened the windows, a routine procedure by now 
for this taciturn, unflappable state employee. He saw the flashing red light of 
the ambulance at Coddingtons and hurried over to investigate.
Reilley and Kroh climbed in the ambulance with Coddington; 
Wysochansky closed the door behind them. As he drove onto Route 61, he 
radioed the hospital that he was bringing in a male patient from the mine 
fire impact zone in Centralia, a possible victim of low oxygen and carbon 
monoxide. Kroh and Reilley gave Coddington three liters of oxygen during 
the ten-minute ride to the hospital. It was not an easy task; he fought the 
mask and tried to squirm out from under it. At the hospital the emergency 
room team hooked Coddington to oxygen and a heart monitor, which 
indicated he hadn't suffered a heart attack. Gadinski, meanwhile, had gone 
to call another gas inspector after being informed by Isabelle Coddington 
that Narcavage could not come. The other inspector was not home, so 
Gadinski left a message. He decided to give Narcavage another call and was 
glad he did. After Mrs. Coddington's call Narcavage's wife and daughter 
pleaded with him to go help the Coddingtons. When Gadinski called, it was 
all he needed to make up his mind. He dressed, gathered his equipment, and 
arrived at the Coddington home at 10:30 p.m.
Oxygen and time were having a salutary effect on John Coddington. 
About thirty minutes after he was wheeled inside the hospital, he opened 
his eyes, this time with life in them, and blurted out, "Pete? What are you 
doing here?" Wysochansky told him it appeared he had been overcome by 
mine fire gases in his home. Dr. Weber was familiar with the mine fire from 
newspaper accounts and from conversations with Isabelle Coddington, his 
patient. He knew Coddington's symptoms were similar to those of a person 
suffering a stroke, but he also knew oxygen deprivation could produce such 
symptoms. Coddington did not exhibit any of the specific signs of a stroke, 
such as partial paralysis, but persons sometimes exhibit total confusion and 
thrash about when a stroke is beginning. Paralysis came later. The problem 
was that confusion, convulsions, and unconsciousness were just as likely to 
be symptoms of oxygen deprivation. The more Weber thought about it, the 
less likely it seemed Coddington had suffered a stroke. He was no longer 
confused, he was not developing paralysis, and he certainly did live in an 
environment of oxygen deprivation. The diagnosis was bolstered by the 
results of a blood gas test, which showed a moderate decrease in the amount 
of oxygen in Coddington's blood, even after Coddington had received several liters of oxygen in the ambulance and at the hospital. After sending 
Coddington to intensive care, Weber cautioned Mrs. Coddington and her 
son not to stay at the apartment that night. She readily agreed; they would 
stay at her daughter's home near Ashland, two miles away.


Narcavage was on his way upstairs to the Coddington apartment when 
TerryBurge caught up with him. Burge's carbon monoxide alarm had sounded 
at 11 p.m., and under the circumstances the Burges were very concerned. 
Narcavage could hear the oxygen alarm buzzing upstairs in the Coddington 
apartment, but the Burge alarm took priority. The carbon monoxide had 
dissipated by the time he reached the trailer, but the monitor showed there 
had been forty parts per million at the time of the alarm. Narcavage waited at 
the Andrade house across the street until the Coddingtons returned around 
12:30 a.m. to pick up some clothes. Before they entered the apartment, he 
ran the gas tests. There was no carbon monoxide, but carbon dioxide was at 
0.5 percent and oxygen at 19.5 percent-a full percentage point less than 
when they checked it that morning. And this was after the windows had 
been open for three hours. "You're luckyJohn fell off the bed," he told them. 
"If he hadn't, and you'd just gone to bed, I don't think any of you would have 
woken up again."
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[image: ]IRES DO NOT SPREAD VERY QUICKLY OR VERY FAR UNDERGROUND unless man has created passageways the fire can follow. The mine fire that felled John Coddington would not have existed but for the vast network of abandoned anthracite coal mine tunnels under Centralia, which allowed the fire to move and fed it the air it needed. Much digging can be accomplished in a century; on mine maps, the subterranean world beneath Centralia resembles a huge beehive or house of cards.
Once Centralia had been a pristine wilderness, of course, but it is difficult to find any trace of that wilderness today. Even before the mine fire ignited, Centralia was surrounded by a badlands of old strip mine pits and waste coal piles coming right to the edge of town. This was a vile area where the mine fire had its genesis and people went to die, by their own hand or others. In so many ways, these badlands were a place of death and sadness for Centralia. There are still patches of forest, but they grow on waste piles. Scratch the surface or look around and you will find evidence that miners were here long before you. They tortured the earth on behalf of the wealthy mine owners in Philadelphia and New York for more than a century. Perhaps it was inevitable that Centralia's destruction would come out of this evil place.
The first Centralia miners were Welsh, English, and German. Not long after came a mass of desperate emigrants from Ireland, mostly strangers to the terrors of mining,'   but needed in the mines nonetheless. They fled the memory of the potato famine and wanted only food, at first. Later, joined by Polish, Lithuanian, Russian, and Ukrainian emigrants, they demanded more than simple existence in return for the wealth they created for the coal companies and the nation at large.
The Centralia valley was part of the vast wilderness of northeastern Pennsylvania, much of which native tribes sold to Pennsylvania colonial agents in 1749 for 500 pounds. Colonial settlers explored at least part of the 
Centralia valley in 1770 while surveying and building the Reading Road, 
which linked Reading, fifty-four miles south of the valley, with Fort Augusta, 
a frontier outpost thirty-one miles to the northwest along the Susquehanna 
River at the site of present-day Sunbury. Much of the trail later became 
Route 61. It is likely the road builders saw evidence of the valley's anthracite 
coal riches as they hacked their way over Locust Mountain to what would 
become Centralia eighty four years later.


The eastern third of the Centralia valley was joined to Robert Morris's 
wilderness empire in 1793. Morris, a Revolutionary War hero and signer of 
the Declaration of Independence, acquired most of western New York, large 
tracts of Pennsylvania, and the future site of Washington, D.C., before going 
bankrupt in 1798. His Centralia lands passed to the Bank ofthe United States 
while he suffered in the squalor of Philadelphia debtors' prison for three and 
a half years. Morris earned nothing from the Centralia valley. He would be 
one of the few owners who did not. Stephen Girard, a former French sea 
captain turned Philadelphia banker, purchased Morris's Centralia lands and 
sixty-eight tracts farther east at an auction in Philadelphia in 1830. Girard 
had heard rumors of a fortune in anthracite coal buried in the mountains 
of central Pennsylvania, and he spent $30,000 to acquire the lands on the 
chance it was true. His surveyors found the coal fortune that rumor foretold. 
One of them wrote home:
I have run lines where no human being ever trod, over mountains as 
steep-nay, steeper than the roof of any house ... embodied in which 
must be immense quantities of coal. At one place in the vicinity of the 
first encampment, Mr. Allen had a vein opened to ascertain the quality 
as well as the extent. The coal turned out to be of an excellent quality, 
the vein uncommonly extensive, running directly into a high mountain, 
apparently inexhaustible.
The anthracite coal rush was on. Despite its apparent riches, however, 
the Centralia valley was ignored by the coal companies until 1854, when the 
arrival of the Mine Run Railroad at the village of Big Mine Run about one 
mile southwest of present-day Centralia made it possible to transport coal 
out of the valley. Centralia's own coal rush then began in earnest. Mining 
camps were hacked out of the forest, and mining companies moved quickly 
to exploit the black riches of the valley.


The master architect of Centralia's coal rush was Alexander Rea, a 
mining engineer for the Locust Mountain Coal and Iron Company, which 
had owned a large portion of the valley since 1842. Rea went to Centralia, 
built a house, summoned his family, and drew up plans for a village. Nearly 
all deeds in Centralia showed Locust Mountain Coal and Iron Company 
as the original property owner. As for the name, the locale had been called 
Bull's Head, after a tavern erected in 1832, and later Centreville. There was 
another Centreville in Schuylkill County, however, and the Post Office 
would not allow a second, so Rea named his village Centralia. It would be, 
he hoped, a center of commerce.
Two mines opened in Centralia in 1856: the Locust Run and the 
Coal Ridge. The Hazeldell Colliery followed in 1860, the Centralia in 1862, 
and the Continental, located on Girard Estate land, in 1863. The Lehigh 
and Mahanoy Railroad, a branch of the Lehigh Valley Railroad, reached 
Centralia in 1865, allowing Centralia coal easy access to eastern markets. 
The town reached its maximum population of 2,761 in 1890, according to 
federal census records.
Rea did not live to see all the success that might have been his. He 
was ambushed and murdered in October 1868 while driving his buggy 
along the road between Centralia and Mount Carmel. He was perhaps the 
most celebrated victim of the Mollie Maguires, an Irish-American terrorist 
organization that committed murder and arson in the name of protecting 
Irish miners from their Anglo-American overlords.
The Irish in Centralia escaped the potato famine but little else. In 
many ways they were still subject to the hated English. English and Welsh 
miners saw the Irish as a threat to their hold on the better-paying jobs in 
the mines. They remembered how the mine owners in Northumberland 
and Durham Counties in England had used unskilled Irish to break a 
strike. Mine superintendents and foremen were almost without exception 
English or Welsh. Some despised the Irish for their Roman Catholicism and 
unabstemious way of life.
The oppression was real, both economically and socially, but 
disinterested historians have judged the Mollie Maguires less protectors 
of the Irish than criminals out to serve their own ends. Mollie Maguirism 
lasted from 1862 to 1877, when many of the alleged leaders were hanged. 
Their crimes, real and legendary, gave them a permanent place in the 
Anthracite Region's folklore. Descendants of the Mollies were said to still 
live in Centralia in the early 1980s.
One local legend says Father Daniel Ignatius McDermott (18441927), the first Roman Catholic priest in Centralia, placed a curse on the community for its support of the group after three Mollies gave him a 
beating in 1869 in retaliation for his denunciations of the organization. The 
priest prophesied, so the legend went, that a day would come when only 
St. Ignatius Roman Catholic Church would remain standing in Centralia. 
This tale was the subject of much discussion in the village in 1981, when the 
mine fire situation began to look particularly hopeless.


Centralia miners did not achieve any real measure of economic or 
social justice until the great United Mine Workers strike of 1902. John 
Mitchell, the able and charismatic young leader of the union, first led 
his 150,000 miners out on strike in 1900. The union won a modest wage 
increase that year, largelybecause Republican National Committee chairman 
Mark Hannah intervened to prevent the strike from damaging President 
William McKinley's reelection bid. In 1902 neither side was in a mood 
for compromise. The miners wanted more pay, better hours, and formal 
recognition of the union. The owners wanted the union smashed. George 
Baer, president of the Philadelphia and Reading Coal and Iron Company, 
which owned the Bast Colliery in Conyngham Township near Centralia, 
expressed the owners' attitude best: "The rights and interests of the laboring 
man will be protected and cared for, not by labor agitators, but by the 
Christian men to whom God in his infinite wisdom has given control of the 
property interests of the country, and upon the successful management of 
which much depends."
The strike began May 12, 1902. The tightly disciplined miners, aided 
by tactical and financial support from other unions, cut off most of the 
nation's anthracite coal. The East Coast was particularly hard hit, and when 
the strike continued into October, civil authorities began to worry that 
people would freeze to death. Public sentiment remained firmly with the 
strikers, however.
Nowhere was the strike more popular than among the Centralia 
miners. According to the Ashland Advocate of October 3, 1902, some 122 
striking Centralia miners surrounded a train carrying strikebreakers when 
it arrived at the Lehigh Valley Station in Centralia on October 1. The men 
on the train had been recruited by the Lehigh Valley Coal Company, which 
now owned all mines in Centralia and most in Conyngham Township as 
the successor to Locust Mountain Coal and Iron Company. The strikers 
ordered the men to "cease work under penalty of being harshly dealt 
with." The strikebreakers left, and the miners submitted to arrest quite 
peacefully.
The mine operators capitulated to pressure from New York banker 
J. P. Morgan and agreed to submit the strike issues to arbitration. The miners went back to work on October 23. President Theodore Roosevelt, who had 
been unable to end the strike, appointed a blue-ribbon commission to hear 
the arguments of both sides. It met through the winter of 1902-03, heard 
witnesses, including four miners from Centralia, and ruled in favor of the 
union on March 23, 1903. The UMWA received a 10 percent wage hike and 
a nine-hour day at ten hours' pay.


Centralia- and Ashland-area miners celebrated the victory April 1, 
1903, with a parade down Centre Street in Ashland. "It Was a Gala Day 
for Labor" trumpeted the Advocate, and indeed it was. The weather was 
beautiful, and flags fluttered above the crowd. Mounted horsemen passed, 
then carriages bearing local dignitaries, the American Band of Centralia 
miners, then more bands and more units of miners. Breaker boys wore 
their John Mitchell buttons, while their elders carried "suggestive banners." 
They believed they had won the greatest battle ever between labor and 
management.
Anthracite production reached its all-time peak in 1917, one hundred 
million tons, but declined with the entry of the United States into World War 
1. Scores of young men from Centralia volunteered, causing a mine labor 
shortage in the village. After the war there were strikes and more strikes 
in the industry, and the public, so supportive of the union in 1902, began 
to weary of the constant disruption of supply. By 1925, the year of the last 
great strike, fuel oil was cutting into the home-heating and industrial-boiler 
market. Anthracite production dropped from a postwar peak of 77.6 million 
tons in 1923 to 64.2 million tons in 1929 (in 2006, only 1.5 million tons 
were produced). The stock market crash that year forced Lehigh Valley Coal 
Company to close all five of its Centralia-area mines, throwing thousands of 
men out of work. The mines did not reopen for six years. Philadelphia and 
Reading's Bast Colliery stayed open until 1933, when an explosion of mine 
gas ignited an uncontrollable fire. After flooding the mine to extinguish the 
blaze, the company decided the sad state of the economy did not justify 
reopening it. Hundreds more lost their jobs.
To feed their families, some Centralia miners turned to bootleg mining 
in idle mines owned by the major companies. A limited market for coal still 
existed during the Great Depression, and bootleg miners could undercut 
prices charged by the established companies because their overhead was 
minimal. Those who owned the mines considered it thievery, and company 
detectives were known to shoot without asking questions if they found 
miners working an area illegally. Bootleg mining was sometimes even done 
from the cellars of Centralia homes.


One of the mining techniques used by the bootleg miners was known 
as "pillar robbing." Centralia mining companies, like most in the Anthracite 
Region, engaged in room-and-pillar mining. Rooms would be carved out 
of the sloping coal veins, and a certain number of pillars-solid sections of 
coal-would be left to help support the roof. A substantial amount of coal 
was left behind in pillars, and bootleg miners would sometimes work a mine 
from back to front, taking out the pillars, a practice known as "robbing back," 
as they went. Mine roofs often collapsed after the pillars were removed, 
partially filling the rooms with broken rock and timbers. This practice was 
used extensively in the Centralia area and would greatly complicate efforts 
to contain the mine fire.
Some miners returned to work in 1935, when Robert Birtley purchased 
the Centralia Collieryfrom Lehigh Valley. One ofhis subcontractors, Edward 
Whitney, strip-mined part of the old L. A. Riley Colliery, leaving a pit that 
came almost to the Odd Fellows Cemetery. The cemetery, operated by the 
Independent Order of Odd Fellows, a fraternal organization, lay about 350 
yards east of Centralia.
World War II restored additional mine jobs, but only temporarily. 
Fuel oil-cheap, easy to use, and requiring no ashes to be hauled out of the 
house-all but destroyed the anthracite market after the war. Centralia, with 
no means of support other than coal mining, and no new industry in sight, 
might well have become a ghost town. After enduring so much hardship and 
sorrow, however, the people of Centralia struggled to retain what was left 
and prepared for a post-coal future. Centralia Council acquired the rights 
to all coal beneath the village in 1950, the only community in Pennsylvania 
to take advantage of a 1949 state law allowing such purchases. Subsidence 
was a growing problem in the Anthracite Region, and mining engineers 
said further mining beneath Centralia, particularly pillar robbing, risked a 
catastrophe.
The 1950s were a peaceful, happy time in Centralia, perhaps the first 
and last the citizens would ever know. The town was in decline, true, and 
population had dropped by almost a third since the boom years of the 
nineteenth century. In the 1950 federal census, there were 1,986 residents, 
but by 1960 the number had dropped to 1,435. The wreckage of a century of 
mining was everywhere. Centralians lived out the decade, however, without 
the major calamities of previous years. They owned the coal beneath 
them and were no longer under the heavy hand of the Lehigh Valley Coal 
Company, the successor to Locust Mountain Coal and Iron. Centralia finally 
controlled its own destiny, or so it seemed.


It was the kind of small town where people really did look after each other, where everyone was related to everyone else. Life revolved around family and the church, be it Roman Catholic, Ukrainian Catholic, Russian Orthodox, or Methodist. People found jobs far away, often in Harrisburg, but preferred to commute rather than uproot themselves from Centralia.'   Ben Marsh, a professor of geography and environmental studies at Bucknell University, believes the hard and dangerous work in the mines forged social ties in Centralia and other Anthracite Region communities that were much stronger than those found in many places. Men needed each other to survive in the mines, and carried that over to the world outside. "You're talking about people literally right off the boat," he said. A tiny universe of experience. They have a highly impoverished view of the rest of the world, so they are highly dependent on who they know. It's a life built on a sense of social ties. You take that away and there's nothing:'
On their best days, they trusted each other, did kindnesses for each other, and considered strangers innocent until proven guilty. So it was not unusual that thirteen-year-old Jane Benfield, after returning from Mass at St. Ignatius Catholic Church the morning of July 11, 1961, would take a jar of homemade jelly from her parents' refrigerator, put it in a paper bag, and set out for the home of Eleanor Beddo. Mrs. Beddo had a blind daughter and everyone tried to help her. Nor was it surprising that when her smiling, handsome killer arrived, she trustingly got in his car to show him the way to an address he claimed not to be able to find.
Billy McGinley, riding by on his bicycle to mow Mrs. Beddo's lawn, saw Jane in her backyard that morning, playing with her dog. A neighbor, John C. Lagaz, who was pruning his roses, was pleased that she liked them and said she could have one on her way back from Mrs. Beddo's. Lagaz was the chief of police in Conyngham Township, which surrounds Centralia, but sensed no danger that day.
Jane walked on and someone else spotted her, perhaps intrigued that one of her forearms was in a cast and hung in a sling. Frank Earl Senk, twenty-nine, drove up beside her and laid on the charm. A girl who spoke to him earlier that day described him as "very good looking. He had blue eyes and wavy hair, and was dressed neatly."


Senk, who had grown up in western Pennsylvania, worked for the 
Civic Reading Club of Harrisburg, a magazine sales agency owned by the 
Curtis Publishing Company of Philadelphia. His young wife made cold calls 
from Harrisburg looking for people in small towns in the middle part of the 
state who might want to subscribe to Look magazine. Senk then drove to 
their homes and tried to close the deal.
But he had other reasons for prowling the small towns of Pennsylvania. 
Senk was a violent sexual predator with a taste for young girls. As he would 
tell the Pennsylvania State Police, he could not control himself when he saw 
them walking down the street. His criminal record dated back to his Navy 
days in Florida in the early 1950s, and police in Beaver County suspected 
he had abducted and murdered fifteen-year-old Becky Ann Triska in 1958. 
They even dug up his father's farm near Polk, looking for her body, but they 
never found it. In time they had to let him go.
Jane agreed to guide him to a house on North Street and climbed into 
his station wagon. At the corner of Locust Avenue and Centre Street, she 
even waved to some old men sitting on a bench. Senk never stopped at the 
house. He asked Jane where the Centralia kids went for fun. She told him 
they went swimming in the Lilly Pond, a water-filled stripping pit out in the 
badlands that surround Centralia, and guided him there. Not until he kissed 
her did she realize anything was wrong.
Many men and boys in Centralia joined the search for Jane that night. 
Senk drove back to Harrisburg and got a different car, then resumed his 
sales calls in nearby Mount Carmel. One of them was at the home of Robert 
Brennan, an engineer for the U.S. Bureau of Mines who, twenty-one years 
later, would be a critical figure in the Centralia mine fire story. "Did you hear 
they found that girl's body?" Senk asked Jeannie Brennan, Robert's wife. She 
hadn't, and felt a chill. He asked if her young daughter, Anne, could guide 
him to his next sales call, and she ordered him out of the house.
A search party that included Joe Scovack, Francis Goncalves, Donald 
Leiby, Frank Jurgill Sr., and others found Jane's body on a pile of strip mine 
waste near the Lilly Pond around 7 p.m. the evening of July 12, hours after 
he went to the Brennan home. Most of her clothing had been ripped off. 
Her head had been crushed with a rock, and there were choke marks on her 
neck. Monsignor William J. Burke was summoned from St. Ignatius Rectory 
to administer last rites.
Senk escaped and committed other sexual assaults, though not murders, 
after he killed Jane. He gradually became a suspect in her death. On a bitterly cold night the following January, a state trooper in Warren County spotted 
Senk making a call from a payphone along a lonely stretch of highway while 
his wife waited in the car. After questioning that probably would not have 
passed Constitutional muster a few years later, Senk confessed to killing 
Jane and showed detectives how and where he did it.


He went on trial March 28, 1962, in Bloomsburg, the county seat of Columbia County and about twenty miles north of Centralia. On April 6, Senk was sentenced to death in the electric chair.'  
A month later Centralia Council unintentionally set in motion the events leading to the mine fire that ultimately doomed Centralia. Senk had killed the town's innocence, and the mine fire did the rest.
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of Centralia Council. The actions agreed to that night seemed so 
innocent, but tragedies often begin with the best of intentions.
The councilmen might have realized later the outcry they would face 
if the truth became known. Memories were allowed to fade, or were altered 
over the years to provide a less damaging account of how the mine fire began. 
Some of the clues were always there in the council minutes written by John 
Koschoff Sr., the secretary. Until recently, the key to interpret the clues was 
missing.
The minutes for the May 7 meeting state that Councilman John May 
reminded the others Joseph Tighe, Robert Burge, Joseph Hannah, Patrick 
Shearn, Michael Jurgill, and Mayor George Winnick-that Memorial Day 
was approaching and suggested council tidy up the new Centralia landfill. 
No one needed to be reminded where the landfill was. One end of the long 
pit-the strip mine excavated by Edward Whitney in 1935-brushed the 
northeast corner of the Odd Fellows Cemetery.
Council had made the pit a landfill in early 1962. New state regulations 
required closing the old dump just west of St. Ignatius Cemetery, Burge says, 
and Council wanted a legal landfill to deter people from dumping in the eight 
unofficial dumps scattered around the Centralia area. Councilman Joseph 
Tighe, who handled landfill matters, had begun looking for a new site. An 
obvious choice was the abandoned strip mine pit near the cemetery. There 
was a good access road, and the pit was three hundred feet long, seventy-five 
feet wide, and fifty feet deep. Properly tended, it could serve Centralia for 
years. Tighe negotiated a lease with Lehigh Valley Coal Company, which 
owned the pit, and obtained the blessing of the cemetery trustees. The 
trustees disliked having a landfill so close to their burial ground, but people 
had dumped there illegally for years, and the trustees hoped regulated 
dumping in the pit would end the odor and rat problem and eventually fill 
in the pit itself.
Pennsylvania had enacted a law in 1956, Act 471, to regulate the use of 
strip mine pits as landfills, specifically because of their history in spawning 
damaging mine fires. Municipalities could use these pits to dump trash, but 
they had to apply for a permit and consent to inspection on a regular basis.


George Segaritus, the regional landfill inspector for the state 
Department of Mines and Mineral Industries, liked the pit near the Odd 
Fellows Cemetery but was concerned about several holes in the walls and 
floor of the pit. Pennsylvania strip mines often sliced through old deep 
mines, and this one was no exception. He told Tighe the holes would have 
to be filled with incombustible material. That way if there was a fire, it would 
not spread to nearby mines. Tighe arranged to have the holes filled; at the 
March 5 council meeting, he reported that "five more holes" had been 
sealed. Segaritus must have found the work acceptable, because he arranged 
for a state permit for the landfill. Council received permit No. WD-443-R on 
June 20 along with a cancellation notice for permit No. WD-309-R3, which 
had authorized the old dump behind St. Ignatius Cemetery. The new landfill 
was open Wednesday and Saturday, and Council had a worker there to make 
sure people did things properly.
The May 7 council minutes show no objections from any of the 
councilmen to May's proposal to clean up the landfill for Memorial Day. 
Who could object to that? Memorial Day was an important holiday in 
Centralia, for many of its men had fought in the nation's wars, from the Civil 
War on. Every year members of the American Legion in Centralia would 
form a color guard and march behind it from cemetery to cemetery, firing 
volleys to honor the dead. Families went to the cemeteries to tend the graves 
of their loved ones and to socialize with other families. It was important 
for the cemeteries to look good. This might seem like irrelevant, small-town 
history except for one thing: Centralia Council's method for cleaning up a 
dump was to set it on fire.
It does not say this in Secretary Koschoff's minutes, probably because 
state law prohibited dump fires. Francis Goncalves, in 1962 a member of 
Centralia Fire Company and president of Centralia Planning Commission, 
and later a member and president of Centralia Council, said it was common 
practice back then for the volunteer fire company, at the behest of Council, 
to set fire to the various dumps every spring. Firemen would stand by to 
extinguish the blaze after it served its purpose, which was to rid the dump 
of foul odors, rats, and excess papers, Goncalves said. "Every year, Holy 
Wednesday we used to call it, before Easter, we used to go and burn the 
dumps. We had nine of them in town. And we used to put them out the 
same night. Rinse them with the firetruck. Two or three loads on everyone. 
We used to disturb the stuff [refuse] and all," he said. This was the key to 
interpreting the council minutes.
From the meeting minutes ofJune 4, 1962, it is possible to reconstruct 
what happened on Sunday, May 27, the day chosen for cleaning the landfill. Council arranged to borrow a front-end loader for the day from a local 
strip mine operator. As the minutes state, "May 27, 1962, loader from 
Bill Farley cleaned up the dumpsite prior to the 30th." Five firemen had 
been informally hired by Council to put out the fire after the cleanup was 
completed. The minutes show that fire chief James Cleary Jr., assistant fire 
chief Thomas Krupinski, Charles Michael, Donald Leiby, and Mike Krolick 
each submitted a bill to Council for $6 "for fighting the fire in the landfill on 
May 27, 1962."


It was clearly a planned fire. Why else would members of a volunteer 
fire company be paid for fighting a fire? Far more firemen would have been 
present at a regular fire-particularly on a Sunday, when few were workingand none would have been paid. The plan was probably to use Farley's loader 
to scoop up trash and deposit it in a central pile before setting the pile on 
fire. If the landfill had been burning before the work crew arrived, it would 
have been pointless to bring a loader, which has rubber tires. A bulldozer, 
which has metal tread instead of tires, would have been needed.
Someone struck a match. As fire consumed the papers, black smoke 
rose. When most of the paper on the surface of the landfill was gone, the 
firemen poured water on it until they could no longer see flames. They left, 
believing the fire was out. Unfortunately, the fire had burned deeper into the 
many layers of garbage than anyone suspected. Inspector George Segaritus 
says dump fires have an uncanny knack for surviving the best attempts by 
firefighters to extinguish them. The fire smolders at the lower depths, he 
says, then flares up when the paper above is sufficiently dry.
Smoke and flames were visible again the evening of Tuesday, May 29, 
1962, when George Jones, president of the cemetery trustees, walked out 
to the cemetery to make sure the water tanks were filled for Memorial Day. 
Jones was dismayed to see smoke rising beyond the eastern fence of the 
graveyard. He opened the iron gate, walked to the edge of the pit, saw the 
fire, and returned to town to inform Tighe. The June 4 minutes say that after 
receiving Jones's complaint about the fire, Tighe and May "acted promptly 
to have the fire put out at the borough landfill."
Charles Michael remembers that he, Cleary, and Krupinski went to the 
landfill around 9 p.m. "the night before the 30th," hooked up several hoses 
to a hydrant on Locust Avenue, and ran water on the dump fire until almost 
2 a.m. Michael denies being at the dump on Sunday, May 27. He insists he 
did not return home from his job at U.S. Steel in Bristol, near Philadelphia, 
until May 29. The bill paid by Council would seem to indicate otherwise.
Cleary insists fires at the landfill and the other dumps were routine 
and frequent, although no other such fires are mentioned in the minutes for meetings that year. "Every Saturday there was a dump fire," he said. "We didn't think much of it." He implies the landfill was already on fire when members of the fire company-Cleary says he was away working that daywent to the pit. "Council asked us, on account of the 30th of May corning up, if we could put some water on it," he said. Would Council have left the fire burning-assuming there was a fire-if a holiday was not approaching?6  


Tighe told Council at the June 4 meeting, according to the minutes, that two fires had occurred at the landfill since the May 7 meeting. Yet the firemen submitted bills for only one. It is another clue that what happened that Sunday was out of the ordinary.
Tighe denied it was the practice of Council to have the dumps set afire, and denied specifically that the May 27 fire was set. He believed that what is today called the Centralia mine fire is actually a much older fire that once burned a few hundred feet west of the landfill, and which he said was partially excavated years ago. He did not recall when this was, but held an almost desperate belief that this old mine fire set the landfill on fire on May 27, 1962.
He was not the only one to hold this theory, or a variation of it. Some, like Cleary and Robert Burge, believe the old Bast Colliery fire of 1932, started by an explosion and which legend said was never fully extinguished, reached the landfill area in 1962. They believe the dump fire was unrelated to the Centralia mine fire.
One who disagrees with that theory is Frank Jurgill Sr., who says he operated a bootleg mine with his brother in the vicinity of the landfill between 1960 and 1962. They walked through many of the tunnels that later caught fire, Jurgill says. "If it would have started down at the Bast Colliery or somewhere else, when we had a coal hole [mine] there, we would have had to be in it," he said. The gases would have killed them. Tighe said Jurgill told him the same story. It did not shake his belief that the old mine fire ignited the garbage in the pit.
It remained for Joseph Scovack, another member of Centralia Fire Company in 1962, to confirm that the fire company did set fire to the landfill that spring. Scovack, who is the brother-in-law of Donald Leiby, one of the five firemen present on May 27, 1962,'   says he just can't believe it was that fire that spread to the mines, judging by how deep in the garbage it was little 
more than a week later. "Now, maybe it traveled that fast, but it just doesn't 
seem possible," Scovack said.


Perhaps there is no way to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that the fire of May 27, 1962, became the Centralia mine fire, but the weight of the evidence strongly supports that conclusion, and the author has no doubt. None of this has been told before, and given the awful consequences of that day, it is not hard to imagine why.   8
The fire in the landfill proved maddeningly stubborn. It flared up the week after the June 4 meeting, and once again Centralia Fire Company hooked up the hoses. About a week later Council rented a bulldozer for the fire company to use in trying to put out the burning garbage. Charles Kasenych, one of the bulldozer operators, found the pit work highly unpleasant. The stench was horrible, and the fumes made his head spin. Kasenych stirred up the garbage so the firemen, among them Joseph Scovack, could douse lower layers with water. Sometimes, he recalls, he would push aside some garbage and the flames would leap up.
After a few days the firemen made an astonishing discovery. There was a hole almost fifteen feet long and several feet high at the base of the north wall of the pit near the cemetery. It had been concealed beneath the garbage and dirt and was not filled with incombustible material. The hole led into the labyrinth of old mines and is more than likely the avenue by which the landfill fire spread into the coal mines. Council had failed to find and close the one hole that the fire needed.
Tighe said he had no idea the hole was there, and suggests it might have been created by the old mine fire burning up from below. Segaritus, on the other hand, hints he knew it was there. "There were holes," he said, "but 
you couldn't see how far the coal came up.... You couldn't see the coal."


Elmer Wills, a Centralia resident, wrote a letter to state Secretary 
of Mines Lewis E. Evans in late June 1962, informing him of the landfill 
fire. Evans sent a letter to Segaritus on June 28 directing him to investigate. 
Segaritus, however, had gone on vacation. His superior, Deputy Secretary 
of Mines James J. Shober Sr., opened the letter and wrote back to Evans 
on July 6, telling him that a telephone caller had already brought the fire 
to his attention. "After receiving the telephone call, I contacted the field 
investigator," Shober wrote. "He informed me that he was aware of the 
condition and had contacted the authorities of Centralia. The council hired 
a bulldozer to push the refuse around, and wet it down [the refuse] with a 
fire hose. Before Mr. Segaritus went on vacation, he notified me the fire was 
extinguished."
It was not, unfortunately. The garbage began to smolder once again, 
and foul odors drifted into St. Ignatius Church, prompting a complaint to 
Council from Monsignor William J. Burke that was reported at the July 2 
meeting. Councilmen Patrick Shearn and Michael Jurgill resigned at the 
meeting. Shearn quit for health reasons, but no reason was cited for Jurgill, 
who was the councilman in charge of fire department matters.
One member of Council telephoned Clarence Kashner in nearby 
Shamokin, a city in Northumberland County. Kashner, who was known 
as "Mooch," was president of the Independent Miners, Breakermen, 
and Truckers, an organization of men who ran small mines or coalhauling businesses. He was often called by the Northumberland County 
Commissioners to organize emergency mine fire projects, which the county 
paid for.
Kashner looked at the smoldering garbage and the large hole and saw 
a mine fire in the making. He telephoned Gordon Smith, an engineer at 
Shober's DMMI office in Pottsville, described what he saw at Centralia, and 
told Smith he could dig out the burning material with a steam shovel for 
about $175.
Smith, a native of Centralia, told him such a project would have to go 
through channels. Kashner, knowing that quick action against such fires is 
essential, was furious and told Smith he would have a mine fire on his hands 
if the proposal was delayed in that way. Smith said he was sorry, but there 
was nothing he could do.
In mid July, probably around the nineteenth, Segaritus made his 
monthly inspection of the Centralia landfill. Despite the fire, Centralia 
Council had continued to allow dumping in the pit. Segaritus was horrified by what he saw. Not only was the garbage again on fire but thin wisps of 
steam curled out of fissures in the north wall of the pit. Segaritus telephoned 
Art Joyce, a state mine inspector from Mount Carmel, and asked him to 
bring his gas detection equipment to the pit. Joyce tested the gases emitting 
from the large hole and small cracks and concluded from the amount of 
carbon monoxide present that the old mines were indeed on fire.


Joyce and Segaritus reported their findings immediately to Shober in 
Pottsville and Tighe in Centralia. Council president Burge called a special 
meeting for July 25. It can be inferred from the minutes that DMMI asked 
Centralia Council to prepare two letters. One was to Lehigh Valley Coal 
Company, formally notifying it of the fire and describing what Council had 
done to try to extinguish it. The other was an appeal to Secretary Evans for 
state aid in putting out the fire, a type of communication that would become 
depressingly familiar to Centralia Council in years to come. A copy of the letter 
survives in the State Archives in Harrisburg, and it makes curious reading:
The Borough of Centralia has been operating a waste disposal area 
under permit No. 443R, issued by the Department of Mines and 
Mineral Industries.
In spite of all precautions to operate the waste disposal area within 
the provisions of the applicable law, afire of unknown origin started on 
or about June 25,1962, during a period of unusually hot weather.
After describing efforts to extinguish the fire, the letter concluded:
It now appears that the coal seams may have ignited, resulting in a 
mine fire, the control of which is beyond the capacity of the Borough. 
It is, therefore, respectfully requested that consideration be given by the 
Department of Mines and Mineral Industries to extinguish the mine fire 
as a project within its operations.
The letter was signed by Mayor George Winnick, Burge, and John 
Koschoff Sr., the secretary. Council clearly had decided to conceal the true 
origin of the fire, perhaps out of fear that Centralia would receive no help if 
the truth was known, or that some members of the fire department might 
face legal action. Charles Michael, one of the five firemen present on May 27, 
was at the July 25 meeting. The letter also indicated that council members, at 
least in 1962, did not believe in the "old mine fire" theory.


The letter's reference to hot weather may be the germ of the 
spontaneous combustion theory of how the landfill fire started, accepted for 
years by many state and federal officials who have worked on the Centralia 
matter. Why Council picked June 25 as the date the fire started is unknown. 
There had been no press coverage of the early days of the fire by the Mount 
Carmel Item or the Ashland Daily News, so there was no ready source of 
contradictory information. Centralia residents were unlikely to contradict 
Council; few knew the truth anyway.
Inexperienced as they were in dealing with the state bureaucracy, the 
councilmen perhaps never thought the fire would go unextinguished and 
that they would be called to account. Segaritus, despite his age and ill health, 
was eager to be interviewed and seemed desperate to prove he had done his 
duty as a dump inspector. Perhaps he did the best he could, given that his 
territory included seven counties.
None of them were bad or evil men, and the horror of what they 
unintentionally set in motion must have haunted them. Many persons who 
had nothing to do with the fire of May 27, 1962, would suffer.
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if state government would rescue them from their dilemma, the 
uncontrolled mine fire moved farther and deeper into the labyrinth of 
mines beneath Conyngham Township. The fire created a deadly world of 
intense heat and poisonous gases. The blackness of the old mines changed 
to bright, glowing orange and flickering blue, occasionally punctuated by a 
brief, brilliant burst of yellow when a mine timber erupted in flames. This 
was a world where no human could live, hotter than the planet Mercury, its 
atmosphere as poisonous as Saturn's. At the heart of the fire, temperatures 
easily exceeded one thousand degrees. Lethal clouds of carbon monoxide 
and other gases swirled through the rock chambers.
The fire drew its oxygen from elsewhere in the mines, pulling it in 
ever greater volumes through the many passageways to the surface left open 
when the mines closed or created later by bootleg miners. The spacious 
Centralia mine drainage tunnel, built in 1890-91 during the peak of mining 
activity in Centralia, and which emptied into Big Mine Run about a mile 
east of the town, could alone provide enough air to keep the fire burning for 
a long time. Even in the unlikely case that all the openings could be found 
and sealed, the fire could actually draw air through the earth itself.
Indeed, people often seem to think of mine fires as trash fires in a 
barrel, able to be extinguished either by putting a lid on the barrel to cut off 
the air supply or by dousing the burning coal with water. That is rarely the 
case, as this passage in a letter from Maurice K. Goddard, secretary of the 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Resources in 1977, made clear. 
Goddard was writing to a Florida man, one of hundreds of well-meaning 
citizens who wrote in over the decades with suggestions for fighting the 
Centralia mine fire:
Mine fires are most difficult to extinguish by merely cutting off the 
oxygen supply. Faults, fissures, and unusual geologic conditions often 
prevalent in the anthracite area are all factors contributing to this 
problem. Mine fires have been completely flooded for extended periods, and when dewatered the fire soon reappeared. The only certain method of extinguishment is complete excavation of the burning material-this is an extremely expensive undertaking.'  


Centralia lies at the midpoint of the Western Middle Field, one of 
four subregions in central and northeastern Pennsylvania that together 
constitute the Anthracite Region. The others are the Eastern Middle Field, 
of which the principal city is Hazleton, the Southern Field, which gave rise 
to Pottsville (the Gibbsville of John O'Hara's writings), and the Northern 
Field, which encompasses Wilkes-Barre and Scranton. Together they have 
an area of only 484 square miles, but their relatively small size belies the 
tremendous amount of energy and potential for human and environmental 
misery they contained.
The four principal coal veins under Centralia-the Buck, Seven Foot, 
Skidmore, and Mammoth-appear to be a set of roughly concentric bowls 
when viewed in cross section. At the bottom is the Buck, above that the 
Seven Foot, and so on, each vein separated from the next by 30 to 150 feet 
of rock. Together, the veins form the Centralia basin, or syncline. The rim of 
each bowl is the vein's outcrop, the place where it reaches or comes near the 
surface. At the south end of Centralia, just beyond the Buck outcrop, is the 
Locust Mountain anticline. Here the coal ends for several dozen feet before 
beginning again on the other side of the mountain, where the much smaller 
village of Byrnesville lies. At the north end of Centralia, again just beyond 
the Buck outcrop, is the Centralia anticline. The four veins under Centralia 
dip steeply from south to north, then rise just as sharply to the opposite 
anticline. They are elongated from east to west.
The Centralia mine fire was in the Buck vein, not far from the outcrop 
at the south end of town. Three hundred fifty yards to the west was St. 
Ignatius Elementary School, operated by the Roman Catholic Diocese 
of Harrisburg, and the first row of homes of Centralia. To the east lay the 
badlands, a wilderness of abandoned mine lands.
It is a tenet of popular wisdom that fires cannot burn downhill, but for 
mine fires that is not true. George McElroy, a scientist with the U.S. Bureau 
of Mines, wrote in his 1938 study of anthracite mine fires that an ample 
source of air will allow a mine fire to burn rapidly both up and down a coal 
vein. Downhill about nine hundred feet to the north were the homes on 
East Park Street.


Most of the time a mine fire gains ground, like any fire, by consuming 
the fuel in front of it. McElroy wrote that a mine fire can also propagate by 
means of hydrogen explosions, sometimes far from the mother mine fire. 
Very hot mine fires liberate hydrogen from anthracite coal, and hydrogen is 
explosive in the presence of oxygen. All that is needed is a spark.
A mine fire makes it easier for itself to spread by conditioning the coal 
around it. Heat as low as two hundred degrees traveling ahead of the main 
fire is believed to drive water out of the coal, making it much easier to ignite 
than normal anthracite, which is notoriously difficult to light.
As a mine fire moves through old workings, it damages their stability. 
Timbers burn away, support pillars are dangerously weakened, and hot steam 
destabilizes fill material placed in old mine openings. The result can be a 
subsidence spewing steam and poison gases from an opening at the surface. 
Other times only a slight depression appears, usually when the initial point 
of collapse is far beneath the surface. The first type of subsidence is by far 
the more dangerous. A tragic subsidence in 1928 in Homestead in western 
Pennsylvania claimed the life of seventeen-year-old Edward Schaff, who 
dropped into a mine fire when the earth opened suddenly. Homestead was 
far from Centralia in time and distance, but its warning remained valid.
Fighting a mine fire is considerably more difficult in the Anthracite 
Region than in the Bituminous Region in the western part of the state, 
where the coal veins are mostly flat and often relatively close to the surface. 
With deeply plunging veins, there is the possibility of deep mine fires, and, 
according to McElroy, the steep anthracite veins promote circulation of heat 
generated by a mine fire.
There were three places Centralia Council could turn forhelp in fighting 
the mine fire. One was the Columbia County Board of Commissioners in 
Bloomsburg. The three-member board was the chief governing body of 
the county. Commissioners in some coal counties, such as neighboring 
Northumberland, would fund projects to fight small mine fires, which 
Centralia's still was. The Columbia County Commissioners, unfortunately, 
had little understanding of the problems of a coal community. Centralia 
and Conyngham Township were the only coal areas in the county, which 
was largely agricultural. Centralia was predominantly Roman Catholic, 
Irish, and Slavic; the other four-fifths of the county was mostly Protestant, 
German, English, or Scottish.
There were two government agencies in 1962 that could help Centralia: 
the Pennsylvania DMMI and the U.S. Bureau of Mines, which is part of 
the Department of the Interior. The two agencies had engineers with long 
experience in fighting mine fires, but only limited funding for such work. People at the field level in each agency knew how to fight a mine fire, but 
key elected officials in Harrisburg and Washington had little appreciation in 
1962 of the extent and seriousness of abandoned mine land problems in the 
Anthracite Region.


Both agencies were founded to protect the miner. The General 
Assembly created the forerunner of the DMMI in 1870 after the Avondale 
mine disaster. Congress created the Bureau of Mines in 1910 in response to 
several other mine disasters. Inspectors from the state agency policed active 
mines to enforce state safety regulations. The bureau began as a research 
agency, studying and reporting on mining methods and mine safety, 
although it later acquired its own corps of inspectors.
On occasion, mines caught fire from gas explosions, unattended 
lanterns, or other reasons. The state mine inspector's job was to make 
sure the mine owner extinguished the fire and repaired all damage before 
allowing mining to resume. In one extreme case, Lehigh Navigation Coal 
Company fought a fire in one of its mines near Summit Hill for over eighty 
years, from 1859 into the 1940s, at a cost of some $2 million.
Some companies went broke fighting fires in their mines, and from the 
late 1920s fires in abandoned mines or mines owned by bankrupt companies 
became a major problem. In such cases, or when a company could not 
extinguish a fire, it became the responsibility of the municipality or county 
to pay for putting it out.
In the case of McCabe v. Watt in 1909, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court 
emphasized municipal responsibility and extended it to state government as 
well. The Finn Coal Company had spent a sum equal to its entire capital 
stock in attempting to extinguish a fire in Carbondale before abandoning 
the effort. McCabe and the City of Carbondale obtained a court injunction 
ordering Watt and the company to continue the effort. The Supreme Court 
ruled otherwise, concluding its opinion:
If the lives and property of the citizens of Carbondale are menaced by 
the burning coal mine and the efforts of the owner are unavailing to 
extinguish the fire, the municipality should take hold of the situation 
with a strong hand and abate the so-called nuisance just as it would stop 
the flames of a surface conflagration.
This fire has reached the public enemy stage, and it should be so 
regarded and treated by the public authorities. To hold that a state 
or county or other municipal division, each or all of them, cannot provide protection to the lives and property of citizens threatened 
with destruction by fire, would be to place the seal of impotency on 
governmental functions and to deny that protection the law should 
afford an enlightened people.


The Department of Mines, until 1929, was not authorized by the 
General Assembly to do anything about mine fires except give advice, despite 
the court opinion. State mine inspectors, in a practice that continued into 
the 1970s, would ask neighboring coal companies to extinguish abandoned 
mine fires, and often the companies did so. No law, however, required anyone 
to take action.
Pennsylvania's elected leaders had failed to provide new programs and 
funding in response to the steep decline and eventual demise ofthe anthracite 
industry after World War II and the damaged lands left behind. DMMI 
did have a budget line item in 1962 for `Abandoned Coal Mine Services," 
which ran the gamut from extinguishing mine fires, pumping water out of 
abandoned mines, and anti-subsidence projects, to stopping acidic mine 
water from leaking into the state's renowned trout streams. In the fiscal year 
beginning July 1, 1962, DMMI was given $1,447,710 to pay for all this work, 
a pittance given the scope of the problem. State officials estimated in 1985 
that $15 billion worth of abandoned mine cleanup projects remained to be 
done. Even allowing for inflation, the amount of work that faced the state in 
1962 was staggering.
At the federal level, the situation was little better. Fighting mine fires 
in both active and abandoned mines was an early and continuing concern of 
the Bureau of Mines, but only from the standpoint of research and advice. 
Not until 1948 did Congress give the bureau any money to carry out its own 
mine fire projects. Public Law 738 of 1954 formalized the appropriation but 
limited it to no more than $500,000 a year. To qualify for bureau funding, 
a mine fire had to be in an inactive mine and threaten a sufficient quantity 
of coal reserves. That it might threaten a community was not enough. The 
bureau was allowed to pay no more than 50 percent of the cost of a project; 
someone, usually the state, had to pay the other half.
Congress did not always appropriate the full $500,000, according to 
Charles Kuebler, a bureau engineer who would play a major role in fighting 
the Centralia mine fire. Even when it did, no more than $100,000 was usually 
allocated for the Anthracite Region, he said. Projects were designed for the 
amount of money available, not for what the situation required. Many mine 
fire projects went forward with no assurance money would be available the following year to finish the work. Congress, too, had ignored the wreckage 
left behind by the anthracite era.


What little state and federal mine-fire funding was available in 
Pennsylvania in 1962 went first to fight big mine fires like the one called 
Cedar Avenue, which had the potential to spread under 25 percent of 
Scranton and Carbondale. Much of the remaining money went to fight 
smaller mine fires in the Scranton and Wilkes-Barre areas, a reflection of the 
political savvy and clout of their legislators and the greater visibility of mine 
fire problems in this densely populated corridor.
A letter dated April 9, 1962, from Secretary of Mines Lewis E. Evans to 
Scranton City Clerk Frank DeSarro illustrates the situation. As you know," 
Evans wrote, "this department has done considerable work in the Scranton 
area. In fact, a large portion of the money made available to us has been 
spent in this area."
All these factors would hamper an effective attack against the Centralia 
mine fire.
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then pressed its elected representatives to make certain that either the 
state or federal government extinguished the mine fire. Council did send the 
letter to Evans, but it then ran from the mine fire and let state government do 
as it pleased. This would be a fatal error.
Deputy Secretary of Mines James Shober Sr. had one overriding 
concern: to protect the small number of miners who worked underground 
in the Centralia area from the poison gases the mine fire would generate. 
In 1962 there were between twenty-three and thirty working mines and 
between one hundred and two hundred men employed in them, depending 
on whose figures one accepts. Time was of the essence if these mines were to 
be saved. The danger the mine fire would eventually pose to Centralia seems 
to have been a distinctly secondary concern.
Shober conferred with Charles Kuebler, research director at the U.S. 
Bureau of Mines Anthracite Research Center in Schuylkill Haven, on July 25, 
1962, and arranged for a meeting to be held at the mine-fire site on August 
6. Representatives of Lehigh Valley Coal Company and Susquehanna Coal 
Company were invited to the meeting. Members of Centralia Council were 
not, although Hannah and Tighe attended anyway. The bureau and DMMI 
disliked involving local officials in the decision making about mine-fire 
work. This was a matter among miners.
Lehigh Valley owned the strip-mining and deep-mining rights to the 
pit area but was in no position to extinguish the mine fire. The company had 
been out of active mining for several years and was now chiefly a landlord, 
leasing out mining rights wherever possible.
Much of its Centralia-area coal was leased to Pagnotti Coal Company 
of West Pittston, near Wilkes-Barre, in 1959, although not at the site where 
the mine fire burned. Strip-mining rights in the pit area had been leased to 
Jeddo-Highland Coal Company, and deep-mining rights to Susquehanna, 
which in turn sublet them to a number of small mining concerns.
Shober expected that the coal company officials would tell him they 
could not afford to mount a project to stop the mine fire, and Kuebler had 
told him it would take at least three months to mount a federal project. He 
therefore announced at the August 6 meeting that he expected Evans to approve his recommendation that the state bear the entire cost of digging 
out the fire, about $30,000.


In later years Centralia residents would remember the August 6 
meeting as the one at which Alonzo Sanchez's offer to take on the mine fire 
was rejected by the government and the coal companies. Sanchez, a Centralia 
strip mine operator, had told members of Centralia Council he was willing 
to dig out the mine fire at minimal or no charge, as long as he could keep any 
coal he recovered without paying royalties on it to Lehigh Valley. He would 
drill boreholes to find the perimeter of the fire and to ascertain how much 
coal was there. If there was enough to make it worth his while (it is safe to 
assume there was), then he would dig out the fire.
When Sanchez spoke to Shober and the others at the August 6 
meeting, he was told the state was going to do the project and it had to go 
out on bids. Probably Shober rejected the offer because there was no need 
to accept it. Although it would have saved the state money and assured 
that the fire was extinguished, the project would have been delayed by the 
exploratory drilling and perhaps by legal tangles over the mining rights, 
thereby increasing the risk to the miners.
Later, people in Centralia would recall incidents like this and wonder if 
there had been a conspiracy among government officials and private interests 
to let the fire get so bad it would drive the people out, enabling someone to 
grab Centralia's coal and make a huge profit. There was no conspiracy, of 
course, but it became a popular explanation for the bungling that occurred.
State mine inspectors were in the Centralia mines every day now, 
checking for the carbon monoxide they feared would one day be there. 
A mine fire's most lethal by-product is carbon monoxide. Odorless and 
tasteless, it can overcome a person gradually, almost imperceptibly. On 
August 9 they found what they were looking for, and all Centralia-area 
mines were ordered closed the following day.
A hue and cry went up from the miners. They demanded quick state 
action to stop the fire so they could return to work. Local 8707 of the United 
Mine Workers of America met in Centralia on August 12 and passed a 
motion calling on Secretary Evans to do all he could to extinguish the mine 
fire. On another front, Clarence "Mooch" Kashner of the Independent 
Miners, Breakermen, and Truckers was arguing with Evans for a quick 
project to end the fire threat. He probably told Evans how his offer to dig 
out the fire had been refused by Gordon Smith in July. Many of the miners 
idled by the fire belonged to Kashner's group.
Evans already had Shober's recommendation for a quick project at 
Centralia. A former miner and United Mine Workers official himself, Evans doubtless was sympathetic to the plight of the miners. It was also an election 
year. Governor David Lawrence could not run again, and Richardson 
Dillworth, the Democratic nominee, would need the miners' Democratic 
votes if he was to defeat Congressman William Scranton, the Republican 
nominee. Evans wrote back to the United Mine Workers on August 15, 
telling the union men he had authorized a project to extinguish the mine 
fire. Bids would be opened August 17.


Evans telephoned Kashner on August 15 and told him the same, adding that because of the urgency of the matter, the state Attorney General's office had given permission to skip the usual requirement of advertising for bids. Bids would be collected by hand from interested contractors in the Centralia area. Two days later the contract was awarded to Bridy, Inc., of Atlas, near Mount Carmel, and on August 22 work began. Edward Bridy's bid was in the neighborhood of $20,000, but the exact figure is lost.10  
Where was the Centralia mine fire? Was it one hundred feet from the dump or two hundred feet? How fast was it moving and in which directions? Bridy did not have answers to these questions, and DMMI had informed him he could not do any exploratory drilling in order to find out. He was simply to follow the plans drawn up by engineers Bill Taby and Gordon Smith. They did not believe the fire was very big or very active, and exploratory drilling would delay for weeks the reopening of the mines. Digging out a mine fire without first doing exploratory drilling was a radical departure from procedure. DMMI's engineers could hazard a guess where the fire was, based on where steam was issuing from the rock, but that often gave an inaccurate picture. Bridy was told to begin digging on the north rim of the dump pit and move outward about two hundred feet, simply expanding the pit perimeter.
The problem was that as soon as Bridy's shovel tore into the mine chambers, a huge volume of air would rush in and fan the fire.
Steve Kisela, a bulldozer operator on the first Centralia mine-fire project and now a strip mine contractor himself, recalled that his boss wanted to encircle the fire with a trench-dug from the outside in-and prevent it from spreading any closer to Centralia. At that time the fire was still far enough from the first line of Centralia homes that a trench could have been excavated without any structure demolition.
Bridy was unable to overtake the fire for various reasons. Kisela said by the time a section was drilled, blasted, and excavated, the fire had moved ahead of the excavation. Bridy was using a 2.5-cubic-yard-capacity shovel, 
small for this type of work. Since the coal vein sloped downward at a steep 
angle, as the fire moved northward, it also moved deeper, exponentially 
increasing the cost of digging it out.


For budget reasons, Bridy was only allowed by the state to work a single, eight-hour shift per day, five days a week, and was given the usual holidays of . One legend about the mine fire says the war to extinguish it was lost on Labor Day weekend in 1962, when work ceased for five days.
DMMI originally believed Bridy would need to excavate 24,000 cubic yards of earth to extinguish the mine fire. By the time the project ran out of money and was terminated on October 29, Bridy had excavated 58,580 cubic yards of earth, and still the fire was out of control."  
In an assessment of the state's Centralia mine-fire work written in the spring of 1963, Gordon Smith was quite candid about the poor design of the Bridyproject. "The plan of attack was ineffective, since it was learned the fire penetrated the coal pillar and the underground workings faster than could be excavated." Roger Howells, another former DMMI engineer, agreed and particularly criticized the failure to do exploratory drilling.
In 1961 DMMI and the bureau each spent over $50, 000 for exploratory drilling to find the limits of the CedarAvenue mine fire in Scranton, and they agreed to spend $15,000 apiece on an exploratory drilling project in April 1962 at the Coal Run mine fire near Shamokin. Why wasn't exploratory drilling ordered at Centralia? Howells suggests cost was the reason, and he is probably partially correct. But the real reason could well be the urgency to extinguish the mine fire so the mines at Centralia could reopen. In their rush to assist the miners, Evans and Shober lost a crucial opportunity to extinguish the Centralia mine fire when it was still of a manageable size.
There does not appear to have been much concern among Centralia residents about the fire at this time, although John Maloney, a miner who lived at the corner of South and Wood Streets in one of the houses closest to the mine fire, came home angry on August 6 after hearing that Sanchez's offer to dig out the mine fire had been refused. He had no idea a state project was in the works. One of the state mine inspectors told Maloney to always keep a window open to vent any mine fire gases that might enter the house. His widow, Anne Maloney, says they followed the advice faithfully, though at that time they had no idea how long that window would remain open.


Centralia Council lost interest in the mine fire after the first state project began, as Tighe conceded. "In the first place, it was not in the borough;' he said. "We had no jurisdiction. Once the state takes over, you have no say." The mine fire is not mentioned in the council's official minutes between October 1962 and September 1964. Council considered the mine fire to be the concern of Conyngham Township, the township that surrounded Centralia. It was a shortsighted attitude. True, the fire burned in the township, but Centralia lay directly in its path. This apathy would persist in varying degrees for years. There is no evidence the township supervisors took any interest in the fire at this time.
Even before the excavation project was terminated on October 29, Shober was planning anew project he hoped would succeed where the trench failed. He telephoned Evans on October 23 and proposed a flushing project to stop the Centralia mine fire. Evans approved the work the following day.
The goal of any mine fire flushing project is to smother the fire by denying it the air it needs. It is also intended to prevent the fire from moving farther into a mine. Crushed rock would be mixed with water and pumped down into the mines ahead of the fire, or even into the fire itself. There were piles of culm nearby that could be ground up into flushing material.12   Water would be a problem. There simply wasn't very much available from the municipal water system. Shober's engineers estimated the flushing work would cost $40,000. When bids were opened on November 1, the low bid of $28,400 came from K&H Excavating, Mount Carmel, owned by Robert Kerris and Edward Helfrick.
This would be a particularly star-crossed project. The first bad omen was the unseasonably heavy snowfall Centralia experienced in October. The second came on the first day of work, when the drill used to sink boreholes to the fire area became stuck and melted.
The drilling and flushing were conducted along a semicircle at the edge of the dump pit, the holes spaced twenty feet apart. George Segaritus, the DMMI dump inspector, observed the work on several occasions and vividly described what happened when the water-rock slurry was pumped down a borehole into the heart of the underground fire: "When you dumped water in it, it created like a volcano. And oh boy, when that busted, did that shake things and make a noise. It was red hot mad!"
There seems to have been a deviation from the original flushing plan. Gordon Smith wrote several months later that the flushing holes were to have been drilled "a safe distance and pitch from the fire" A Bureau of Mines 
report dated December 12, 1962, states, "Most of the holes drilled have been 
in the immediate fire area, and at the rate the money is being expended it is 
doubtful that this contract, when completed, will arrest the fire."


The bitter winter of 1962 greatly hampered K&H. Water lines froze, 
reducing the already inadequate supply to a trickle, and the machine used 
to grind the culm into flushing material froze solid one windy night during 
a blizzard.
One thing above all ensured the failure of this project. Helfrick says 
the DMMI inspectors, worried that the ten thousand cubic yards of flushing 
material allocated for the project would not be enough, refused to let him 
fill the boreholes completely. "If it looked like one hole was taking too much 
material, they would tell us to stop and go on to the next one," he said. This 
meant that if the flushing material did not extinguish the mine fire, the fire 
could eventually leapfrog the barrier. Even when the seal was tight to the 
roof of the mine, the fire could jump the barrier through cracks in the roof 
rock.
The money was running out. Shober told the Bureau of Mines in 
December that he might ask the agency to take over the Centralia project. 
He appealed to Evans for more money. Evans approved an additional 
$14,000 for Centralia in the waning days of the Lawrence administration. 
The secretary had done what he could for Centralia. It would be up to the 
new governor, William Scranton, and his secretary of mines, Dr. H. Beecher 
Charmbury, to keep the work at Centralia going.
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more distinguished and revered political figures in Pennsylvania 
history, serving as congressman and governor, running for the Republican 
nomination forpresident in 1964, and much later serving as U.S. Ambassador 
to the United Nations. His commitment to using state and federal tax dollars 
to clean up the environment in the coal regions of Pennsylvania is less wellknown than his other achievements, and it is particularly unfortunate that his 
administration's handling of the Centralia mine fire will remain a black mark 
on his record. Scranton's secretary of mines, Dr. H. Beecher Charmbury, 
threw away the last chance the state had to extinguish the Centralia fire at 
a reasonable cost. Charmbury's mishandling of Centralia set in motion a 
chain of events that would end, twenty years later, with the destruction of 
the village.
During the campaign in the fall of 1962, Scranton made no secret of his 
desire to greatly increase state funding to clean up Pennsylvania's abandoned 
mine land problems. He wanted tough new laws to force strip mine operators 
to reclaim the land they disturbed with their pits and would insist on more 
funding from the General Assembly for backfilling abandoned strip mine 
pits. He saw a need for new state funding to extinguish the many burning 
culm banks in the coal regions and more money to stop the leakage of acidic 
mine water into rivers and streams. Lastly, he wanted more money to fight 
mine fires.
Scranton was the great-grandson of coal baron Joseph Hand Scranton, 
who helped found the Lackawanna Iron and Coal Company in 1853. 
Although the governor grew up on an estate outside the city, he was very 
familiar with the region's environmental problems. They were hard to avoid. 
There were seven burning culm banks in the Scranton area alone.
It was an experience with one of these burning piles of coal waste 
during the summer of his 1960 campaign for Congress, Scranton says, 
that convinced him of the need for strong governmental action. He was 
campaigning door-to-door in the village of Throop, north of Scranton, on 
a day when fumes from the nearby Marvine culm bank fire descended on 
the community. "The effect of that wind blowing that smelly culm bank 
fire all over the place almost made me have to give up the walk," Scranton said. `And that said to me this was no condition for people to be living 
under."


Scranton's choice of Charmbury as secretary of mines was a logical 
one, given his priorities at the beginning of 1963. Charmbury, who was 
chairman of Pennsylvania State University's Department of Mineral 
Preparation, had conducted extensive research into burning culm banks 
and acid mine drainage. These two problems, along with abandoned strip 
mines, ranked highest with the new Republican governor. Mine fires placed 
a poor fourth.
Charmbury could not have been more different than Lewis Evans, 
his predecessor. Charmbury was a respected academic, and his interest in 
abandoned mine land problems was academic, too, not shaped by a life in 
the mines. Evans considered Scranton's plan to clean up the coal regions an 
unfair reward to the coal companies that caused them-and said so publicly 
during the Scranton-Dillworth election fight in the fall of 1962. While this 
can be dismissed as political rhetoric, it reflected an attitude common to 
many state legislators in Harrisburg. Scranton says he faced it repeatedly 
during his four years as governor.
Plagued by bad weather and lack of sufficient water to the very end, 
the K&H flushing project at Centralia ran out of money on March 15, 1963, 
and the work was terminated. The total cost was $42,420. Edward Helfrick, 
who much later became a state representative, then a state senator, believes 
his firm could have defeated the mine fire in 1963 if only it had been given 
another $10,000 to $12,000-a paltry amount given later expenditures at 
Centralia. He admits it would have been necessary to go back to some of the 
boreholes they flushed and inject more crushed rock to ensure a tight seal.
Gordon Smith, who replaced James Shober as deputy secretary of 
mines on February 26- Smith was a Republican-considered the Centralia 
mine fire neither abated nor controlled, as is made clear in a proposal for 
additional Centralia work he would write in April. He considered the second 
Centralia project to have accomplished some good, but not enough.
DMMI was capable of initiating an emergency mine-fire project quite 
quickly. It had opened bids on the second Centralia project only seven days 
after Shober proposed it to Evans. Clearly, either Smith or Charmbury, and 
probably the latter, decided around this time that DMMI could not afford 
to spend more money at Centralia that spring. It was not that there was no 
money, for Charmbury had committed $369,000 to other DMMI projects 
that began in March. There was the Blitz Program to backfill abandoned strip 
mines, for example, budgeted at $240,000 and a public relations showpiece 
for the Scranton administration.


Gordon Smith, to his credit, did not give up on the Centralia mine 
fire. Smith was born in Centralia and spent the first twelve years of his 
life there. His father was inside superintendent for the Lehigh Valley Coal 
Company. Smith visited Centralia on April 11, 1963, and observed surface 
evidence that the eastern boundary of the mine fire was seven hundred feet 
from its point of origin in the dump. Holes in the earth spewed steam, which 
indicated to Smith the fire was becoming more intense. He returned to his 
office in Pottsville and ordered a complete engineering study of the mine 
fire. With the results, he drew up a three-option proposal to save Centralia 
that could begin on July 1 with the new fiscal year.
Plan A, favored by Smith, involved digging a trench around the fire, 
then backfilling it with incombustible material to create a fire wall. The 
projected cost was $277,490. Plan B offered a smaller trench, one that would 
not completely encircle the fire. The circle would be completed, however, 
with a flush barrier. The price tag for this plan was $151,714. Plan C was 
a "total and concerted flushing project" that would be better funded and 
bigger than the K&H flushing project. The cost was projected at $82,300.
In his formal proposal to Charmbury, submitted in May, Smith 
described the urgency of halting the Centralia mine fire: "The most serious 
threat is the possible communication of the fire to that part of the seam [coal 
vein] underlying the town. This can happen if prompt remedial action is 
not taken." Despite Smith's warning, Charmbury rejected all three options. 
He does not recall ever seeing them. Clearly, stopping the mine fire was not 
a high priority for Scranton's secretary of mines, as it had been for Lewis 
Evans. Perhaps Charmbury's decision was influenced by Scranton's order, 
handed down shortly after he was sworn into office, that DMMI spending 
for the upcoming 1964 fiscal year was to be reduced by 25 percent. This is 
the budget that would have funded a third Centralia project.
Scranton does not remember the Centralia mine fire being "a big 
item" while he was governor. Maysie Gutshall Mohney, executive deputy 
secretary of DMMI under Charmbury, says the Centralia mine fire was 
considered "very insignificant" in Harrisburg. The Cedar Avenue mine 
fire, Mrs. Mohney says, occupied much of the time, energy, and monies of 
DMMI. "There was just so much money spent.... It just sort of swallowed 
up all the money," she says, adding there were state and federal legislators 
with an interest in the Cedar Avenue mine fire.
It might well have been different for Centralia if its own corps of 
legislators had taken an interest in the village's plight. The problem was that 
U.S. Representative Herman Schneebeli, State Senator Zehnder Confair, 
and State Representative Amin Alley had no apparent appreciation for the special problems of a coal region community. Centralia was the only 
coal community in their largely agricultural districts. Confair lived in 
Montoursville, seventy miles to the north. Schneebeli lived in Williamsport, 
which is near Montoursville. Alley lived the closest, forty miles to the 
north in Berwick. Centralia was as different from the rest of their districts 
as the Bronx would be to Oklahoma. Robert Burge and the Democraticcontrolled Centralia Council aggravated the problem by their evident 
distaste for associating with these distant Republicans. Indeed, back in July 
1962, when Council was deciding how to get help in extinguishing the mine 
fire, a letter was prepared requesting the help of U.S. Representative George 
Rhodes (D-Reading, Pennsylvania), who wasn't their representative but 
was a Democrat. Amin Alley, who served just one term, said it was always 
his belief the mine fire was being attended to.


Smith eventually prevailed on Charmbury to allow him a token 
sum of money to spend at Centralia on a third project, probably around 
$40,000. Smith then appealed to Charles Kuebler of the Bureau of Mines 
for a federally supervised project at Centralia. Federal mine-fire projects, of 
course, required 50 percent state participation. If the Bureau of Mines had 
matched the money Charmbury was willing to spend, it would have been 
enough to fund Plan C, the flushing project. Kuebler told Smith his funds 
were committed to two other mine-fire projects. He could not help him until 
the next federal fiscal year, which would begin on October 1, 1963.
Stymied again, Smith considered what he could do with the minimal 
amount Charmbury was willing to spend. He knew the mine fire was 
spreading quickly to the east, away from Centralia. The only thing he could 
do with the moneywas excavate a trench that would cut offthe mine gangway 
in which the fire burned to prevent it from moving much farther in that 
direction. He would gamble that the K&H flushing project had contained 
the fire on the north and west. To the south was the dump pit, and beyond 
that the Centralia anticline, a solid mass of rock.
There was a secondary reason for the trench, according to Daniel 
Lewis, a Bureau of Mines inspector who worked at Centralia and who 
knew Smith well. Lewis believes Smith intended the trench to serve as a 
huge chimney, venting the deadly carbon monoxide before it could reach 
the homes of Centralia. It would feed air to the fire, true, but that would 
make little difference if the fire was contained behind the trench and flush 
barrier. Charmbury, though claiming not to remember any details about the 
Centralia projects, says Smith designed a trench for that purpose at Cedar 
Avenue.


Work began on July 9, 1963. Once again the contractor was Edward 
Bridy. The contract price was $36,225. A story in the Mount Carmel Item 
that day described the work to be done and the history of the fire, speculating 
that the garbage in the dump was set afire "by youngsters" and spread to the 
coal mines "several years ago" Already, the history of the mine fire had been 
distorted beyond recognition.
This project was prefaced by exploratory drilling to find the mine fire's 
eastern perimeter, but it did little good. The fire was simply moving too fast. 
George Potochney, the shovel operator on the job, recalls how they dug 
down and reached the main east-west gangway of the mine. The section of 
gangway they reached was hot, he says, but not on fire, although loose coal 
at the bottom was burning. "The timber wasn't [burning] until we opened it 
[the gangway] up. Then the timber started flaming, so it was like dry-rotted 
in there.
"The mine inspector came up and looked at it. We were kind of mad 
about it, you know, because he should have stopped us there and run around 
the fire. You know, you could see in there, and it looked like it [the fire] was 
in only ten more feet. We could have took it off that side, because there was 
no fire out to the east, or there before.... He said no, he insisted, he said just 
follow the stakes."
Gordon Smith personally supervised the work in the early weeks, 
before the diggers hit the hot gangway, recalls Potochney. Smith intended to 
supervise it to the end, but on August 13, 1963, he hurriedly left Centralia 
to design and supervise a rescue operation in Sheppton, about fifteen miles 
away, where three miners were trapped three hundred feet underground by 
a rockfall. Potochney says Smith did not return to Centralia after Sheppton.
One can only speculate whether it would have made any difference 
if Gordon Smith had been in Centralia when the diggers reached the hot 
gangway. If the trench had prevented eastward spread of the mine fire, later 
efforts to stop the fire might have been easier, or at least cheaper. The project 
was halted in October when the mine fire was detected on both sides of 
the uncompleted trench. That same month, a $775,000 federal-state antisubsidence project was approved for Wilkes-Barre by Charmbury and 
Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall. There would not be another attempt 
to stop the mine fire at Centralia for three and a half years, and the mines 
that closed in 1962 never reopened.
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DMMI gave serious consideration to doing a fourth project at 
Centralia. Indeed, the third state project had been little more than a rear 
guard action to give Centralia citizens some protection from the deadly 
gases generated by the mine fire. Much later, this would become known as 
an "appeasement project." Once it was completed, DMMI washed its hands 
of the problem.
Secretary of Mines H. B. Charmbury intended to turn over the 
Centralia mine fire to the U.S. Bureau of Mines. He knew by April 1964 that 
the Appalachian Regional Development Act, a major legislative initiative of 
the Johnson administration, would contain millions of dollars in new federal 
funding to fight mine fires. There was every likelihood the money would 
be in hand by the fall of that year. Centralia could wait while he attended 
to more politically pressing problems in the Scranton and Wilkes-Barre 
areas. Unfortunately for Centralia, the wait turned out to be longer than 
Charmbury anticipated. No further direct action to contain the Centralia 
mine fire was taken until May 1967.
President Lyndon B. Johnson received the report of the President's 
Appalachian Regional Commission on April 9, 1964, a year after President 
John F. Kennedy created the study group at the request of the Conference 
of Appalachian Governors. The report called for massive federal spending 
in Appalachia to end the economic underdevelopment that was the source 
of the region's legendary poverty. Among the many projects suggested was 
a cleanup of abandoned mine land problems, including mine fires and stripmining scars. Johnson, a great believer in the federal government's ability 
and duty to improve the lot of the average citizen, enthusiastically endorsed 
the report and prepared to submit it to Congress as legislation.
Governor William Scranton, pleased with the Appalachian report but 
unhappy that it recommended only $3 million for cleaning up abandoned 
mine land problems in the first year of the program, met with Johnson and 
presented him with compelling evidence in favor of additional funding. 
Johnson promised $13 million of the $20 million Scranton requested, and 
in return, Scranton did all he could to round up votes in Congress for the 
bill. He also gave extensive testimony in support of the abandoned mine land cleanup provision of the Appalachian Regional Development Act at a 
hearing on May 6, 1964.


"In Pennsylvania there are presently eleven mine fires in the bituminous 
region and sixteen others now raging in the anthracite area;' Scranton 
testified. "It isn't just that they are there, but it's the fact they can do so much 
future harm that makes them so tremendously important." The governor 
argued that state governments in the Appalachian region had done what 
they could to clean up the problems, but, "It is simply beyond their financial 
resources to do the entire job."
Scranton's efforts in this area did not end with his support of the 
Appalachian bill. Toward the end of his term, he proposed a $500 million 
state bond issue for land and water conservation projects, of which $200 
million would go to DMMI for extinguishing mine fires and burning culm 
banks, preventing subsidences, and the like. Voters approved the bond issue 
on May 16, 1967, several months after Scranton's term expired. The $200 
million for DMMI created a program called Operation Scarlift.
Scranton was the chief Republican proponent of greater federal 
funding for abandoned mine land work, and Congressman Daniel Flood of 
Wilkes-Barre held that distinction for the Democrats. Flood, a flamboyant 
former actor, represented the Eleventh District, which included Centralia 
after nationwide redistricting ordered by the U.S. Supreme Court went 
into effect here on March 8, 1966. Flood's district was afflicted by all the 
problems the Appalachian Regional Development Act was designed to 
correct. He was a ferocious fighter for his constituents' interests, although 
he paid more attention to Luzerne County, his power base, than the outlying 
sections of his district.
Despite the efforts of Scranton and Flood, the Appalachian Regional 
Development Act did not pass the Congress in 1964, as many expected 
it would. Senate approval did not come until September 25, 1964, and 
House approval could not be obtained before the end of the Eighty-eighth 
Congress. Action on the bill had to begin anew in January after the swearing 
in of the new Congress. In the meantime the mine fire at Centralia grew 
larger and the Scranton administration did nothing to stop it.
Secretary Charmbury's immediate worry in 1964 was the Laurel Run 
mine fire near Wilkes-Barre. Burning for over forty-five years, it had recently 
escaped constraining barriers and was moving under the village of Laurel 
Run only a few miles from Congressman Flood's house. Flood mentioned 
Laurel Run during his testimony for the Appalachian bill. If not stopped, 
this mine fire could spread up and down the heavily populated Wyoming 
Valley. DMMI announced on March 19, 1964, that a $1 million federal-state flushing project would begin at Laurel Run, of which the state would pay 
$500,000.


A press release announcing the project states, "This ... project is in 
accordance with the Scranton administration's program to assist in the 
control of mine fires at abandoned coal mines in those instances where such 
work is in the interest of public welfare" (emphasis added). It strains belief 
that Charmbury did not consider the Centralia mine fire to fall under 
this category. Deputy Secretary of Mines Gordon Smith clearly warned 
Charmbury in May 1963 that the Centralia fire could move beneath the 
town if prompt action was not taken. Centralia's fire, too, could spread up 
and down its valley and reach other communities. Laurel Run was about 
the same size as Centralia. The only discernable difference between the two 
communities was that Centralia was not defended by powerful legislators.
How far had the mine fire spread? Centralia Council had no idea where 
it had moved since it was detected in the dump two years before. Now the 
council had reason to wonder and worry, for late in the summer of 1964, 
Penn Fuels Gas, a natural gas distribution company in central Pennsylvania, 
announced plans to lay a natural gas pipeline through Centralia. It would 
be part of a pipeline paralleling Route 61 from Leesport, near Reading, to 
Shamokin, and would follow Locust Avenue through Centralia. Penn Fuels 
already had State Department of Highways approval.
Centralia Council's first reaction was understandable concern about 
what might happen if the mine fire reached the natural gas pipeline, which 
would cross the Buck vein outcrop near St. Ignatius Elementary School. 
What if a subsidence, the danger ofwhich is always greatest along an outcrop, 
ruptured the pipeline and the fire ignited the natural gas?
According to the minutes of a special council meeting held on 
September 24,1964, Penn Fuels official Glenn Butler assured the councilmen 
that in the fire area "the pipe will be encased in a larger protective tube 
capable of withstanding temperatures up to 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit." No 
mine fire could burn that hot. Council consequently adopted and published 
an ordinance allowing Penn Fuels to run the line through Centralia. At the 
same time, it voted to send a letter to DMMI stating Centralia's concern over 
the pipeline and asking DMMI to "take measures to insure the safety of such 
a venture."
At the November 2 council meeting, council president Robert 
Burge directed secretary John Koschoff Sr. to write a letter to Penn Fuels, 
"notifying them that the borough is aware that the pipeline installed in 
the fire area was not according to agreement. Borough should have been 
consulted about a change in pipe encasement." In a 1983 interview Glenn Butler insisted that Penn Fuels lived up to the promises it made to Centralia 
Council, saying that the protective sheathing was installed "in front of the 
church [St. Ignatius] and anyplace it crossed the highway. Wherever it was 
specified, we did it."


Whatever the truth of the matter, a natural gas pipeline now crossed 
the fire's path about 370 yards west of the former landfill. This episode 
should have made Centralia Council considerably more vigilant about the 
mine fire. Instead, it only seemed to leave council members with a vague 
sense that something was not right.
That winter, snow melted from an area of ground about one hundred 
feet west of the first row of houses in Centralia, and Council worried this 
was evidence the mine fire was nearing the town. At their January 4, 1965, 
meeting, council members directed Koschoff to write another letter to 
DMMI requesting "tests and assurances of the mine fire status" Like the 
letter sent in September, it was not answered.
By the spring of 1965, from the edge of town, Centralia citizens could 
see an unearthly glow at night over the pit excavated during the third state 
project. Those venturing to the edge saw active fire exposed on all its walls, 
blue flames, and red hot rock.
President Johnson signed the Appalachian Regional Development 
Act on March 9, 1965. Under the new law, projects could begin almost 
immediately. Charles Kuebler, now chief of the U.S. Bureau of Mines office 
in Wilkes-Barre, began planning a massive, multimillion-dollar project 
to eliminate the mine fire's threat to Centralia. Charmbury had already 
informed him that Pennsylvania wanted Centralia handled under the new 
program.
The Appalachian law required states to initiate mine-fire projects but 
placed them under federal administration. Since federal funds would pay 75 
percent of the Centralia project, it was only natural that the Bureau of Mines 
administer it. The state would pay the other 25 percent, and Columbia 
County would provide flushing material and obtain property releases.
Kuebler assigned the Centralia project to John Buch in the Schuylkill 
Haven field office. Buch was eminently qualified for the job, having tackled 
many mine fires in his career with the bureau. It was Kuebler, though, who 
held Centralia's fate in his hands. He would be a key figure in the Centralia 
story for the next fourteen years.
Kuebler, raised in the Anthracite Region, held a bachelor of mining 
engineering degree from Lafayette College and a master's degree from the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He was considered a good mining 
engineer by his peers, but once he decided on a course of action, that was it. He had little respect for opinions on mine-fire control offered by anyone 
who was not, like himself, a professional mining engineer. His associates at 
the Bureau of Mines and engineers at DMMI who knew him called Kuebler 
"Ironhead," though not to his face.


Buch knew the Centralia fire was larger than when the state abandoned 
it in 1963. His two-phase project, which he was certain would protect 
Centralia forever if carried out properly, tried to take that into account. The 
problem was that Buch did not have hard data on the fire's location, data 
that could only be obtained by drilling. He used existing data and surface 
observations to determine that $2.5 million would be enough money to 
save Centralia. Unfortunately, that figure became written in stone.
According to "Centralia Mine Fire Control Project: History and 
Recommendations for Control," written by Buch in May 1965, Phase I of 
the project would begin with the backfilling of the dump pit where the fire 
ignited in 1962. Buch believed the pit was feeding air to the fire. Extensive 
exploratory drilling to find the boundaries of the fire would follow. Then 
they would encircle the fire with a flush barrier, the integrity of which was 
crucial to the success of Phase II.
Phase II would be the excavation of a huge trench between the fire 
and Centralia. The trench would be a staggering twenty-five hundred feet 
long and would vary in depth from one hundred to two hundred feet. Once 
excavation began, the fire would have a tremendous new source of air. Buch 
intended the flush barrier to prevent the fire from accelerating past the 
projected trench location, which would be disastrous for Centralia, but he 
indicated in the report he did not believe a flush barrier could hold back the 
mine fire indefinitely. "The mined and caved conditions" in the area of the 
proposed barrier would be difficult to flush successfully, and the contractor 
would never know if the material filled all the myriad cavities. This was why 
the trench was needed.
Total cost of the project was estimated at $2,525,000, of which 
$300,000 was allotted for Phase I. The figure did not include the cost of 
acquiring homes that would be in the way of or dangerously near the trench. 
It was almost a tenfold increase over the $277,490 Gordon Smith said he 
needed in the spring of 1963 to encircle the fire with a trench, an increase 
reflecting the greater size and depth of the Centralia mine fire in 1965. 
Pennsylvania reaped no bargain by abandoning Centralia in 1963-the 
state's share of the new project came to $631,250.
A slightly different version of Buch's May 1965 report on Centralia 
that may have been a preliminary draft states: "It is recommended that the drilling and flushing phase proceed without delay. If this mine fire is 
permitted to continue uncontrolled, it will jeopardize the entire borough 
of Centralia."


Appalachian Regional Commission members approved the Centralia 
project on June 8, 1965, designating it project No. 7. On the same day it 
approved a new $4 million mine-fire project at Laurel Run, and antisubsidence flushing projects at Scranton and Coaldale. The Bureau of Mines 
told the commission that "groundbreaking" for the Centralia project would 
occur within sixty days and work would be completed within three years. 
Both estimates would prove wildly inaccurate.
An entire year was lost gathering property releases in Centralia and 
parts of the community that lay in adjoining Conyngham Township, and 
Kuebler would not proceed until every release was in hand. The level of 
public concern about the mine fire was low, and the property owners were 
reluctant to sign the releases, which were written in difficult legal language. 
Nevertheless, all but two were signed by October S. Anthony Clover, a 
Centralia homeowner, simply refused to sign, and federal and county officials 
finally decided the project could proceed without his signature. The other 
holdout was Pagnotti Coal Company. Pagnotti had acquired surface and 
mineral rights to the mine-fire site when it purchased Lehigh Valley Coal 
Company's extensive coal land holdings in October 1963. James J. Tedesco, 
chief executive officer of the firm at the time, did not sign until the end of 
February 1966, and then only after the Columbia County Commissioners 
sent two pleading letters.
Despite having all property releases in hand by March 1966, the 
Bureau of Mines did not act for months. Congressman Daniel Flood's chief 
aide, Eugene Hagarty, telephoned Joseph Corgan, chief of the Division of 
Anthracite, on April28 and complained about the endless delay in beginning 
the Centralia project.
Corgan sent Flood a letter the same dayHagarty called, and it is a classic 
depiction of the bureaucratic process that allowed the Centralia mine fire to 
grow out of control. "Bureau of Mines engineers," Corgan wrote, "are now in 
the process of evaluating property releases provided by Columbia County 
officials. When it is ascertained that the releases, and other appropriate 
legal documents are in order, the project will be submitted to the Secretary 
of the Interior for his approval. Once approved, a contribution contract 
will be submitted by the Bureau of Mines to Columbia County and the 
Commonwealth [of Pennsylvania] for their endorsement.... The Bureau is 
doing everything it can to expedite the Centralia project."


The Bureau of Mines feared Flood as it feared few other congressmen, but Flood, like most congressmen of the era, did not have the staff to independently investigate whether the Bureau of Mines was dragging its feet at Centralia. When he barked, the bureau jumped-briefly.13   In this case he did not follow up, and the bureau did not noticeably speed up the start of work to protect Centralia from the mine fire.
Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall gave final approval to the Centralia project on June 14, 1966. Kuebler prepared to put the contract out on bids, but this could not be done until after the contribution contracts were signed on July 20. Bids were opened on August 19, and the low bidder was Empire Contracting Company of Old Forge at $281,215.
This was under the $300,000 allocated for the project, but not when the bureau's 16 percent "planning and engineering" fee was added. The fee came to about $45,000, but the bureau decided the amount allocated for Phase I should be increased to $360,000. An amended contribution contract was required, and it was signed September 12.
Lack of sufficient water, which had severely hampered the second state project in Centralia in 1962-63, was also a major problem for Empire Contracting Company. Enormous volumes of water would be needed for a major flushing project. The water company that served Centralia simply could not supply enough water through its gravity system.
There was an alternative supply, however. An enormous amount of water poured daily from the Centralia mine drainage tunnel's portal about one mile east of the town. The tunnel, cut through solid rock in the nineteenth century, prevented the mine water pool from rising above a certain level. The water was yellow brown and foul smelling, heavily polluted with mine acid that would quickly corrode a standard pump or metal pipe. Building a pump capable of withstanding the polluted mine water and laying more than a mile of pipe over the mountain to reach the job site delayed the project for eight months.
Kuebler allowed the exploratory drilling to begin on November 7, but halted it after only twenty-nine holes had been drilled, some into very hot ground. It made little sense to drill holes ifthe flush barrier could not be built for months. The data might well be useless because of the fire's movement.


Kuebler did permit Empire to continue backfilling the former landfill 
as well as the pit excavated by DMMI in 1963. Buch, in his "Centralia Mine 
Fire Control Project: History and Recommendations for Control;' implies 
both pits should have been filled long before 1965 to cut off some of the air 
feeding the fire. Gordon Smith was of a different mind-as noted in chapter 6, 
he believed a strategically placed pit could pull the deadly mine fire gases away 
from a populated area and vent them into the air. Smith won the argument this 
time. The Bureau of Mines completion report for Phase I states: A small part 
of the open pit and trench were left open to serve as vents to the mine fire:'
This was not the end of the argument, however. It would not be 
settled until after Smith's death in 1977. The rest of the pits were backfilled 
at Kuebler's orders in 1978, with tragic results. The fire and gases began 
moving toward Centralia.
Empire Contracting finally got the go-ahead to resume drilling on May 
8, 1967. Not long after the drilling began, the Bureau of Mines discovered to 
its dismay that the mine fire had moved farther north, toward the homes on 
Park Street, and west, toward the homes on Locust Avenue and Wood Street, 
than they ever imagined. In addition, the drillers were finding much larger 
mine chambers than anyone expected. When the flushing began, the huge 
underground rooms quickly swallowed up the flushing material allocated 
for the project. Moreover, the flushing material specified by Kuebler was 
not adhering to the thirty-five-degree slope of the mine chambers. Kuebler 
ordered that a larger size be used, and that seemed to work. The flush 
barrier's projected final cost was rapidly escalating. There would have to be 
more money provided or a cutback in the scope of the work.
Congressman Flood sent letters in August to DMMI and the Bureau 
of Mines asking for reports on the Centralia project. Charmbury responded 
that 90 percent of the allocated flushing material for Phase I had already 
been dumped into the mines, "but a considerable additional cubic yardage 
of flushing will be needed because of encountering more voids and broken 
areas than originally anticipated." Charmbury said a change order increasing 
Empire's contract by $132,825 had been issued by the Bureau of Mines 
"to provide for continued additional flushing without interruption of 
operations." The change order was never issued. The completion report for 
Phase I makes no mention of it, and the report's final cost for Phase I is the 
same as in the amended contribution contract signed by the three parties.
The response from Joseph Corgan of the Bureau of Mines makes no 
mention of the change order. It describes the problems with the flushing 
and reaffirms that Phase II of the Centralia project would be the excavation 
of a trench to contain the mine fire. Flood did not investigate further.


Kuebler, instead of asking for more money from the Appalachian 
Regional Commission and the state, changed the design of the flush barrier. 
Instead of encircling the fire, it would face it like a half-circle, preventing the 
fire from reaching Centralia but allowing it to burn unimpeded to the east 
and south.
Kuebler's problems were not over. The exploratory drilling showed 
the fire to have reached depths and areas undreamed of in 1965. At some 
locations the fire was already 225 feet deep. The Phase II trench, as a result, 
would cost $4.5 million, $2 million more than expected.
Sometime in late September or October 1967, a decision was made 
at the top levels of the Bureau of Mines to abandon the proposed trench 
and instead build expanded flush barriers. In so doing the Bureau of Mines 
went against its own belief that flush barriers would provide only temporary 
protection for Centralia. Why was no effort made to obtain additional 
funding from the Appalachian Regional Commission, which had plenty 
of money at this point? A $4.5 million project was certainly not out of the 
realm of reason. The Laurel Run mine-fire project would cost $4 million. 
The answer may be found in a memorandum written on August 2, 1978, 
by Thomas P. Flynn, a top assistant to Corgan in 1967, and in 1978 the 
bureau's chief of the Division of Environment. He wrote the memorandum 
following a conversation with Rick Becker, an aide to U.S. Senator John 
Heinz (R-Pennsylvania). Flynn told Becker the trench concept had been 
abandoned because it simply was too costly. It would have meant spending 
almost $5 million to protect real estate with an assessed valuation of 
$500,000, Flynn said, quoting unnamed Columbia County officials. The 
cost-benefit ratio just wasn't favorable to Centralia. If only DMMI and the 
Bureau of Mines had not waited so long.
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[image: ]OUIS PAGNOTTI SAT IN HIS WEST PITTSTON OFFICE AND WONDERED 
why he ever let himself get in such a bind. It was December 1967, and 
he had just learned that the Bureau of Mines planned to let his coal burn 
at Centralia. The flush barrier had been redesigned to temporarily stop the 
fire from moving west, under Centralia homes, and nothing would be done, 
at least for now, to prevent the fire from moving east and south, crossing 
Locust Mountain and setting afire the Conyngham Township coal Pagnotti 
really cared about: his reserves in the Byrnesville area.
Tom Long, a Pagnotti engineer, was the first to grasp the extent of the 
problem. Long feared that the fire was moving toward the spoon-shaped 
mass of coal formed by the convergence of the north and south dips, or arms, 
of the Buck vein. This was east of the Odd Fellows Cemetery on the crest of 
Locust Mountain. Once the mine fire crossed the mountain, it would follow 
its air supply down the vein into the old mine workings in the south dip. 
From there it would travel west to the village of Byrnesville and the Pagnotti 
stripping operations around the village. If the fire reached his Byrnesville 
operation, it would not make mining impossible but would certainly make 
it difficult, miserable, and dangerous. Miners' lives would be threatened and 
much coal would be lost.
Long and Henry Ventre, Pagnotti's field manager, devised a solution. If 
the Bureau of Mines was not going to take effective action to stop the spread 
of the Centralia mine fire, why not do it themselves? The company had a tencubic-yard shovel standing idle near Centralia and plenty of miners to do the 
work, which would be unpleasant but well within the abilities of Pagnotti 
Coal Company. They would strip-mine the mine fire into oblivion.
It made sense to Pagnotti, but one serious obstacle stood in the way. 
It was the release his company signed in 1966 to allow the Bureau of Mines 
to trespass on Pagnotti property to carry out its Centralia plan, the one that 
Columbia County officials had to plead with him to sign. Pagnotti Coal was 
now obligated not to interfere with the Centralia project in anyway.
Pagnotti had always cooperated with state and federal mine-fire 
projects, for a long career in the coal business had taught him that a mine fire 
is not to be trifled with. Any state mine inspector in an area where Pagnotti mined coal could tell stories of how he willingly helped extinguish mine 
fires that were not in any way his responsibility.


Neither was the fire at Centralia his responsibility. He had inherited 
it from Lehigh Valley Coal Company in February 1964, when the holdings 
purchased the previous fall were actually transferred into his possession. One 
term of the sale was that the existing lease of surface rights for strip mining at 
the fire site would remain in effect. The lease ran until September 30, 1965. 
This prevented Pagnotti from taking any action against the Centralia fire at 
that time. By the time the lease expired, the Bureau of Mines had announced 
its $2.5 million Centralia mine-fire project.
Because of the release the company signed in 1966, Pagnotti would 
need Bureau of Mines permission to strip out the fire that was burning 
his coal. Pagnotti did not imagine the federal engineers would raise many 
objections. He was certain they would welcome the chance to be rid of 
responsibility for a serious problem. The only condition was that Pagnotti 
Coal be allowed to keep and sell any coal it recovered during the excavation. 
Long and Ventre had high hopes that a significant amount of coal could be 
recovered in the spoon area. To be certain, they had a Pagnotti crew drill six 
boreholes there to see if the fire was already there. It was not. There would be 
no charge to the government and relatively few out-of-pocket expenses for 
the company. As a final sweetener, they would do the project under Bureau 
of Mines supervision.
After leaving Pagnotti, Ventre and Long drove the sixty miles from 
West Pittston to Centralia. At the Bureau of Mines trailer, which sat near the 
Odd Fellows Cemetery, Ventre explained the company's proposal to John 
Buch; John Rosella, who was another engineer assigned to the project; and 
field inspectors Daniel Lewis and John Stockalis.
They emphasized the work would not cost the government anything 
and would be done under Bureau of Mines supervision. Not surprisingly, 
Buch and the others were very interested. Buch said he would have to 
telephone Washington. He went to the other room of the trailer, closed the 
door, and placed the call, which probably went to anthracite division chief 
Joseph Corgan. He returned after about twenty minutes, his face downcast, 
and told the others that "Washington"-he did not give any names-said 
it just wasn't possible. Pagnotti's offer had been refused, despite the huge 
prospective savings to the taxpayers and the near certainty the mine fire 
would be eliminated as a threat to Centralia. What did Washington officials 
see in the gift horse's mouth?
Long, interviewed in 1983 along with Louis Pagnotti III, grandson of 
the late company president, said he never learned why the offer was refused. Daniel Lewis, interviewed separately, did not know either. Lewis speculated 
that such an offer could only have been rejected by Corgan or somebody 
higher up than him. Because of the bureau's strict chain of command, Lewis 
believes Buch's call went to Corgan.


Charles Kuebler could recall no such offer by Pagnotti, but Thomas P. 
Flynn, Corgan's deputy that year, did remember hearing about it, although 
he could not recall why it was rejected.
Wilbert Malenka, who became Kuebler's deputy around this time, 
believes that legal questions would have caused the bureau officials in 
Washington to reject the Pagnotti offer. Malenka, while denying any direct 
knowledge of the offer, said he knew of no instance where the Bureau of 
Mines turned over a mine fire that threatened a community to a private 
contractor and walked away. He said there would have had to have been 
limits on such a deal, that the bureau could not simply allow a private 
contractor (albeit one who owned the coal) to continue excavating until 
the coal was exhausted. Malenka questioned, too, who would have paid for 
the relocation of houses and roads under such an arrangement. Finally, he 
suggested the bureau would have been accused of caring more about saving 
coal than saving people.
A somewhat similar plan, however, succeeded in extinguishing the 
Carbondale mine fire near Scranton in 1974. Carbondale Redevelopment 
Authority joined with the Glen Alden Coal Company on the fire project, 
according to Ivor Williams, who was vice president of Glen Alden at the 
time and later joined the Bureau of Mines. "The redevelopment bought the 
homes [of people in the way of the excavation] and theybuilt townhouses on 
the other side of Carbondale, where there is no coal. They moved the people 
there or wherever they wanted to move," Williams said. "They bought their 
homes out. We put two contractors on the job. The fire wasn't quite as big 
as this one [Centralia], but it was an immense fire. We stripped it all out 
and the contractors made money on the coal. We paid the redevelopment 
twenty-three cents [royalty] for every ton of run-of-mine coal. There wasn't 
any government involved. They were paying the redevelopment, they never 
bothered. They just took the homes away."
Malenka questioned who would have paid for relocations if Pagnotti 
took over the fire work at Centralia, but the company did not believe any 
would be needed. There must have been a way the bureau could have made 
the proposal work, since it had severe doubts about the feasibility of the 
flush barriers it planned to substitute for the intercept trench at Centralia, 
and since Pagnotti was willing to work under bureau supervision. Perhaps 
to Corgan it seemed safer to use the money they had in hand to do the project their way-the bureaucratically safe way. There was less chance 
anyone would question why the bureau had dawdled so long in starting the 
project.


To look at this incident today is to lament over what might have been. 
Pagnotti had the workers, equipment, know-how, and desire to dig out the 
Centralia mine fire. It appears that only the fears of government bureaucrats 
prevented him from saving Centralia.
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[image: ]ESIDENTS OF EAST PARK STREET WERE THE FIRST TO SUSPECT THE 
grave danger the nearby mine fire posed to their lives and properties. 
In late November 1967 a group of them asked Councilman Joseph Tighe to 
request the Bureau of Mines to monitor their homes for carbon monoxide. 
Tighe wrote a letter to Charles Kuebler on November 24 that noted, "With 
cold weather prevailing, which will cause home owners to keep their windows 
closed, we are concerned with the dangers of explosion or asphyxiation."
Kuebler dismissed Tighe's request, stating in a November 29 letter, 
"The Bureau of Mines does not have the personnel or funds to provide this 
service" He suggested Tighe contact Gordon Smith at the Department of 
Mines and Mineral Industries, which Tighe did.
Smith agreed to send an inspector to Centralia, and early in December 
carbon monoxide was discovered in one of the houses. Available documents 
do not identify the resident, but they do state the "trace" of carbon monoxide 
was officially attributed to the house's furnace, not the mine fire. No carbon 
monoxide was found on a second visit to the house.
In a letter to Congressman Daniel Flood dated January 5, 1968, 
Secretary of Mines H. B. Charmbury all but ruled out the possibility minefire gases would ever enter Centralia homes "because of the extremely heavy 
cover and massive rock strata intervening between these homes and the fire:' 
Although the letter was signed by Charmbury, a memorandum strongly 
implies the letter was written by Gordon Smith, who should have known 
and probably did know how fractured the rock strata were below Centralia. 
It was an answer, however, that could easily fool a layman.
Centralia Council, particularly Tighe and council president Robert 
Burge, was increasingly concerned about the way the Bureau of Mines 
was handling the mine fire. They had not learned of the decision to scrap 
the trench until December 12, 1967, the day of the final inspection of the 
Phase I work. They also learned that work on the flush barriers that would 
replace the trench would not begin until January or February 1969, over 
a year hence. Burge wrote to Flood, "We are concerned that a delay such 
as this could result in the fire continuing north [toward East Park Street] 
and then possibly turning west again beyond the flushed area toward our 
community."


Ideally, the bureau could get a project like this under way in about two months. It had apparently learned nothing from its delay in beginning the Phase I work, delay that contributed to the decision to abandon the trench plan. It had rejected Louis Pagnotti's offer to take over the project and now showed no urgency in beginning a grade B plan that Centralia officials were begging it to hurry along.
In October 1968 an exasperated Centralia Council wrote to Flood asking him when work might be expected to begin. Flood wrote back that "some action" was expected by November 15. Nothing happened, and the silence from the Bureau of Mines continued.
The chief cause of the delay was a decision by the Bureau of Mines to change the design of the flush barriers planned for Phase II. During the summer of 1968, Kuebler attended a conference, which Malcolm Magnuson, who was in charge of the bureau's mine-fire work in western Pennsylvania, also attended. Magnuson briefed Kuebler on a promising new minefire control technique he and others had developed at the bureau lab in Bruceton. They had determined that fly ash, a light, powdery waste product of coal-burning power plants, could be used to build a far better flush barrier than ever could be made of sand, clay, or other materials. Fly ash could be blown into the mines by pressurized tankers. It was so fine and free flowing that it would fill up small cavities in collapsed mines much better than sand or clay. No water was required to place the fly ash, but when mine water came in contact with the ash, the barrier became almost as solid as the rock itself. Bureau scientists in the Bituminous Region were excited. The main test had taken place on July 19,1967, and had been judged an overwhelming success.14  
Kuebler, who vividly remembered the problems the bureau had building a flush barrier at Centralia in 1967, was immediately interested and arranged for a fly ash demonstration at Bruceton. Wilbert Malenka, who accompanied him, recalls being impressed by the results. Kuebler arranged for further tests in the sloping mines of the Anthracite Region-those at Bruceton and elsewhere in the Bituminous Region are flat-and became firmly wedded to using fly ash at Centralia.


Kuebler gained approval for fly ash from his superiors in Washington. 
But he had a tougher time selling the concept to DMMI, and particularly to 
Gordon Smith, who, Malenka recalls, did not like fly ash. Even Magnuson 
conceded that fly ash tended to slide down mine chambers with a pitch of 
greater than ten degrees, and at Centralia the pitch was as great as thirty-five 
degrees. Malenka said the bureau believed that it could blow fly ash into a 
two-hundred to three-hundred-foot-wide barrier at Centralia and depend 
on the fine dust's compactability to hold it in place. Once it came in contact 
with mine water, it would become all the more stable. Another disadvantage, 
which the bureau discovered only through experience, was that the success 
of fly ash barriers depended greatly on how badly caved the mines were. 
"That's a hard thing to determine in advance," Malenka said.
After considerable thought, the bureau decided to construct a 
twelve-hundred-foot underground fly ash barrier just east of the first 
row of homes. It would extend from the Buck vein outcrop near the Odd 
Fellows Cemetery down to Main Street. The fly ash would be supplied free 
of charge by the Metropolitan Edison power plant at Reading. When this 
barrier was completed, a second one would be built east of the fire, "in the 
boondocks" some would say later, in order to stop the fire from crossing 
Locust Mountain and entering valuable coal deposits there and farther 
east, toward Girardville. It was a beautiful plan, on paper, and Congressman 
Flood announced on April 3, 1969, that a contract had been awarded to 
Stearns Service Corporation of Nanticoke in the amount of $518,840.
To the public, particularly the Centralia public, fly ash was presented 
as the ultimate in mine-fire control. A Bureau of Mines press release that 
spring stated, "Personnel have monitored the boreholes and data have 
been analyzed in an effort to design the most effective method to contain the 
fire" (emphasis added), adding that this would be "pneumatic injection of 
approximately 80,000 cubic yards of fly ash.... The light, powdery fly ash 
forms an effective barrier by penetrating voids more completely than sand 
and water, thereby excluding air from the fire." It was a somewhat misleading 
press release-everyone at the bureau knew that excavation was the most 
effective way, by far, to contain the fire-but to the general public fly ash 
would seem quite reasonable and credible. In private, and even to some 
persons in Centralia, the bureau men referred to the use of fly ash as an 
experiment, or "demonstration project:'
Stearns Service Corporation began the Phase II work on May 5, 1969. 
One of the first things it did was backfill several mine openings a few hundred 
feet due east of three houses on Wood Street. The houses were occupied by 
Anna Ryan, a widow who had lived there sixty-two years; William and Janet Birster and their three children; and Marion Laughlin, mother of Mrs. Birster. 
When the mine openings were closed, Wilbert Malenka came to believe, the 
flow of mine-fire gases westward toward the three houses and others in the 
neighborhood suddenly increased. They had been acting as vents.


Unexplainable illnesses had afflicted the Birster family and Marion 
Laughlin since February. They now suffered headaches, nausea, and 
extraordinary drowsiness almost daily. When they left their houses, they felt 
much better, but when they returned home the ailments returned, too.
One night late in March, Janet Birster went next door to her mother's 
and rapped on the door. There was no response, but Mrs. Birster could hear 
the television set blaring. Worried, she pushed open the door and found her 
mother in a deep sleep on the living room couch, oblivious to the racket 
around her. Mrs. Birster roused her only with difficulty. Marion Laughlin 
complained of stiffness in her arms and legs and wondered aloud if she was 
about to "take a stroke." She vowed to see a doctor, but changed her mind in 
the morning after leaving the house and feeling fine.
Then it was the plants. Mrs. Laughlin received a large flower as a gift 
on April 5, the day before Easter. The next day it was drooping, and by day's 
end it was quite dead. In succeeding days the other plants in her house died, 
which distressed her greatly.
When the new mine-fire work commenced on May 5, matters seemed 
to worsen, although none of the affected citizens made the connection. 
The houses smelled musty, even with a window open, and their nausea, 
headaches, drowsiness, and now shortness of breath grew worse. None 
of them sought medical attention, unsure what a doctor would say about 
come-and-go symptoms.
On May 15 Janet Birster's coal furnace went out and she was unable to 
relight it. Match flames died before she could light the kindling paper. She 
suspected there was not enough oxygen in the basement to support a flame, 
having heard around town that mine fires could rob oxygen from people's 
homes. William Birster notified a state mine inspector, George Gallagher, 
the following morning. Gallagher advised Birster and the others to keep 
windows open to vent the gases. He could not test the atmosphere in their 
homes without permission from Gordon Smith, nor could he order them 
to evacuate.
Evacuation, though, was the last thing they wanted. Their homes were 
their pride and joy; it was unthinkable to leave if it might be possible to wait 
until the proper authorities took corrective action. Besides, none of them 
could afford to stay in a motel or apartment for very long, nor did they wish 
to burden relatives who were no better off than themselves.


That Friday evening, May 16, Marion Laughlin invited the man she was dating, Albert Lewullis, in for a cup of coffee after an evening at the American Legion. She had scarcely stepped into her kitchen and removed her jacket than she felt ill, more ill than she ever felt before, and began to dry retch violently. "I got deathly sick, it just hit me like a ton of bricks," she would say. When the attack finally stopped, she went into the living room and lay down on her couch. Lewullis stayed until 3:30 a.m., but she did not know he was there. He left the kitchen door open when he left, to give her air.
Mrs. Laughlin was awakened around 6 a.m. by a pounding on her kitchen door. It was George Gallagher, the state mine inspector. "You know, I didn't sleep all night worrying about you," he said. "I still can't tell you to leave, but if you were my wife, I wouldn't let you stay here" Fearing now for her life, Mrs. Laughlin called her mother in Ashland and asked if she could stay there for a few days. There would be no more nights in this house.
William and Janet Birster were in anguish. Should they leave or try to stay for a few more days? The following morning, Sunday, May 18, the Birsters felt more nauseous than ever before, and their canary, which had been so lively the night before, lay dead at the bottom of its cage. It was the traditional sign of bad air to generations of miners. Only a fool would ignore this warning. They made arrangements to stay temporarily with Janet's brother in Centralia, still hoping the problem could somehow be made to go away.15  
William Birster spent the next week trying to obtain some kind of aid for his family and mother-in-law. His problem was compounded by the fact that the three houses, while considered part of Centralia, sat on the Conyngham Township side of the line. John Yokemick, chairman of the Conyngham Township Board of Supervisors, was sympathetic when Birster called but had no idea howthe supervisors could help. Birster then called Joseph Tighe. Tighe, too, was sympathetic and concerned, but chose to fall back on maddening legalistic hairsplitting. He said Centralia Council could not become directly involved until the fire was proven to have crossed the Centralia line, which ran in front of Birster's house. Tighe did offer to notify the Columbia County Commissioners.
The neighborhood around the three houses was in a state of near panic. Directly across Wood Street were the homes of Mrs. Anne Maloney, who still heeded her late husband's warning to leave one window open because of 
the mine fire, and Tony and Mary Lou Gaughan. Down South Street (locally 
known as Wood Street) from the Gaughans lived Carl and Helen Womer. 
Mr. and Mrs. FrankJurgill Sr. lived next door to Mrs. Maloney.


When a worried Bureau of Mines drilled boreholes near the three 
houses and behind the Gaughan and Womer houses, the results did not calm 
the neighborhood one bit. While low temperatures-65 to 128 degreeswere found 25 feet from the Laughlin house, boreholes drilled 120 and 150 
feet to the southeast showed temperatures of 760 and 900 degrees. The 
boreholes drilled behind the Womer and Gaughan houses gushed steam 
but did not show fire temperatures. Kuebler ordered a speedup of the start 
of the fly ash barrier work, telling Stearns Service it must begin work near 
the three now-abandoned houses on Monday, May 26. The hot holes were 
too close for comfort.
County Commissioner Richard Walton visited Centralia at Tighe's 
request on May 22. By this time the South Street residents had decided they 
wanted nothing to do with the planned fly ash barrier. Excavation of a trench 
was all they would accept. Almost fifty persons gathered on the street a few 
minutes after Walton arrived. A story in the Mount Carmel item said "most 
of the men and women" present told Walton they did not want fly ashing, 
but rather preferred an excavation "to save their properties." In a mining 
town like Centralia, many of the men and women were familiar with the 
techniques of controlling mine fires and how well each could be expected 
to work. Walton inquired of Stearns Service whether the method of fighting 
the mine fire could be changed. He got a firm "no" in reply. There was a 
contract, Walton was told, and it must be followed. Kuebler told Walton the 
same thing when he and Joseph Corgan met with Walton and Commissioner 
Carl Canouse in Centralia the following day. "Mine officials plan to go ahead 
with the fly ash plan despite protests from residents who favor a trenching 
project," the Item reported.
The county commissioners offered to pay lodging expenses for the 
displaced Centralians for ten days to two weeks or until the gases cleared 
from their homes. Walton, however, must have thought the gases would not 
clear; he and Stephen Phillips, head of Columbia County Redevelopment 
Authority, began searching for a government agency that would purchase 
the three houses.
The South Street residents despaired over the strange inaction 
of Centralia Council. Council president Robert Burge told Richard S. 
Harriman, a correspondent for the Sunday Patriot-News of Harrisburg, 
that council members could only be "observers" until the fire crossed the Centralia line. Burge blamed the present problems on the seventeen-month 
delay between Phase I and Phase II.


Helen Womer, with the support of her neighbors, wrote to 
Congressman Flood and asked him to meet with them in Centralia so they 
could explain why a trench was needed. Flood already knew how bad things 
were; Corgan wrote to him on May 27 stating, "This is an extremely difficult 
mine fire to control."
Unknown to Womer, bureau engineer John Rosella, who was in 
charge of the Phase II work, agreed with the need for an excavation. The 
temperatures being reported by the Stearns workers alarmed him, and he 
became convinced the fire would move rapidly beneath the South Street 
homes if something was not done. Daniel Lewis, the project inspector for 
the bureau and a close friend of Rosella's, said Rosella "fought his head off" 
to get a trench at Centralia.
He probably would have failed if not for Flood. This was a problem 
tailor-made for the congressman's personal touch. He knew the Phase II 
contract could be rewritten through the change order process. He also knew 
the bureau, like any government agency, could be pressured into doing 
things it did not really want to do.
Flood had become one of the more powerful members of Congress 
two years earlier when he was made chairman of the new Subcommittee 
on Labor and HEW of the Appropriations Committee. Many of the 
Johnson administration's Great Society program budgets passed through 
this subcommittee. He was also a member of the Defense Appropriations 
Subcommittee. No one crossed him unnecessarily.
Always the showman, Flood breezed into Centralia late in the 
afternoon of Friday, June 13, 1969, for the requested meeting at the home of 
Helen Womer, the unofficial leader of the South Street residents. According 
to Malenka's memorandum describing the meeting, Flood expressed his 
concern about the state of the mine fire and grandly announced that plans 
for Phase II had been changed to permit excavation of that part of the mine 
fire closest to the homes. "Congressman Flood assured the residents that 
Mr. Corgan, Mr. Kuebler [who was present] and engineers in charge of the 
project were the most capable and dedicated mine fire experts in the world," 
Malenka wrote. Clearly, Flood and Corgan, and probably Kuebler, had 
conferred prior to the June 13 meeting. No memorandums could be located 
describing this session, but Flood persuaded the Bureau of Mines to give the 
residents their trench.
Kuebler's stony insistence that the contract could not be changed 
masked a private conviction that it should be. A memorandum he wrote to Corgan on June 13 suggests he was firmly convinced the fly ash barrier plan 
was unworkable, at least as a means for protecting the South Street residents 
and others whose homes were in the path of the mine fire.


An emergency situation has developed in the southwest corner of the 
project, where the fire has spread at a rapid rate through an extensively 
mined, unmapped underground area near the Buck Mountain Bed 
outcrop. Recent drilling for fly ash injection has disclosed the mine 
fire progress in the bed and in the subsurface refuse from the mining 
operation.
This is a critical area in the mine fire control work that was planned, 
as it is adjacent to the built-up section of the borough, a school and a 
church, and at present three families have been evacuated from two 
houses because of oxygen-deficient atmosphere seeping through the 
ground into their basements from the underground mine workings.
The unsystematic [bootleg] mining created numerous voids not shown 
on the mine maps, subsidence and fissures to the surface which provide 
oxygen to the fire, making it difficult to contain with the injection of fly 
ash. It is imperative that this area be excavated as soon as possible to 
eliminate the fire and to prevent its westward advance to the populated 
area of the borough.
Manyofthese conditionswere uncovered during Phase I ofthe Centralia 
project. Extensive drilling was done in the area Kuebler describes for the 
Phase I flush barrier and for exploratory purposes. Indeed, field inspector 
reports from 1967 give a graphic picture of the tortured subterranean world 
Kuebler describes in his memo to Corgan. Kuebler saw the Phase I field 
reports, and so did Corgan. Knowing all this, why did the Bureau of Mines 
abandon the intercept trench planned for Phase II and replace it with a flush 
barrier? As noted at the end of chapter 7, the only likely explanation is that 
top officials of the bureau in Washington did not believe Centralia was worth 
the expense of properly protecting it from the fire.
Former Columbia County Commissioner Richard Walton, who had 
extensive dealings with the Bureau of Mines in 1969 over Centralia, believes 
cost-benefit factors heavily influenced bureau decisions on the mine fire. He 
stated in an interview:


One of the things they [BOM] felt is that it [fly ash] was a cheaper way 
of doing it. Definitely. It is hard to tell people in a community that.
You have to look at the cost-benefit ratio when any money is spent 
from the federal government. On any federal grants we had, for any type 
of construction, flood prevention or anything else, it was all based on a 
cost-benefit ratio. In other words, you have to give a dollar benefit for 
a dollar of cost. And of course, when you look at that community over 
there, why I think the whole thing was, that to do that thing the way they 
should do it would be worth more than the entire town.
Walton denied ever expressing this opinion on the worth of Centralia 
to bureau officials.
Corgan alluded to the unfavorable Centralia cost-benefit ratio in a 
June 16 memorandum to Bureau of Mines director John O'Leary, who had 
been appointed that year by President Richard Nixon. "This is a critical fire," 
Corgan wrote, "located too deeply underground for complete excavation. 
The circumstances surrounding this fire could eventually require the 
evacuation of more homes." Too deeply underground? The phrase implies 
it would be physically impossible to excavate a fire that deep, which Louis 
Pagnotti certainly did not believe in 1967. More likely, Corgan meant the 
depth of the fire made the project too costly for the bureau's liking.
The trench they would excavate in the summer of 1969 was a much 
smaller one than that envisioned in the original 1965 plan for Centralia. 
The original trench was to be 2,500 feet long and vary in depth from 100 to 
200 feet. Some 750,000 cubic yards of earth were to be removed during the 
project. The original cost estimate for the big trench was $2.5 million, but 
this jumped to $4.5 million after the discoveries of Phase I.
The little trench of 1969 was to be 240 feet long, 140 feet wide, and 50 
feet deep at its deepest point. Only 48,000 cubic yards of earth were slated 
to come out of this trench, and the estimated cost was also less-$82,250. 
Where the trench ended on the north, the fly ash barrier would begin. 
Bureau engineers designed the barrier to protect the bulk of Centralia, but 
eight houses on East Park Street would lie beyond the barrier's eastern limit, 
exposed to the fire, a fact not publicly discussed at the time.
There was no guarantee that those persons living behind the trench 
would remain safe from the mine-fire gases. If the fly ash barrier leaked, the 
gases could go around the backfilled trench through the old mine network 
and reach the supposedly safe houses. Charles Kuebler says that he told the 
people at Helen Womer's house no mine-fire project was ever guaranteed to work and that Flood agreed. Many people of Centralia, particularly the 
ones living away from the front line, listened only to the reassurances that 
fly ash was their savior. They wanted to believe the government knew what 
was best for them.


Work on the trench continued through the summer of 1969 and into 
the fall, far longer than the thirty days predicted. Digging began near the 
Gaughan and Laughlin houses and moved south toward the ball field, then 
east along the outcrop toward the cemetery. DuPont Corporation sent 
a technician with special dynamite that could withstand temperatures up 
to two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. Regular dynamite lowered into ninehundred-degree holes would have quickly detonated.
When the fire was uncovered, the people marveled at the sight. As the 
digging moved east, away from Centralia, the shovel turned up the main fire. 
Brilliant pillars of satanic red coal lit up the sky at night.
John Rosella knew that without more money, he had no hope of 
defeating the fire. Even if they could not give him the funds to dig the fire 
completely out of the ground, perhaps they would give him enough to dig 
out a big enough chunk to minimize the threat to Centralia. Fly ash had 
lowered temperatures in the areas at Centralia where it was used; perhaps it 
would work as planned, or at least be sufficient in tandem with a larger trench. 
Stearns had already taken out sixty thousand cubic yards, twelve thousand 
more than originally planned. Why stop now? Rosella pleaded with Kuebler 
for more money, and Kuebler, recalls Daniel Lewis, was sympathetic. The 
bureaucrats in Washington and Harrisburg were not. Early in October the 
order was given to begin backfilling the hole.
"Then when he got to the massive fire, the massive burning pillars, and 
we ran out of money, and he couldn't get no more money, then orders were 
we had to backfill that. He cried;' Lewis said. "Johnny Rosella cried. And we 
had the fire [in our grasp]. There's no question about it. I'll stand on that till 
the day I die. We had the fire."
The story has a cruel twist. Late in the spring of 1969, DMMI decided to 
take over funding of the Kehley Run Mine Fire Project at Shenandoah, using 
Operation Scarlift monies. In July Joseph Corgan wrote to the Appalachian 
Regional Commission asking for permission to reallocate the almost $2 
million freed by the state decision. Corgan wanted to apportion the money 
among mine-fire projects at Centralia, Carbondale, and Swoyersville, and an 
anti-subsidence project at Scranton. Centralia was to get $440,000. The twist 
is that Appalachian Regional Commission documents give no indication 
the money was to be used for enlarging the excavation at Centralia. Rather, 
the documents suggest Corgan asked for the money simply to prevent the ARC from reallocating the funds to projects outside his bailiwick. Gordon 
Smith quotes Kuebler to that effect in an October 3 memorandum to 
Secretary of Mines Charmbury. Bureau of Mines protests that there was no 
money available to dig the big trench at Centralia pale in the light of these 
documents.


Charmbury had his own plan for the Kehley Run money, and it did not 
involve Centralia or any other mine-fire project. After hearing of Corgan's 
attempt to grab the $2 million, he fired off an angry letter on September 
17 to William Schmidt, Governor Raymond Shafer's representative to the 
ARC, protesting that he withdrew the Kehley Run project from the ARC 
only on the condition the $2 million be used for backfilling strip mines 
in Pennsylvania. He did not want the money diverted to Centralia and 
Carbondale. "We hope this will not be done," he concluded.
It was not. Perhaps it never occurred to Charmbury and Corgan that 
the $2 million no longer needed at Kehley Run, if added to the almost $2.2 
million remaining of the original Centralia allocation, would have funded 
the big trench-and ended this story here.
Clearly, the decision had been made long before this that Centralia 
was not to get a major trench.
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[image: ]VER THE YEARS, AS ONE GOVERNMENT PROJECT AFTER ANOTHER 
failed to extinguish or even effectively contain the Centralia mine fire, 
many residents of the town began to believe there was a grand conspiracy 
involving government officials and private coal operators to drive them out 
of their homes so they could profit from the supposed bonanza in anthracite 
coal still in the ground under Centralia.
Like so many conspiracy theories, this one was an attempt to explain 
the unexplainable, in this case the staggering bureaucratic incompetence 
and shortsightedness that had allowed the mine fire to grow to such a size 
and fury that it truly threatened the lives and property of the people of 
Centralia. How could government make so many bad decisions? There must 
be an explanation. Ah, they must want our coal.
This belief was fed by a number of factors, first and foremost that 
Centralia did own the rights to the coal beneath itself and had since 1950. 
Centralia Borough Council had taken advantage of a state law allowing 
municipalities to acquire coal rights within their boundaries as a means of 
preventing additional mining that might lead to subsidences under homes. 
That meant the coal under Centralia could be seized and sold only if there 
no longer was a legally constituted borough of Centralia, or so the theory 
went.
There was a common belief in Centralia that a bonanza of coal still 
lay beneath the town, especially in the Mammoth vein, so named because 
its average width was thirty-five to forty feet and could sometimes be as 
much as two hundred feet wide, though not in the Centralia basin. An 1891 
story in the New York Times about the completion of the six thousand foot 
Centralia mine drainage tunnel describes the Mammoth as twenty-five feet 
wide in the Centralia basin. But how much of that still remained? Some of 
it had certainly been mined over that long century. A state Department of 
Environmental Resources memo written in 1976 after a major crop fall, 
or subsidence, had occurred over the Mammoth vein in Centralia said 
the Mammoth had been mined by the Lehigh Valley Coal Company from 
1905 to 1909. A subsequent story in the Shamokin News-Item referred to the Mammoth in Centralia as "mined out."16   But the water table had likely prevented miners from taking it all. That had been the purpose of the drainage tunnel: to make more coal available for mining. In the end the best estimates were little more than educated guesses.


"I don't think really, in retrospect ... that people really knew how 
much coal really was there," said Stephen Phillips, executive director of 
the Columbia County Redevelopment Authority until 1980. `And with 
anthracite running the way it does in the coal veins, you can't tell."
The other factor driving the conspiracy theory was that on more 
than one occasion, events reinforced belief that someone was after the 
coal. The first known instance of this came in the late spring of 1974, and 
it is probably what implanted the conspiracy theory in the minds of some 
Centralia residents. On May 29 the MorningPress newspaper of Bloomsburg 
printed a story at the top of page one headlined, "Can coal-rich Centralia be 
moved?" The story said Centralia "maybe partially or completely relocated" 
because it sat in a basin "reported to be full of coal wealth:' According to 
the story, the entire town was worth only $1 million, while the coal beneath 
was supposedly worth $25 million, which again was somebody's ballpark 
figure.
Pennsylvania's Department of Community Affairs had requested a 
feasibility study of moving Centralia to get at the coal, although who in the 
agency pushed hardest for the study never became known. Fighting the mine 
fire was apparently not part of the equation at this time. Centralia Council, 
at its May 1974 meeting, approved a feasibility study, which it thought 
was related to economic development. Mayor John Coddington expressed 
surprise when told by reporters that it actually related to moving the town. 
The Morning Press had picked up on the study after it was discussed at a 
meeting of the Columbia County Economic Development Committee in 
Bloomsburg.
Centralia residents erupted in anger. On the evening of June 3, so 
many of them attended the regular borough council meeting that the 
session had to be moved from the upstairs hall of Centralia Fire Company 
to the larger garage below. What ensued was described as a "vociferous 
encounter" between the public and town officials, including Coddington, 
Council President Robert Burge, and council members Francis Goncalves and Eva Moran. For more than two hours, citizens of Centralia lambasted 
their elected officials. Burge blamed the news media for "creating a panic 
situation;' reported the News-Item of Shamokin. He accused journalists of 
misinterpreting the article in the Morning Press and said Council had never 
proposed selling the town. Burge admitted that Council had authorized a 
feasibility study at its May meeting, but insisted it had nothing to do with 
selling the town. The study was quickly abandoned, Goncalves recalled in 
2009.


He readily agreed that many people in Centralia believed in the 
conspiracy theory. "People tend to believe the worst of things," Goncalves 
said. "They accused me of being part of it." That was because of the feasibility 
study and because he was on the council, he said.
The conspiracy theory assumes that government officials who could 
not put together a coherent response to the Centralia mine fire could 
somehow run a secret conspiracy lasting nearly a half century, through the 
administrations of multiple Pennsylvania governors and U.S. presidents. 
And it assumes a degree of coldness and evil from bureaucrats knowingly 
risking the lives of Centralia residents in the vague hope of profit down the 
road that is not supported by any evidence. Indeed, by 1967 Centralia had 
already become a watchword for the dangers of mine fires. When the city of 
Philadelphia and the Reading Railroad proposed hauling all of Philadelphia's 
garbage to an abandoned strip mine pit at Locust Summit a couple of miles 
from Centralia, the risk of starting a new mine fire like Centralia's was cited 
repeatedly by state and local officials.
Ultimately, the Centralia conspiracy theory fails on economic grounds. 
Even if there was a bonanza in coal that could be strip-mined from under 
Centralia, who would buy it?
Anthracite production in Pennsylvania peaked at 99.7 million tons in 
1917 and then began a relatively steady decline as the nation switched to 
other, more convenient fuels, namely heating oil and natural gas. Even in 
1950, some 44.1 million tons of anthracite were still pulled out of mines in 
the state. But by 1974, the year of the Centralia feasibility study, only 6.6 
million tons were produced. In 2006 the total had declined to 1.5 million 
tons, enough to fuel the remaining homes that used anthracite for heat plus 
a few bakeries and pizza ovens in New York City.
Beginning in 1962 and continuing into the late 1980s, the Pennsylvania 
anthracite industry was kept alive in part by Democratic Congressman 
Daniel Flood of Wilkes-Barre and later by Republican Congressman 
Joseph McDade of Scranton, who inserted language in annual defense 
appropriations bills requiring the U.S. Defense Department to buy and ship a half million tons of Pennsylvania anthracite to coal-rich West Germany to 
heat American bases there. It was an amazing example of pork politics, but 
even that is now gone.


Anyone who works as a journalist in the Anthracite Region of 
Pennsylvania for more than a few years is struck by the tendency there 
toward magical thinking. Some miracle cure to revive the anthracite industry 
comes along every few years and editors dutifully dispatch their reporters to 
write about it. The most recent was a plan to mine not the coal itself, but the 
huge piles of coal waste, or culm, that dot the region. This low-grade fuel 
can be burned economically and-relatively-cleanly in modern, fluidizedbed power plants or converted to diesel fuel, although the process for either 
leaves behind a powdery substance that is as much of an environmental 
disposal problem as fly ash.
No scheme has come along with a realistic chance of substantially 
raising the amount of anthracite that is mined and sold each year, and 
Pennsylvania now faces competition for this shrunken market from lowercost producers in places like Vietnam. So again one must ask: If conspirators 
got their hands on Centralia's supposed coal bonanza, who would buy it?
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[image: ]N 1976 I KNEW NOTHING ABOUT CENTRALIA, WHICH SEEMED TO BE 
just another obscure village among many along Pennsylvania Highway 
61. The road runs from Sunbury on the Susquehanna River to Reading and 
passes through many coal region communities. It is known locally as Route 
61, although being a Bob Dylan fan, I would have preferred Highway 61. 
I had worked as a Shamokin News-Item reporter for only a year and had 
neither read nor heard about the mine fire. On November 1, 1976, however, 
I was asked to fill in for the reporter who regularly covered Centralia Council 
meetings.
There was no indication that anything but routine municipal 
business-streets, sewers, and police matters-would be discussed at the 
meeting, and only two members of the public-a tired-looking couple who 
appeared to be of late middle age-were present. At 10 p.m., three hours 
into the session, council president Francis Goncalves asked wearily if any 
citizens had anything to say, looking at the couple in the audience.
"Yes, I do," Tony Gaughan said.
In a rising voice, Gaughan complained that several boreholes near his 
house were emitting deadly levels of carbon monoxide. He said the Centralia 
mine fire was the source of the gas, adding that the fire was moving toward his 
property. It would move beneath his house fairly soon, Gaughan predicted.
Mary Lou Gaughan said steam rising from some of the boreholes drew 
the curiosity of neighborhood children. Her husband said carbon monoxide 
in one of boreholes had been measured at "point one;' which he said was 
sufficient to kill a person in two minutes. The Gaughans worried the deadly 
gas would find its way into their home and kill them while they slept.
I had been half asleep when Tony Gaughan's harangue began but 
was wide awake now. A fire beneath a house? Holes in the ground spewing 
carbon monoxide? It seemed beyond belief. I questioned the Gaughans after 
the meeting, and they responded with a torrent of words about trenches, 
flushing, fly ash, and betrayal.
Their words meant nothing to me, but I decided to look into the 
story further, promising the Gaughans I would stop by to visit them soon. I 
was the first of many journalists to find in the Centralia mine fire a story of 
endless fascination.


The Centralia mine fire was almost forgotten in 1976, even by the people of Centralia. As if to an angry god, the village had sacrificed three houses during the summer of 1969. The Bureau of Mines had provided the underground fly ash barrier that was supposed to hold back the fire, like a dike holding back the sea from the Netherlands, and then resumed an air of complacency. Most Centralia residents believed the problem solved. Some mocked the Gaughans for their Cassandra-like concern.
If Centralia was concerned about anything, it was the fumes rising from a pile of burning rock excavated during the first and third state minefire control projects in 1962 and 1963. The burning bank began about three hundred feet east of the Odd Fellows Cemetery and continued another twelve hundred feet to the east. The burning material had been dumped on an existing culm bank created by Pagnotti Coal Company and set it on fire. Nearly fourteen years later Father John Suknaic, the priest at St. Ignatius Catholic Church, complained in a letter to the state Department of Environmental Resources"   that the "odors from this fire, which are very bad and getting worse, present a serious health problem to the children in our own parish school. The children inhale this bad odor not only on the playground but even in the class room   "'
But complaining about the leaky fly ash barrier was left to the Gaughans and to Councilwoman Eva Moran. Council president Francis Goncalves, who would become bitter enough toward the Bureau of Mines to call for certain former officials to be stripped of their pensions, says he was repeatedly reassured by the bureau that the fly ash barrier was working and would continue to work. That was not quite the truth.
Indeed, the first breach of the fly ash barrier occurred before work was even completed. In the spring of 1972, as work on the eastern barrier neared completion, the fire broke through at two locations near the Centralia anticline. Although this barrier was far from any populated area, the breach would allow the fire to cross Locust Mountain and reach the mines under the village of Byrnesville. There was not enough money left in the $2.5 million budget to repair the breach, so bureau officials requested an "emergency" $250,000 appropriation from the Appalachian Regional Commission. It was approved by the ARC on September 22, 1972, but did not clear the Interior Department bureaucracy until February 1973.


Not all the $250,000 was used to repair the fly ash barrier. About 
$50,000 was used to drill fifty-three monitoring boreholes on the cold side 
of the barrier. These early-warning devices of failure had not been part of 
the original plan. Had the bureau, despite its public statements, lost faith in 
the permanence of the underground barriers? Charles Kuebler insists they 
never had absolute faith, that Centralia residents were told in 1969 the fly 
ash barrier would not carry a guarantee. The public, however, heard only 
Daniel Flood's flowery praise of the bureau and the fly ash barrier. "The 
completion of the Centralia mine fire [project] marks another landmark 
achievement for our environmental protection, and at the same time relaxes 
the fears of Centralia area residents from the awful possibility of devastation 
by uncontrolled underground fires," Flood said at completion ceremonies 
at Centralia on February 15, 1974. "It is an outstanding example of how the 
taxpayers' dollars can be put to work for the betterment of the community 
in which they live."
I found the Gaughan house-an unpretentious bungalow that Tony 
Gaughan had built himself in 1950-at the eastern end of South Street. 
Almost before I had my coat off, the Gaughans began telling the story of 
the Centralia mine fire, beginning with its origin in the dump near the Odd 
Fellows Cemetery in 1962. They told me about the trench the Bureau of 
Mines dug in 1969 to stop the mine fire, and how the bureau ordered the 
pit to be halted and backfilled before all the fire had been ripped out of the 
earth. I was told about the fly ash barrier and what a failure they believed it 
to be.
Tony Gaughan's voice had a distant sound of Ireland, though his family 
had been in Centralia for decades. His voice rose and fell as he remonstrated 
about the Bureau of Mines and its "lies." Unhealthy and tired looking, he 
had retired on disability from his mining job in 1973 after suffering a heart 
attack. His poor health he blamed in part on tension and anxiety brought on 
by the mine fire. Both Gaughans were in their early fifties, but Tony Gaughan 
looked much older.
Daniel Lewis, a Bureau of Mines inspector, was one of the few 
government men they trusted. It was Lewis who alerted them in late 1975 
to the higher temperatures and high carbon monoxide levels he was finding 
in the boreholes between their house and the fly ash barrier. With deadly 
carbon monoxide gas so close to their home, the Gaughans worried it 
might find its way inside. Lewis told them he would begin monitoring the 
boreholes more frequently. The Gaughans assumed that meant he would 
check the air in their house, too. Not until March 1976 did they learn their 
house could be inspected for gas only by a state DER inspector, and then only if they made a personal request to James Shober Jr. at the DER office in Pottsville."  


Weekly visits by DER inspector Leonard Rogers did little to calm the 
Gaughans, however. They knew how capricious a mine fire could be. Just 
because Rogers found no carbon monoxide during his visit didn't mean 
they were safe. The Gaughans could hear water running beneath the house's 
crawl space and reasoned if water could find its way down there, so could 
the gas.
Then there was the fire itself. Although the bureau told them in April 
1976 that the fly ash barrier was still holding back the mine fire, temperature 
data collected by Lewis in the monitoring boreholes near their house 
indicated otherwise. One of the boreholes, No. 7, had been measured at 76 
degrees in 1972. Now it was up to 180 degrees. Lewis told them that when 
the temperature reached 300 degrees, the mine fire was there. If not there 
now, it certainly appeared to Gaughan to be headed in that direction-and 
the borehole was only twenty-seven feet from their front door.
John Rosella, the bureau engineer, had told him in April that the fly 
ash barrier had settled, allowing gases to escape over the top. That admission 
had been made out of earshot of his superiors. None of them would confirm 
what Rosella said.
The Gaughans had written twenty letters to Congressman Flood or 
the Bureau of Mines, pleading for better protection from the gases. The 
responses, all from the Bureau of Mines, were simply restatements of what 
the bureau had done in the past to protect Centralia. "They have to put out 
the fire sometime," Mrs. Gaughan said sharply. "Why not do it before they 
have to move the whole town? I don't want to leave here. I've lived here all 
my life."
Both Gaughans believed there was a conspiracy to rob Centralia of 
its coal. It was the only explanation that made any sense to them. Why else 
would the fire have continued to burn for fourteen years? Why else would 
such idiotic bungling have occurred? They had seen projects come and go. 
Their anger boiled over when telling how the Bureau of Mines backfilled the 
trench in 1969.
The Gaughans knew nothing of the cost-benefit ratio, or of the 
coldhearted calculation in Bloomsburg and Washington that Centralia was 
not worth saving. They saw only the end result, a fire lapping at the bounds 
of their home. Once they and other Centralians were forced to abandon their village to escape the mine fire, the Gaughans believed, big corporations 
would come in to exploit the coal. Tony Gaughan was adamant that the fire 
had to be dug out of the earth if it ever was to be controlled. The bureau, he 
said, wanted to reinforce the fly ash barrier with additional fly ash, but he did 
not believe that would help.


It was time for a demonstration, and we went outside. I watched as 
Gaughan unscrewed the metal cap on borehole No. 7 and stepped back. 
The steaming hole was hot to the touch, not merely warm. Mrs. Gaughan 
produced a device that resembled a water pistol. It was a colorimetric carbon 
monoxide detector that Gaughan had obtained somewhere.
The device measured both the presence and concentration of carbon 
monoxide by drawing a gas sample through a tube of white chemical. If the 
gas was present, the powder turned a deep, sickly yellow. She held it to the 
mouth of the borehole, and almost instantly the powder became the color 
of urine. "Point one," Gaughan said with odd satisfaction. "It's enough to 
kill you." He referred to a level of 0.1 percent, or one thousand parts per 
million.
As they turned to walk back to the house, I gazed at the houses on 
either side of the gray valley and wondered why this family was the only one 
raising hell.
In 2009 I found notes in the Centralia archive of the state Department 
of Environmental Protection that reveal the mind-set of Charles Kuebler 
around this time. The notes are from a meeting about the Centralia mine fire 
apparently held during the first half of August 1976 and involving Kuebler, 
Wilbert Malenka, and John Rosella of the U.S. Bureau of Mines. Others 
were there, probably from the state DER, but are not identified in the notes. 
The notes show Kuebler defending the integrity of the fly ash barrier but 
expressing reluctance to do exploratory drilling on the Centralia side of it 
for fear of opening "a Pandora's box."
He admitted to believing that the fly ash barrier had settled somewhat, 
allowing enough of an opening between the top of the barrier and the 
mine roof to allow super-heated gases, including carbon monoxide, to slip 
westward past the barrier and escape to the surface through the monitoring 
boreholes previously drilled by the bureau, including the ones near the 
Gaughan house. But the fire itself was still on the eastern side of the barrier, 
Kuebler stubbornly insisted.
Perhaps the most disturbing passage in the notes is where Rosella 
is quoted as saying the bureau was concerned that the federal and state 
governments "would be placed in an uncompromising position" if carbon 
monoxide killed anyone in the houses across the street from the adjoining Gaughan and Womer residences. Why? "Because both Mr. [Carl] Womer 
and Mr. Gaughan on multiple occasions had pointed out to government 
personnel the potential of such a situation occurring;' according to the 
notes. In other words, they had been warned.


Kuebler hoped to obtain $100,000 to strengthen the fly ash barrier in Centralia and to remove the burning culm bank that so bothered Father Suknaic and his parishioners, the notes concluded.20  
The more I investigated the mine fire problem in the month after the meeting in Centralia, the more unsettling it became. No one in government wanted to take responsibility for doing anything to help Centralia. Both the Bureau of Mines and the Department of Environmental Resources seemed perfectly willing to let bureaucracy take its leisurely course. The money to patch the fly ash barrier would come, eventually.
Wilbert Malenka, Kuebler's deputy, told me that money for the project would have to come from the Appalachian Regional Commission in Washington, not from the Bureau of Mines budget. Malenka and Kuebler both insisted there was no source of money in the bureau budget that could be tapped to help Centralia.
Malenka said the earliest the ARC could approve any money for Centralia was February 1977, when the ARC Board of Governors would hold its annual meeting. It was his understanding, although he was not certain, that Pennsylvania would ask for funding to patch the fly ash barrier at that time.
The ARC, however, revealed that the state had not submitted an application. The staff was under the impression there would be no application, which was confirmed by the official in Governor Milton Shapp's administration in charge of applications for ARC funds.
The Bureau of Pennsylvania Appalachian Development, it seemed, had turned down the Centralia project in favor of two acid mine water projects aimed at making streams more hospitable for trout. A rumor, which was never substantiated, suggested that the acid mine water projects would benefit a private fishing club patronized by friends of Governor Shapp, a Democrat.
"As you know, federal funds have become less and less," lectured James Grim, an official at the state office.
Grim said DERhad appealed the denial of funds for a Centralia project and had even offered to pay the entire cost of the acid mine water projects from its own budget. He said it was "a possibility" the Centralia funds would be restored. If not, the project would have to wait an entire year until the 
next round of ARC funding was made available.


The News-Item's story about the Gaughans and the mine fire was 
published on December 8,1976. Headlined "Lethal Gases Cause Concern at 
Centralia," the story had immediate impact. Centralia Council, which until 
now had taken a rather restrained, if concerned, approach to the mine-fire 
problem, held stormy meetings to demand action. State Senator Franklin 
Kury, a liberal Democrat who represented Centralia, dashed off a letter to 
DER strongly supporting the Centralia project. Bureau of Mines director 
Thomas V. Falkie, a native of Mount Carmel, made a hastily scheduled visit 
to Centralia on January 5, 1977, accompanied by his chief deputies for 
mine-fire projects, Thomas P. Flynn and James Paone. Falkie went to Tony 
Gaughan's house and assured him that federal action against the mine fire 
was imminent. Clifford McConnell of DER assured Gaughan the Centralia 
project had been restored to the list of projects to go before the ARC Board 
of Governors in February.
One might have assumed that with all this sudden government 
interest in Centralia, a solution to the problem was around the corner. That 
assumption could not have been more wrong.
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[image: ]IFTEEN YEARS HAD PASSED SINCE THAT FATEFUL DAY IN 1962, AND 
the Appalachian Regional Commission was preparing to authorize yet 
another feeble swat at the Centralia mine fire. At the ARC's annual Board 
of Governor's meeting on April 12, 1977, delayed from February by bad 
weather, funding for the new Centralia project was approved without 
problem.
No one from the Bureau of Mines informed the Centralia public why 
so much time had elapsed since Falkie's visit without anything being done to 
patch the leaky fly ash barrier, however. "There is much anxiety in Centralia," 
wrote John L. Moore in a March 3, 1977, story in the Wall Street Journal. 
Moore was the first reporter from outside the Centralia area to cover the 
story since 1969. "Townspeople worry particularly about carbon monoxide, 
the lethal gas produced by burning coal. Others are concerned about their 
homes catching fire."
The bureau, in response to repeated criticism from Centralia citizens 
and questions from journalists about the reliability of the fly ash barrier, 
which their own internal reports called into question, began providing 
misleading or simply untrue answers to questions about the fly ash barrier, 
which in turn fanned public suspicion all the more.
An example of this occurred March 8, 1977, when Gary Sheppard of 
CBS News came to Centralia. He interviewed Wilbert Malenka and John 
Rosella; afterward, Malenka wrote a memo to Kuebler that attempted to 
reconstruct as much of the interview as possible.
Malenka admitted to Sheppard the fire could someday pose a serious 
threat to Centralia but added, "Gases as detected are dangerous, but 
these gases are only obtained through cased boreholes and are prevented 
from reaching the surface by competent rock strata" (emphasis added). Had 
Malenka already forgotten that three Centralia families were driven from 
their homes in 1969 by mine-fire gases that reached the surface without 
apparent difficulty?
Rosella chose to describe the mine-fire problem as "possible leakage 
of mine gases through the fly ash pillar." Sheppard asked Rosella if he would 
live in Centralia, "knowing this mine fire is burning so close?" He answered, 
according to Malenka's memo, "Centralia has some beautiful homes. I would not be afraid to live in this town" He apparently had forgotten his tears of 
frustration in 1969 after his bureau superiors ordered him to backfill the 
trench.


A News-Item reporter telephoned Malenka later that day to inquire 
about a small subsidence that had opened about two hundred feet east of 
the Gaughan house. Despite the clouds of steam puffing out of the hole, 
Malenka insisted it was the result of "water leaking into mine workings:'
An Associated Press reporter wrote a story on the mine fire in late 
March, centering the story around the Gaughans. "It's going to wipe out the 
whole town;' Tony Gaughan predicted with chilling accuracy.
Gaughan had become the bureau's chief antagonist, and it is likely that 
had he not been there, the mine-fire problem would not have received nearly 
the attention it did, either from the bureau or from journalists.
Gaughan was a particular irritant to Kuebler, who had little but 
contempt for the former miner's views on what should be done about the 
mine fire. It was an attitude he extended to anyone in Centralia who offered 
him advice. Nothing Kuebler did endeared him less to Centralia, or caused 
more hatred of the bureau, than this lordly attitude.
Always a management man, both in his long service with the Lehigh 
Navigation Coal Company and his later work with the Bureau of Mines, 
which he joined in 1959, Kuebler was an efficient administrator, but 
seemed to have little appreciation of the human cost of bureau policies in 
Centralia. He believed Anthracite Region people should expect to endure 
a certain amount of danger and discomfort from mine fires, and was fond 
of telling how persons living near a Scranton mine fire endured dangerously 
low oxygen levels in their basements without public complaint, happy for 
whatever small aid the bureau could offer. To Centralians he must have 
seemed like one more coal baron from out of their past. To Kuebler, who 
defended the fly ash barrier, of which he was so proud, with all the fight a 
sixty-seven-year-old man could muster, Centralians must have seemed like 
ungrateful children.
There was one other factor that colored Kuebler's attitude toward 
Centralia citizens. He blamed the village itself for the mine fire. It is unclear 
whether he knew exactly how the fire started, but he blamed feuding between 
Centralia Council and Conyngham Township Board of Supervisors over 
who was responsible for fighting the fire for allowing it to propagate through 
the summer of 1962. Only he has mentioned this supposed feud, which 
could well have occurred. Whether it did is immaterial. It was illogical and 
unfair for Kuebler to collectively blame all of Centralia for the actions of a 
few. The degree to which it colored his actions is unknown.


The bureau's new plan for Centralia would have two phases. Phase I would 
be the drilling of a dozen boreholes in an attempt to pinpoint where the fly 
ash barrier was leaking. Phase II would be the repair of the barrier by blowing 
down additional fly ash. No one should have taken comfort in this; if the fly ash 
barrier had failed once for natural reasons, it certainly could do so again.
There was another section of the plan for Centralia that was not made 
public at the time. The bureau planned to backfill two pits east of Centralia 
that had vented the deadly mine-fire gases for fourteen years. One pit was 
a remnant of the landfill where the fire started in 1962. The other was a 
remnant of the pit excavated by DMMI in the summer and fall of 1963 to 
vent the mine fire's gases.
The bureau had hoped to backfill the pits during the first federal-state 
project in 1967, but Gordon Smith's objections stood in the way. A small 
portion of each pit was left open for the same reason Smith envisioned in 
1963: to vent some of the gas that would otherwise be drawn underground 
toward Centralia by natural mine ventilation. Now Smith was gone, purged 
bythe Democrats-Pennsylvania was still a spoils system state-after Milton 
Shapp was elected governor in 1970. Officials of the Shapp administration 
did not oppose closing the pits.
Of the two, the more important by far was the one excavated in 
1963. It lay astride an east-west mine gangway that led directly west under 
South Street past the Gaughan and Womer houses to the heart of a heavily 
populated neighborhood along Locust Avenue. It was Kuebler's firm belief 
these holes were feeding air to the mine fire.
Robert Brennan, a Bureau of Mines engineer who had made a career of 
dealing with mine fires and other abandoned mine land problems, received 
a hush-hush phone call on June 3, 1977, from Thomas P. Flynn, chief of the 
bureau's Division of Environment in Washington. Flynn knew that planning 
for the new Centralia work was being handled by Malenka and Rosella, 
but didn't want to speak to either of them. He promised confidentiality to 
Brennan, according to notes of the conversation found in the late engineer's 
files in 2009.
Flynn was upset by a letter that Senator Franklin J. Kury had sent 
to Congressman Daniel Flood saying he had been told-by whom is not 
specified-that the new bureau project for Centralia would not work 
because the mine fire was already west of the fly ash barrier. Kury told Flood 
that he ought to pressure the bureau to change its plans to recognize this 
new and disturbing reality. Flynn wanted Brennan's opinion on whether the 
mine fire could have crossed the fly ash barrier. The engineer wrote down 
his reply to Flynn:


It is apossibilityfor many reasons, including, (a) the experimental nature of usingfly ash on pitching beds (45 degrees); (b) blind flushing methods used to install the barrier [means] the exact location and the degree of filling the underground void is unknown; (c) air currents created by an underground fire and the chimney effect of outcrop openings and broken strata at higher elevations would impede the compaction of injected light weight fly ash; and (d) the possibility of an airtight fly ash barrier would appear-in my opinion- "remote.   "2'
Brennan told Flynn the present Bureau of Mines plans could be in error because they were drawn up before the exploratory drilling revealed where the fire really was. Using fly ash again seemed problematic given that it had failed once already. Flynn suggested a cut-off trench or using sand instead of fly ash, but Brennan didn't like either one. He said the trench would require demolition of the Gaughan home and other homes, and the whole point was to save them. He suggested a third option: physically relocating the homes to safer parts of Centralia.
Flynn had received a letter from Flood asking what was going on and was in a hurry to reply. He said the public was concerned that nothing was being done, and said the current Bureau of Mines plans would not be implemented for at least another two months. He suggested to Brennan that some "emergency drilling" be done quickly both to update the bureau plans and to relieve public pressure.
Delay followed upon delay. The project was supposed to begin on July 1, 1977, but state and federal officials could not agree on the wording of a cooperation agreement. The bureau wanted DER to agree to a clause that exempted the bureau from any responsibility if the project had bad results. DER refused to sign such an agreement.
In mid June, when it appeared the cooperation agreement was still distant, the bureau-surprise, surprise-decided to begin Phase I of the project with its own funds. Ten boreholes were drilled "to relieve public pressure, allay fears and anxieties of local residents, and to determine if the mine fire had breached the barrier," according to a July 27, 1977, memo to Kuebler from Malenka. "This limited amount of drilling indicates there is a part of the fly ash barrier that is permitting a seepage of gases and the barrier has not been breached by the fire."


Some boreholes hit tightly packed fly ash, but others hit wide openings 
on top of the fly ash or no fly ash at all. Relatively low temperatures were 
found, leading the engineers to conclude in the report that the main fire was 
360 feet east of the underground barrier. But the voids meant the barrier had 
never been intact, that the fire eventually could pass through.
In September the cooperation agreement was concluded to DERs 
liking and the contract went out on bid. When the bids came back, the lowest 
was $429,550, pushed by inflation well above the $385,000 authorized for 
the project. This meant the project had to make a new round-trip through 
the bureaucracy. Not until February 1978 was the extra money approved, 
and not until May did the work begin.
Backfilling of the two pits occurred early in Phase II, and South Street 
residents didn't take long to figure out what was going on. FrankJurgill Sr., 
who lived across the street from the Womers, cornered Kuebler one day and 
demanded to know why the pits were being filled. Kuebler told him both pits 
were drawing air into the fire. Jurgill argued to no avail that the pits pulled 
much of the gas away from his neighborhood. "You could look directly over 
and see it,"Jurgill said of the 1963 pit. "It was drawing up the fumes and the 
vapors were always coming up, which means it's an updraft."
Kuebler and Malenka told Centralia residents the deadly gases could 
not harm them because of the thick bed of rock-seventy feet was the usual 
figure cited-between their homes and the fire. Kuebler and Malenka knew 
that the rock was riddled with fissures and that gases had easily reached the 
three homes in 1969 and could just as well reach the others.
The frontline residents began demanding, in ever more strident tones, 
that a trench be excavated to stop the fire. They believed all that needed to be 
done was to extend the uncompleted 1969 trench. Ironically, the project to 
strengthen the fly ash barrier was working, although its effects would prove 
temporary. Vapors no longer rose from the boreholes near the Gaughan 
home, and temperatures would soon begin to drop. Centralia residents were 
told this, but by this time they distrusted the bureau to such an extent the 
report was virtually ignored.
Growing demands for a trench led Centralia Council to schedule a 
town meeting on June 13, 1978. It was the first town meeting held in the 
new Centralia Municipal Building, built with a federal public works grant 
from the Carter administration and including solar heating. Countless town 
meetings would be held there in coming years to discuss the mine fire, and 
it is difficult to imagine the Centralia story unfolding in the manner it did 
without the spacious public forum this building provided.


Someone in the audience said he heard a rumor the fly ash barrier 
would fail again in a few years, and Kuebler stunned them by admitting 
it was true. Nevertheless, he opposed any plan to excavate a trench. The 
newly reinforced fly ash barrier was sufficient to protect Centralia, Kuebler 
insisted, and could be reinforced once again when the time came. The 
vertical distance between the fire and the homes, he said, would provide 
sufficient protection from the gases, and exposing the fire by ripping open 
the earth risked having it run away far beneath the village. Kuebler predicted 
a trench would cost more than $8 million and take years to complete.
"Somebody made a mistake up there and they're not man enough to 
stand up and admit it," snapped Mayor Joseph McGinley.
"Hindsight is easier than foresight," Kuebler shot back.
A few days later, in a move aimed at appeasing its more vocal critics, the 
bureau announced it was drilling more boreholes and injecting additional 
fly ash along Wood Street, an alley that ran parallel to the fly ash barrier past 
the Gaughan and Maloney houses.
By, late July, however, public sentiment was firmlybehind an excavation 
project, despite bureau assurances the fly ash barrier could be made to work 
and that it had no money for a trench. Funding indeed was a problem, but 
no one made a serious effort to tap into that great reservoir of money, the 
U.S. Congress. Dr. George Gensemer, a Columbia County commissioner, 
contacted U.S. Senators John Heinz and Richard Schweiker to see if they 
could help. Both senators assigned aides to look into the problem but in 
reality provided little but the lip service Centralia had come to expect from 
its politicians.
At another town meeting on July 27, 1978, residents repeated their 
call for the bureau to "strip out the fire." They added a demand: Now they 
wanted to know the exact boundaries of the mine fire, something the 
bureau could not tell them. Many worried the gases might invade nearby St. 
Ignatius Elementary School. "We don't get any satisfaction from the Bureau 
of Mines," thundered Mayor McGinley. "They say it [fly ash barrier] works, 
but it doesn't. We can't get anything out of them."
That same day, Kuebler and Malenka met at Schuylkill Haven with 
Robert Oberman and others from DER to discuss the worsening Centralia 
situation. Kuebler and Malenka blamed their problems on Centralia's 
retired miners, as well as the news media. Malenka's minutes state, "Recent 
meetings and conversations with residents of Centralia, together with press 
and radio coverage, show that a majority of residents apparently want an 
isolation trench excavated. The magnitude, cost and dislocation that an 
isolation trench would entail is not understood by the residents. Residents who have mining experience become experts in advocating remedial action. 
Their concern is appreciated."


The DER man begged Kuebler to consider three options for "positive 
control" of the mine fire. One was a trench; the second was grouting, a 
sophisticated form of flushing; and the third was subsidizing a commercial 
strip-mining operation for isolation of the fire and removal of the coal. He 
agreed to give it some thought.
It didn't take Kuebler long to decide-the pressure from the people, 
media, and finally, to some degree, the politicians was becoming intense. 
The bureau agreed to excavate a small trench if funding could be obtained 
from the Appalachian Regional Commission.
DER considered the mine fire to be a much greater threat to Centralia 
than did the Bureau of Mines. Clifford McConnell, in an August 7 letter to 
Susan H. Gahres, director of the state Bureau of Appalachian Development, 
wrote:
The estimated total cost of controlling the fire as it is understood at the 
present will be in the nine to ten million dollar range.
However, in order to stop the seepage of lethal gases into the residents' 
homes, it is necessary to act immediately to install a portion of this trench. 
We feel that an increase of $400,000 in construction money, coupled 
with $75,000 remaining in the original contract, will allow us to install 
the initial trench with a great time saving, which at this point is most 
necessary.... Time lost at this stage of the game could result in greatly 
increased project costs and loss of a significant portion of the borough of 
Centralia and/or fatalities from carbon monoxide poisoning.
This warning, which regrettably would be proven almost entirely 
correct, did not reflect the bureau's opinion. The bureau indicated privately 
it was only agreeing to the trench to quiet public outcry. In public it planned 
to announce that the trench was made necessary by a recent discovery that 
the fire had breached the fly ash barrier. The breach had been repaired, but 
clearly the fly ash barrier could no longer be trusted-or so the story went. 
There is no evidence any fire passed through the barrier in 1978.
Goncalves announced on August 8 that Congressman Flood had 
promised to seek emergency federal funding for the trench if he could 
obtain valid cost figures from the bureau. On August 9 Goncalves and most 
other members of council attended a meeting in Bloomsburg called by the Bureau of Mines. They were briefed on the bureau's new plan for a limited 
trench, a "dragline trench" it was called at the time. Support was strong 
for the trench, particularly after Kuebler stated-erroneously, as it turned 
out-that no homes would have to be acquired and demolished to make 
way for the trench.


The bureau was clearly still opposed to the trench. James Paone in the 
agency's Washington headquarters told the News-Item the next day that the 
dragline trench would only be one part of a much larger trench that would 
require relocation of many families. He compared it to a "Panama Canal 
project" and predicted the environmental problems created by the trench 
would be staggering. `If they think they have problems now," he warned, 
"just wait until this happens."
On Sunday, August 13, an Air Force reconnaissance jet made several 
passes above Centralia, causing considerable commotion in the village. It 
took infrared pictures of the mine-fire area at the demand of Flood, who 
saw the photos as a good first step toward helping Centralia. He had been 
surprised by the turn of events there, by the failure of the fly ash barrier, and 
was at a loss as to what he should do. Council told him Centralia residents 
very much wanted to know the boundaries of the fire.
"We showed Flood the pictures and he said, `good,"' said former aide 
Thomas Makowski. "It gave us an idea of the extent of the fire, something 
they never really knew. It looked like it encompassed the whole damn town, 
but I didn't know how to read those darn things because all it showed was 
the heat rising."
Flood's staff gave the pictures to the bureau after providing copies to 
Centralia Councilman Ronald Tanney and the News-Item. "We assumed 
that now that they had an idea how bad the fire was down there, they would 
come up with some sort of alternative or plan," Makowski said of the bureau. 
"They were already talking about evacuating the people."
Funding for the dragline trench was quickly approved by the 
Appalachian Regional Commission, prompted by gloomy predictions from 
Pennsylvania officials. The trench was to be 415 feet long, picking up where 
the 1969 trench left off and extending north to the center of Poplar Street, an 
alleybetween South and Park Streets. It was to be 155 feet wide and 140 feet 
deep at its deepest point, although upon completion it would be backfilled 
with clay and other incombustible material so the fire could not pass.
No homes lay in the path of this trench. Several were very close, 
however, and the bureau decided it needed a safety zone around the trench. 
At an August 21 meeting of bureau and DER officials, it was determined 
that sixteen houses and SS Peter and Paul Russian Orthodox Church would have to be removed before the trench excavation could begin. It was not 
that living near the trench would put the families or churchgoers in direct 
physical danger-there was no safety zone for the 1969 trench-but the 
bureau worried that insurance for the project would be prohibitively 
expensive if the homes were still there.


At a town meeting on September 7, emotions ran wild. Kuebler and 
Malenka were repeatedly called liars. Mayor McGinley stormed out of the 
meeting after Kuebler denied telling him at the Bloomsburg meeting that 
no homes would have to be taken for the trench. The number of homes had 
jumped to twenty-five, allegedly because the bureau had used faulty maps to 
calculate the previous number.
Five families, among them the Womers, announced they would not move 
under any circumstances. Helen Womer accused the bureau of wanting to dig 
the trench so it could grab Centralia's coal and questioned whether the trench 
would do a better job than the fly ash barrier. She said her family never had a 
mortgage to worry about and did not intend to get one now.
In the coming years many outsiders would profess astonishment 
that people like the Womers would choose to live with the mine fire rather 
than start anew somewhere safe. Indeed, even those in Centralia who saw a 
necessity to leave greatly regretted what they had to do. They had endured 
much to live in Centralia-the perils ofmining work, the years of deprivation 
when the mines were closed-and their inclination was to stand and fight, 
not run. Some persons chose to stay, it should be noted, because they could 
not afford to leave.
Helen Womer, who worked at the Centralia office of Pennsylvania 
National Bank, became the leading opponent of any plan to fight the mine 
fire that involved taking houses-hers would be one of the first to go before 
any trench was dug. Very articulate, she had an unfortunate gift for twisting 
facts to back her arguments.
Tony and Mary Lou Gaughan, surprisingly, were among the five 
families who vowed not to move. Despite their frequently voiced fear of the 
mine-fire gases, they had decided against moving because of their age and 
ill health. They would join the Womers in calling for a solution to the mine 
fire that did not involve relocation, a solution that would become more and 
more elusive.
Five families at the September 7 meeting said they were willing to 
leave, and thus was born the tragic conflict in Centralia that would grow 
increasingly bitter as the years passed. Joan Girolami, a mother of two who 
lived on East Park Street, was in this group. She was becoming a leader of the 
families who wanted drastic action to stop the fire.


Girolami, thirty seven, had first become worried about the mine fire 
in 1976, when traces of carbon monoxide gas were found in homes farther 
east on her street. When the bureau built the fly ash barrier in 1969, she had 
signed a property release after being assured, she said, that the barrier would 
prevent the mine fire from reaching her home. The bureau had pumped fly 
ash into the mine voids beneath her home, which was on the very edge of 
the barrier. In 1976 the bureau had discovered a 746-degree temperature in 
a borehole a few feet behind her swimming pool.
Centralia was in turmoil that summer, and no one knew it better 
than the six men who sat on Centralia Council. Paid only a token salary, 
more used to dealing with sewer and vandalism problems than the fate of 
a community, they begged Kuebler to find some way to protect the town 
that would not require destroying so much of it. They asked for a meeting 
with Paone to sort things out, and Kuebler arranged it for October 5 in 
Wilkes-Barre. When word of the meeting spread, East Park Street residents 
sent a letter to Malenka demanding that Eva Moran, a fiery former council 
member, be invited to the meeting as their representative. In the end they all 
got to go, along with Helen Womer.
Unknown to anyone, Columbia County Redevelopment Authority 
executive director Stephen Phillips was having little luck securing a source 
of funds-he needed $1 million-to purchase the twenty-five homes and 
the church. Pennsylvania Department of Community Affairs had given 
tentative, very reluctant approval to paying half the cost if it could be spread 
over a three- or four-year period, but said the county or local government 
would have to come up with the rest. Phillips knew that was out of the 
question. His best remaining hope was to obtain all of the money from 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. He telephoned 
Flood's staff to sound out the possibilities.
The biggest shock of the October 5 meeting was an admission by both 
the bureau and DER that the mine fire was under "four or five" houses on 
East Park Street. Paone named it the three-hundred-degree zone, for the 
temperature at which the bureau considered a mine fire to be present or 
relatively near. Much higher temperatures had been found, like the 746 
degrees behind Joan Girolami's house. Houses in the three-hundred-degree 
zone were all east of the fly ash barrier, completely unprotected from the 
mine fire. None of the bureau's plans for fighting the fire, either the big 
trench envisioned in the original 1965 plan or the fly ash barrier, ever offered 
any protection for these homes. The fire was not in this part of Centralia 
when the barrier was built, so the design had raised no protests on East Park 
Street.


Paone laid out seven options for consideration by Centralia Council. 
The first-and this was heavily favored by Kuebler-was to set aside funds 
so additional fly ash could be pumped into the barrier when leaks developed. 
The second was to pump more fly ash into the barrier now, followed by a 
hydraulic slurry that might fill some of the cavities the fly ash would surely 
miss. The third option called for hydraulically injecting some incombustible 
material other than fly ash. The fourth proposed adding cement grouting 
to the underground barrier, which presumably would make it even more 
impermeable, and fifth was the dragline trench already proposed. Sixth 
was an "intermediate" trench costing $3.5 million, and seventh was a major 
trench, the "Panama Canal project;' that would cost $9 million to $10 
million and destroy seventy-eight homes.
Only the last option carried any sort of guarantee from the Bureau of 
Mines, but Paone said the bureau had no way to fund it at present. "They 
pressed us for a recommendation," Paone recalled later. "We weren't 
prepared to give a recommendation.... There was still study needed."
Council members left the meeting in a state of confusion. McConnell 
from DER wanted them to endorse the dragline trench, which he believed 
was desperately needed. If the bureau couldn't make up its mind, the 
councilmen wondered, how could non-engineers like themselves be 
expected to make an informed decision?
Over the next two weeks, council members agonized over what to do. 
They sent a letter to Paone on October 14, asking once again, "What, in your 
opinion, is the best way to deal with this catastrophe?" Council secretary 
Thomas Cook added, "Everyone involved respects your opinion, and if 
you would offer a possible concrete solution it would help immensely to 
calm down the hysteria that is becoming worse with the advent of the cold 
weather."
In the absence of any further word from the bureau, Centralia Council 
voted unanimously in late October to endorse the dragline trench. "It was 
a difficult decision, a decision we did not enjoy making," council president 
Francis Goncalves told the News-Item. "We realize there will be a great 
inconvenience to the families involved, and we are concerned where the 
relocation funds are going to come from."
Paone responded to Council's letter on November 2, after Council had 
endorsed the dragline trench. He said the bureau believed a large trench to 
be the most certain means of controlling the mine fire but was concerned 
about the length of time it would take to begin the digging. In the meantime, 
Paone said, the dragline trench was the best option. "This trench, plus the 
nearly completed fly-ash barrier reinforcement, will provide temporary protection to area residents and at the same time will also permit us to 
thoroughly explore other options."


If council members thought that the matter was settled, that the only 
remaining question was where to get the money to buy the twenty-five 
homes and the church, they were about to receive a rude shock. The bureau, 
having looked once again at the cost-benefit ratio at Centralia, was about 
to pull the rug out from under Council. After council members had staked 
their reputations on their decision and endured public and private criticism 
from the Womers and other anti-relocation families, the bureau decided it 
did not want to excavate a trench at Centralia. The public reason for the 
change of heart was the one to two years the bureau believed it would take to 
begin digging the dragline trench, even if relocation funds could be obtained. 
Phillips had applied to HUD for an emergency grant on November 17 but 
was not optimistic it would be approved.
Paone and Kuebler summoned Centralia Council and the same group 
of citizens back to Wilkes-Barre on December 19 to tell them the trench 
would not be excavated-if Council approved, of course. As we studied 
the situation and we looked at the land values here, and the displacement of 
the citizens, we felt that the indirect method had more and more promise to 
us," Paone said at the meeting. This was Paone's only public reference to the 
cost-benefit issue, and no one at the meeting realized its significance.
The "indirect method" was a $6 million plan to create a "super flush 
barrier," one that would supposedly fill up every nook and cranny under 
the thirty-five acres where the mine fire burned, or soon would burn, with 
incombustible material, fly ash, and concrete grout. It was, Paone said, the 
bureau's most advanced technique for mine-fire control.
The mine fire would burn out for lack of air "one or two years" after 
completion of the project, which he estimated would last four to five years, 
and no properties would need to be acquired. The $464,000 appropriated 
by the Appalachian Regional Commission for the dragline trench could be 
applied to the first phase of the new project, drilling about 250 boreholes to 
determine where the fire was.
Robert Oberman of DER said the state no longer thought a trench 
was needed or feasible. Kuebler said the new project might provide even 
better protection than a trench. It remained only for Centralia Council to 
withdraw its endorsement of the trench and transfer it to this new project.
Kuebler said the Appalachian Regional Commission told the bureau 
it would not pay for the entire project. Most of the funding, he said, would 
have to come from the U.S. Office of Surface Mining (OSM), which was organized in 1977 and had a special fund, the Abandoned Mine Lands 
Fund, for work of this sort.


Since the actual measures to control the fire and gases would not 
begin for many months under this new plan, the bureau proposed to protect 
a few Centralia houses with in-home carbon monoxide detectors. When 
the carbon monoxide level reached fifty parts per million, an alarm would 
sound to alert the family. Manufactured by Energetics Science incorporated, 
a division of Beckon-Dickson Corporation of Hawthorne, New York, the 
Ecolyzer 2000 was originally developed for use by the Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration in factories.
"How many places in the country do people have to live with an 
indicator like that?" the meeting transcript states one unidentified resident 
asked.
"You would, if the bureau supplies them," Kuebler snapped.
"If you had put the fire out when it started, you wouldn't have this," the 
resident rejoined.
"I don't want to argue with you," Kuebler said. "As I previously told 
this group, this is your fire and not the bureau's." The statement went 
unchallenged by Paone.
And so it went for much of the long meeting. Theywere not demanding 
anything more than had been given Scranton, Laurel Run, and other affected 
communities-effective and meaningful protection from a mine fire that 
threatened their lives and property.
Kuebler's long tenure with the bureau was coming to an end. He 
retired in 1980 at the age of sixty nine. His opinions on Centralia and the fly 
ash barrier never changed, so far as anyone knows.
Centralia Council met in special session on December 21, 1978, and 
approved the bureau's new plan. The next move was up to the U.S. Office of 
Surface Mining.
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the characters in the drama could know it at the time.
With the vent pits sealed, gases had no safe exit east of Centralia and 
were drawn toward the fly ash barrier by air currents within the mine. The 
barrier was beginning to settle again, and as openings in it widened, small 
breaths of the gases began flowing through. Though the gases were almost 
imperceptible at first, the ten Ecolyzer carbon monoxide detectors installed 
by the Bureau of Mines during the first month of 1979 soon came to be seen 
as lifesavers.
A bureaucratic war over the Centralia mine fire was brewing in 
Washington between the bureau and its new rival, the U.S. Office of Surface 
Mining. Both were agencies of the Department of the Interior, but that 
seemed to make the infighting all the more bitter.
OSM was established as a result of a long battle in Washington to enact 
a federal law regulating, but not banning, the strip mining of coal. Bitterly 
opposed by the coal industry, the law was needed to end the widespread 
practice of leaving open pits and refuse piles for the public to deal with after 
a mine was closed. Vast areas of the nation's coal lands lay despoiled and 
useless. Among the states, only Pennsylvania had anything approaching 
effective regulation of new strip mines.
Environmentalists such as Louise Dunlap of the Environmental Policy 
Center in Washington, D.C., longed to bring the industry under federal 
regulation. Dunlap and a friend, Ernest Preate, enlisted the aid of Walter 
Heine, who headed Pennsylvania DER's Bureau of Mine Reclamation. 
Preate and Heine drew up a model strip-mining control bill that provided 
for federal regulations but eventual state enforcement. Heine believed 
federal enforcement of the regulations, particularly in the case of smaller 
mining companies, would prove onerous and insensitive.
After much debate and amendment by Congress, the bill was passed in 
late 1974. To the dismay of environmentalists, President Gerald Ford killed 
it with a pocket veto. Congress passed the bill again in 1975, and this time 
Ford vetoed it outright. Congress enacted the Surface Mining Control and 
Reclamation Act a third time in 1977, and President Jimmy Carter signed it 
into law on August 3. Walter Heine became OSM's first director.


In addition to regulating coal operators, the bill funded a mammoth 
effort to clean up the old scars of coal mining. All strip-mined coal was to be 
taxed at 25 cents per ton, while deep-mined coal would be taxed at 15 cents 
per ton. The resulting Abandoned Mine Lands Fund would be available to 
backfill strip mines, prevent subsidences, and fight mine fires.
Billions of dollars were expected to flow into the AML Fund during its 
fifteen-year lifespan. Each coal-mining state was allotted a portion of the 50 
percent of the fund reserved for the states. Twenty percent was reserved to 
OSM for its own abandoned mine land projects. Another 20 percent went 
to the Department of Agriculture's Rural Abandoned Mine Lands Program 
(RAMP), and 10 percent was set aside for small operator assistance.
The Appalachian Regional Commission agreed to fund the exploratory 
drilling phase of the bureau's proposed new Centralia project, using the 
money that would have funded the dragline trench. It told the bureau it 
must apply to OSM for the rest, about $5.5 million. The bureau didn't like 
that one bit.
Walter Heine had never forgiven the bureau for its active opposition 
to the federal strip-mining bill. He was particularly incensed that the bureau 
had helped President Ford find reasons to justify his second veto of the 
bill-after the veto had taken place. Bureau officials, on the other hand, 
believed OSM and its environmentalists wanted to ban as much mining as 
possible and abolish the bureau.
The crux of the matter was simple: Each agency believed the other 
was infringing on its turf. OSM expressed its displeasure with the bureau 
by subjecting its new plan for Centralia to close and skeptical scrutiny. The 
bureau, in a fit of pique, withheld many of the documents and data OSM 
needed to evaluate the proposed project.
Malcolm Magnuson, who developed the idea of using fly ash to 
control mine fires, believed the infighting between OSM and the Bureau of 
Mines was fatal to Centralia. He retired from the bureau in December 1979, 
but was there for the first year of OSM's takeover of abandoned mine land 
work. He speaks from the perspective of the losing side, the engineers in 
the bureau whose traditional ideas were in some cases rejected by the new 
OSM regime. But it is a valid viewpoint and worthy of thought by those who 
wonder how things went so wrong in Centralia. Magnuson wrote:
The Centralia disaster was caused by the great scientific takeover of 1979 
in the Bureau of Mines. The PHD's who were going to revolutionize mine 
fire control started by ignoring anyone who was familiar with designing and implementingfire control projects.... Flushing is the only reasonable method of controlling an anthracite mine fire. This is why theAnthracite Division [of the Bureau] did little else. The intelligent thing for the new breed to have done was to improve the flushing technique, rather than resort to fantasies. Trying to dig out a fire 500 feet deep is ludicrous and dangerous. By the time you dig that deep and expose the fire to air, it will run much faster than you can dig. It should be obvious by now that the fly ash barrier, which was treated with such contempt, retarded the fire's westward advance into Centralia, and if the barrier had been reinforced as Izuebler suggested, the fire could have been stopped. If the fly ash injection had been combined with surface sealing (treated with even more contempt), the fire would have been extinguished."  


According to his widow, Magnuson, who died in 2007, could not 
let go of Centralia and talked about it until the end of his life. But the fact 
remains that the mine fire did eventually break through the fly ash barrier he 
championed at Centralia. There was no simple solution to this problem. Not 
this late in the game.
Five families on East Park Street Joan and Louis Girolami, Agnes 
Owens, William and Helen Frye, Martin and Rosalyn Kranzel, and Charles 
Molnar-wanted nothing more to do with the Bureau of Mines. Some 
of this group had attended the Wilkes-Barre meetings in October and 
November 1978. All of them had lost confidence in the bureau's mine-fire 
control schemes.
Relocation to a safer place was their ultimate goal, and to that end 
they began a letter-writing campaign to persuade the federal government to 
buy their homes and move them out. For the short term, they waged their 
own campaign to gain effective protection from the mine fire's deadly gases. 
They didn't believe the bureau could be trusted for that, either. In addition, 
they told the bureau they might not allow drilling on their property when 
the new project began, because the bureau would not guarantee that any 
damage to their homes would be repaired.
The ten Ecolyzer carbon monoxide detectors that had been distributed 
to these five families and others were also a concern. The bureau had decided, 
in the interest of economy, not to purchase as many of the $2,000 devices as there were families needing protection. As a result, each family was told it 
could have the device for thirty days at a time, after which it would be given 
to another family. In addition, the alarms were not loud enough to be heard 
on the upper floors, or to wake a sleeping parent if the devices were placed 
in the basement, where gases would first enter a house.


Letters from the five families went to President Carter, Secretary of the 
Interior Cecil Andrus, U.S. Senators Richard Schweiker and John Heinz of 
Pennsylvania, and Pennsylvania's new governor, Dick Thornburgh, who was 
elected the previous November. One of the mythical figures of American 
life is the citizen who, incensed by some great wrong, successfully petitions 
his elected leaders to set matters right. In real life such a citizen can more 
often expect to be ignored, receive a form letter from the agency responsible 
for the problem, or worse, be treated as a dangerous crackpot.
President Carter, the two senators, and Governor Thornburgh took 
no action after receiving the letters from Centralia. It is doubtful, given the 
procedures of political offices, that they even saw or knew of them. The only 
replies the Centralia families received were from the Bureau of Mines or 
DER, a seeming snub that mystified and angered them. Joan Girolami wrote 
back to Schweiker on behalf of all of them on February 15, 1979: "We the 
taxpayers and property owners of East Park Street are pleading with you for 
help. We have written several times before about the Centralia mine fire, but 
we had no response. We are inviting you or one of your aides to come to 
Centralia and look at the way we are forced to live because of the mine fire."
There was no response to that letter either. One reason is that whenever 
Schweiker or Heinz passed along a letter from Centralia, the bureau wrote 
back to the senator stating all the things it had done or was planning to do 
for Centralia, implying that these families were misinformed malcontents. 
Another reason is that Centralia was simply not a problem that yet interested 
Heinz, Schweiker, or Thornburgh. It involved relatively few people and was 
not yet receiving press coverage in the larger newspapers. This is particularly 
unfortunate, because timely intervention in 1979 might have saved much of 
Centralia from the mine fire.
Congressman Daniel Flood was physically unable to do anything 
about Centralia in 1979. He had become embroiled in legal problems at 
the end of 1978 after a former aide, Stephen Elko, linked him to several 
kickback schemes, and his health deteriorated rapidly during 1979. Former 
aide Thomas Makowski says Flood spent 188 days in the hospital that year, 
his last in Congress. His only votes were pairings.
The bureau eventually installed louder alarms on the carbon monoxide 
detectors but refused for a long time to end the practice of rotating them from family to family. Joan Girolami, in one of her less temperate letters to 
Schweiker, referred to this practice as "Russian Roulette."


One of Walter Heine's first appointments as OSM director was Dr. 
Charles Beasley, a mining engineer who taught at Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute. Beasley organized the corps of OSM mine inspectors and was now 
acting director of the Region I office in Charleston, West Virginia. Heine 
had great confidence in Beasley and turned to him late in the spring of 
1979 when others at OSM could not decide what to do about the bureau's 
Centralia plan.
Beasley grew up in Sprague, West Virginia, a small coal-mining 
village, and appreciated the problems that mine fires, burning culm banks, 
and the like caused for people who lived nearby. His chief virtue with 
respect to Centralia was that he could look at the problem with new eyes, 
unencumbered by any need to cover up or justify what had been done or 
not done in the past.
When he examined the data the bureau was willing to provide, Beasley 
became increasingly doubtful that the bureau's plan for a super flush barrier 
had any real chance to stop the mine fire. Backfill technology is an inexact 
technology when used for roof support in abandoned mine lands, he said, 
but is even less credible as a fire control measure. Explaining further, Beasley 
said he doubted that a barrier could be made to rest on the steeply pitched 
(forty-five degrees) coal veins under Centralia. Even if it could be built, it 
would neither extinguish nor contain the mine fire because it was impossible 
to construct an airtight barrier in the broken, twisted rock beneath Centralia. 
The hot gases could bypass the barrier through cracks and fissures in the 
mine roof and could even set the roof on fire, it being "near coal" material.
In a June 27 memo to Heine summarizing his opposition to the 
bureau's proposed Centralia project, Beasley wrote, "The technology for 
extinguishing the fire may not be available. Extinguishing the fire by known 
techniques could be impossible and at the veryleast prohibitively expensive. 
... I recommend the project not be funded at this time'
"To me it just looked like ... it was just feeding pablum to those people 
up there," Beasley said. `Just getting their hopes up, knowing it wasn't going 
to be the final effort."
Beasley's memo did not become public until August 8, 1979, when 
its findings were published in the News-Item. Until then, OSM officials had 
suggested publicly that it was opposition to the project by the five Park Street 
families that might sink the project, which was nonsense. OSM would prove 
just as adept as the bureau in lying to and misleading the Centralia public.


Daniel Lewis may have been the best friend Centralia had in the 
bureau. Lewis had worked on the bureau's Centralia projects since 1965 and 
had become a friend of many in the town. Greatly disturbed by the bureau's 
failure to take adequate steps to protect Centralia, Lewis became a whistleblower, going over the heads of his immediate superiors to plead Centralia's 
case with higher-ups, elected officials, and journalists. He paid the price of 
most whistle-blowers-ostracism or severe reprimands from his superiors. 
His political connections protected him from worse treatment. Among 
other things, he was the son-in-law of Ivor Fenton, an influential former 
congressman.
What particularly irked bureau officials was Lewis's firm belief that 
the bureau's closing of the pits east of Centralia was responsible for mine 
fire gases coming into Centralia. Lewis and John Stockalis were responsible 
for checking temperatures and gas levels in the hundreds of boreholes the 
bureau had drilled in and around Centralia. When Lewis found carbon 
monoxide in borehole M-2 in April 1979, he knew trouble lay ahead. M-2 
had been drilled on the cold side of the fly ash barrier in July 1978, midway 
between Tony Gaughan's house and SS Peter and Paul Russian Orthodox 
Church. No carbon monoxide was found in the borehole when it was drilled. 
Presence of the deadly gas now meant the fly ash barrier was no longer intact. 
Lewis observed that M-2 lay along the gangway that led west to the pit the 
bureau had backfilled the previous spring.
In June 1979 carbon dioxide and oxygen-deficient atmosphere were 
detected in the homes of former mayor John Coddington and David Lamb, 
a young father who ran a motorcycle shop in Centralia. Both homes were 
in the 100 block of South Locust Avenue. Coddington's Amoco station 
and apartment lay just off the critical gangway, but Lamb's house was over 
a hundred yards south, which indicated the gangway was feeding gases to 
other mine tunnels.
The problem at the Coddington home came to light when Joseph 
Coddington told his father he smelled a strange odor in the service station's 
basement, which he used for a TV den. John Coddington placed a call 
to the bureau's office trailer in Centralia and got Wilbert Malenka on the 
line. Malenka told Coddington the odor must have come from his sewer. 
He finally agreed to send Lewis to check the basement air with his testing 
equipment, and that is when Lewis was able to confirm his suspicion that 
the mine fire gases had spread far beyond the fly ash barrier.
The official verdict, however, was that the sewer was to blame, and 
Coddington took Malenka at his word. He had the fire company flush the sewer line from St. Ignatius Church down to his gas station, but the gases 
did not go away. Malenka tried to convince him there was no trap on his 
sewer line to prevent gases from coming into the house. Coddington knew 
there was. Malenka told Lamb the same after Lewis found unusual carbon 
dioxide levels in his basement.


Lamb's basement harbored a secret that neither the owner, who had 
lived there only since 1977, nor Lewis knew at the time. The house's former 
owner had been a bootleg miner, and the location of his mine was his cellar. 
Lewis later learned the miner had sunk a shaft from the basement down to 
the bottom rock, and then tunneled laterally to the coal pillar that supported 
Locust Avenue. He suspected the miner made it through the pillar and 
beneath a large yard between Rita Kleman's house and that of Eleanor 
Tillmont before running out of coal or deciding for some other reason to 
stop mining. The shaft was backfilled, but only loosely, giving the mine-fire 
gases relatively easy access to the Lamb house and perhaps to other houses 
in the neighborhood as well.
In 1980 Lewis courageously sent a memo to John Murphy, research 
director of the Bureau of Mines office in Pittsburgh, outlining how the minefire gases invaded Centralia homes only after the pit east of Centralia was 
backfilled. For this he was reprimanded and ordered to follow the chain of 
command. Charles Kuebler, Wilbert Malenka, James Paone, and Thomas 
P. Flynn all scoffed at the idea that the pit closing could have caused the gas 
influx, but the fact remains that when the pit was open and the fly ash barrier 
was leaking in 1976, the gases did not find their way into Centralia homes. 
When the barrier failed again in 1979, the gases gradually entered first one 
house, then another.
Almost without anyone noticing, the mine fire had crossed the 
Centralia anticline to the south side of Locust Mountain. It was now in 
the mines that ran beneath the village of Byrnesville. An abandoned strip 
mine on the Byrnesville side of the mountain was steaming profusely, a 
phenomenon caused by the mine fire vaporizing groundwater.
Lewis and Stockalis had observed a jump in temperature in several 
boreholes on the south side of the mountain. They reported this to 
Malenka, but the bureau made no effort to inform either Centralia Council 
or the Conyngham Township Board of Supervisors until Robert Lazarski of 
Centralia Council demanded a status report on the fire in late August 1979.
A News-Item reporter ran into Lewis on a visit to Centralia, and 
the bureau inspector insisted on showing him several other disturbing 
phenomena he had found. Chief among these was a dangerous mine opening one hundred yards west of Route 61 and one hundred feet south 
of St. Ignatius Cemetery. Lewis had detected a deadly flow of carbon 
monoxide at the opening, which was easily accessible to children. He said 
air coming out of the mine the previous winter had been hot-110 degrees. 
He had also found carbon monoxide coming from a crack in the rock just 
off the shoulder of Route 61 south of Centralia. On cold days Lewis had 
seen brief bursts of steam come out of the rock fissure and roll across the 
highway.


The hue and cry that arose when Beasley's damning memorandum 
became public in August had forced OSM to make a strategic retreat. The 
bureau fought a spirited war in defense of its proposed project, although OSM 
considered this to be motivated less by concern for Centralia than a desire to 
make work for the bureau's Wilkes-Barre office. Centralia Council members 
feared if this project was not undertaken, nothing would follow in its place.
Beasley, who hadbeen recalled to Washington, was nowOSM's assistant 
director for abandoned mine lands. He insisted that the bureau, if it wanted 
to fight the Centralia fire, undertake a comprehensive study of all possible 
ways to extinguish or contain the fire. This study was to include so-called 
alternative technologies, that is, methods never tried by the bureau in its 
previous mine-fire control work. In addition, he wanted recommendations 
on how to protect the health and safety of Centralia residents until such 
time as a mine-fire project could begin.
Councilman Lazarski was becoming increasingly frustrated with 
what he correctly perceived to be a bureaucratic war between OSM and 
the bureau. In a long letter to U.S. Senator John Heinz on November 25, 
1979, he described the worsening mine-fire situation and bemoaned the 
seeming inability of OSM or the bureau to decide what to do about it. "I 
certainly hope we are not being used as a pawn in a personality or power 
struggle between these two agencies," Lazarski wrote. "We are only a small 
community, but we are definitely united in our determination to have this 
fire taken care of. One can only stand by for so long and watch an inadequate 
bureaucratic force at work."
When the bureau submitted its proposal to Beasley at the end of 
November, it mentioned for the first time the possibility of federal purchase 
of Centralia homes. It was none too soon.
When John Coddington came down to open his gas station the 
morning of November 21, 1979, he was surprised to see a thin plume of 
steam rising from a small hole in the vacant lot between the station and 
David Lamb's house. It had not been there the day before.


Lewis hurried over as soon as Coddington called. He found no 
carbon monoxide in the steam, and its temperature was only 66 degrees, 
but two days later the temperature jumped to 122 degrees, prompting 
fears the mine fire was moving toward the four underground gasoline 
storage tanks at Coddington's station and the natural gas pipeline under 
Locust Avenue.
The Lamb family was having problems of its own. David and Eileen 
Lamb began suffering severe headaches whenever they stayed too long in 
their basement. They did not understand why this was happening, although 
Lamb later linked it to the mine-fire gases coming up from the old shaft.
OSM district manager Robert Biggi visited Centralia in early 
December 1979 to assess what appeared to be a rapidly worsening situation. 
Malenka assured him the temperatures found in the hole, now up to 126 
degrees, did not pose any threat to the gasoline tanks or the Penn Fuels 
natural gas pipeline.
On December 5, Joe Coddington observed a wisp of steam rising from 
the dirt floor of his television den and found the north wall warm to the 
touch, which was quite unusual for December. Stockalis, sent byMalenka to 
investigate, dug a small hole in the floor and inserted a temperature probe. 
It measured an astonishing 102 degrees. He reported back to Malenka, who 
telephoned Lewis that night and told him to keep checking the temperature 
in the cellar.
DER inspector Leon Brass checked the cellar floor temperature on 
December 6 at the request of Lewis and Coddington and found it had 
jumped to 132 degrees. Coddington asked Brass to check the temperature 
of the gasoline. It was 58 degrees, about 8 degrees above normal and an 
indication the mine fire's heat was beginning to warm the underground 
tank. Brass returned on December 7 and found the cellar temperature had 
risen to 136 degrees and the gasoline to 64 degrees, which they all agreed 
was ominous. The gasoline level in the tank rose a foot when Brass removed 
the cap to insert the temperature probe.
Coddington, with a heavy heart but no reluctance, notified Centralia 
fire marshal Michael Kogut, who in turn notified Pennsylvania State Police 
fire marshal Joseph Ducaji in Hazleton. As a precautionary measure, Ducaji 
ordered the nine thousand gallons of gasoline removed and the tanks filled 
with water. The boiling point of gasoline is 194 degrees.
The closing of Coddington's station was the biggest story to come 
out of Centralia since 1969. The News-Item ran it at the top of page one 
under a six-column headline. It was picked up by the Associated Press in Philadelphia and sent out on both the state and national wires that evening 
and the following day.


A News-Item reporter telephoned Beasley on December 12 and found 
him unaware of the incident at Coddington's station. He defended OSM's 
long delay in deciding what to do about the mine fire, blaming it on the 
bureau's failure to provide him with necessary information. OSM planned 
to have the bureau study all available options for fighting the mine fire, while 
at the same time ensuring that steps were taken to better protect Centralia 
residents from the fire's poison gases. Beasley did not reveal that OSM had 
decided to relocate eight to eleven families in the three-hundred-degree 
zone.
A December 21 briefing paper and a December 27 memorandum 
from Beasley to Walter Heine said OSM planned to purchase additional 
carbon monoxide monitors and, if necessary, reinforce the fly ash barrier. 
The bureau would "positively delineate the total fire area," but with infrared 
photography, not by drilling boreholes, and then "determine the most 
feasible and effective way to permanently control or extinguish the mine 
fire."
These plans had been in existence before Coddington's station was 
closed. The incident did not seem to imbue OSM or the bureau with any 
new sense of urgency. They would follow their own agenda and seek no 
citizen input.
OSM's increasing reliance on electronic devices to protect Centralians 
from the poison gases while it pondered the options was a risky gamble. 
Everything depended on the proper functioning of these machines and 
honest recording and interpretation of their findings.
It would have been far better for Centralia Council and the affected 
citizens to have pushed hard now for a comprehensive solution to the fire; 
instead they accepted halfway measures. Council was so desperate for the 
federal government to do something that it eagerly accepted anything OSM 
offered. The affected citizens were too disorganized to mount an effective 
challenge to government policy. OSM would have its way, and the results 
would be disastrous.
Tom Kroh, eleven, wrote a letter that month to the state Department of 
Environmental Resources pleading with the agency to do something about 
the Centralia mine fire. He was a student at St. Ignatius Elementary School 
and complained that his school did not have a gas monitor despite being in 
the mine-fire danger area at "the top of town" Kroh spoke of families who 
had gas monitors that were broken and of his grandparents who lived "on top of the fire" but didn't have a monitor at all. "This one house's yard has a cave-in and that hole reads 120 degrees;' he wrote. "The mine fire is 10 feet away from a natural gas line. Please write back with an answer, and if you don't have an answer still write back."23  


Young Tom was not the only Centralia citizen to write a letter to DER 
that month. But no good answers were forthcoming.
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packed meeting in Centralia Municipal Building on January 4, 1980. 
Because the meeting was held so soon after the Coddington incident, 
community expectations were high. Many assumed that O SM was planning 
to do something serious to stop the fire.
There was some grumbling when Dr. David Forshey, one of the Bureau 
of Mines representatives at the meeting, said that results of the mine-fire 
study would not be available until September. But when Beasley promised 
that OSM would implement the best option presented by the bureau in 
September, "whatever it is," residents were relieved to hear such a direct 
promise after years of bureaucratic double-talk from the bureau. Waiting 
nine months then seemed entirely reasonable. The problem, of course, was 
that the usual paperwork and review process would delay the start of an 
actual project until probably the spring of 1981. Relatively few people knew 
about the developing gas problem in the area of Coddington's station and 
the immediate action it required.
Residents should also have paid more attention to Beasley's statement 
that financing would not be a problem if the amount proposed was 
"reasonable and realistic" He said $100 million would be unreasonable, but 
$6 million "does not scare me." He was limiting the project to one with a 
relatively low price tag, given the effect of inflation on construction costs 
during the 1970s.
Helen Richards, an OSM real estate specialist who would oversee the 
relocation of families, said eight houses in the three-hundred-degree zone 
were being considered for purchase; families outside the zone might be 
considered for relocation later. She did not say which houses she meant, 
but most residents were aware that the three-hundred-degree zone included 
houses at the end of East Park Street.
This relocation plan would do nothing to protect people in the area 
around the Coddingtons. These families were supposed to be protected by 
the fly ash barrier, which the bureau could not bring itself to admit had failed. 
Even after OSM discovered how leaky the barrier had become, internal 
policy disputes would prevent the relocation of families in real danger.


OSM believed that Pennsylvania should participate in funding any 
future Centralia project. Beasley recalls that Deputy Secretary Clifford 
McConnell of DER was at the January 4 meeting. Afterward he introduced 
himself to McConnell and told him, "I'm looking forward to a cooperative 
venture on this to see what we can do." To his dismay, McConnell answered, 
"You're on your own"; the Thornburgh administration would resist helping 
to fund any Centralia project.
Whether this came as a real surprise to Beasley is open to question. The 
correspondence file on Centralia at GSM's Region I office in Charleston, 
West Virginia, contained a letter of January 30, 1979, in which McConnell 
outlined DER's position on Centralia to James Gilley, OSM deputy regional 
director for abandoned mine lands: "Since this has, over the years, been a 
federal [USBM] project, we strongly believe that the U.S. Bureau of Mines 
should continue the project to completion.... It is obviously a very high 
priority [for DER], although we cannot categorize it among the state 
projects since it has been, and is a federal project."
Gilley replied, A solely federal effort at Centralia may contravene 
present policy established during the infancy of the Office of Surface 
Mining."
McConnell shot back, "For any other agency than the U.S. Bureau of 
Mines-after the many years the bureau has been in there-to step into the 
picture would be a gross waste of time and money."
McConnell implied that DER would expect OSM to pay the entire 
bill at Centralia even after Pennsylvania received its sizable share of the 
Abandoned Mine Lands Fund. `After the states obtain primacy, there are still 
federal projects authorized;' he reminded Gilley. Thornburgh administration 
policy on Centralia was still being made by DER at the start of 1980.
Governor Dick Thornburgh took no notice of the Centralia mine 
fire during 1979 or 1980, his first two years as governor, a period when the 
Three Mile Island nuclear accident was the top environmental crisis facing 
the state. Later, when he moved Centralia policymaking into the Governor's 
Office, he would largely adopt the existing policies of DER. Nothing, 
not even the health of Centralia residents, would be allowed to push the 
Thornburgh administration into a situation where state funds might have 
to be used to save Centralia. Even the Pennsylvania Department of Health, 
headed by Dr. Arnold Muller, at least for public consumption, seemed 
to subordinate the health of Centralia residents to the policy goals of the 
Thornburgh administration.
Denials by state officials that sufficient money was available to help 
Centralia have a hollow ring. While it is true the state did not have access to its share of the AML Fund in 1980, and would not until 1982, it did have 
over $40 million remaining in the Land and Water Conservation bond issue 
of 1967 that could have been used.


Given the appalling neglect of the Centralia fire by the Scranton 
administration in 1963 and 1964, and state acquiescence in the Bureau 
of Mines' mishandling of the mine fire between 1965 and 1969, it seems 
somewhat fatuous for DER to imply it was all the bureau's fault.
The people of Centralia would never understand why they did not 
merit help from the governments they helped elect and pay for. They could 
not understand the value the bureaucracy placed on avoiding risk, not 
straining a budget, avoiding dangerous precedent, and not antagonizing key 
political leaders.
Something was lost here in the endless corridors of the bureaucracy, 
and it was respect for human dignity. Only the people of Centralia could 
stop the dull ranks of officialdom from concluding, with suitable expressions 
of regret, that nothing could be done to save their town. From 1980 
onward, Centralians would be pawns in a struggle between the Thornburgh 
administration and the U.S. Department of the Interior over who would pay 
for Centralia. If they thought government was for the people, they would 
find reason to change their minds.
OSM planned to purchase the East Park Street homes ofJoseph Moyer, 
John Lokitis, Edward Dempsey, Patrick Garrity, Marie McDonnell, Martin 
Kranzel, and William Frye, as well as a vacant and dilapidated house next to 
the Fryes owned by the Arcus brothers of Bloomsburg.
The decision to purchase these eight houses was based on a November 
29, 1980, memorandum from Wilbert Malenka to Thomas P. Flynn. There 
was no mention of the three-hundred-degree zone in the memo. Rather, 
Malenka's reason for concern was that the fractured rock beneath the houses 
might "permit the seepage of gas, which is a real threat to the residents."
He did not need to mention to Flynn that the houses lay outside the 
fly ash barrier. Indeed, the barrier's eastern limit was a few feet east of Joan 
Girolami's house, between her house and that of the Arcus brothers. No one 
ever mentioned the fly ash barrier as a reason for the Park Street relocations 
in 1980. Certainly the bureau did not, for that might have led to questions 
asking why seven homes were left without even limited protection from 
future movement of the fire when the barrier was constructed. Lokitus, the 
eighth owner, had built his house several years later.
The bureau knew by the time this memo was written that a gas problem 
was developing at the Coddington and Lamb houses, but it formed no plan 
to help those families. The houses on East Park Street had no gas problem at that time, although the bureau had good reason to believe one was coming. 
Having OSM buy the eight houses eliminated an embarrassing deficiency in 
the fly ash barrier plan on which the bureau had staked so much.


The relocation plan split up the five East Park Street families who had 
swamped federal officials with angry letters the year before, demanding to be 
relocated. The Kranzels and Fryes would be allowed to leave; the Girolamis, 
Molnar, and Mrs. Owens had to stay. There was no rhyme or reason to the 
plan, so far as the families could see.
Joan Girolami was particularly perplexed. She knew the bureau had 
found a 746-degree temperature when it drilled a borehole behind her 
swimming pool in 1978. Helen Richards now said her house was not in the 
three-hundred-degree zone. Mrs. Richards did assure her, however, that 
her house was in a second group of six properties to be acquired later, a 
group that also included the Murray, Owens, Darrah, Womer, and Gaughan 
houses.
Federal agencies must apply the terms of the Uniform Relocation Act 
when acquiring property. OSM planned to pay the seven families and the 
Arcus brothers the fair market value of their houses, as determined by two 
independent assessors. The seven families would also receive up to $15,000 
in relocation assistance to make it possible to buy homes comparable to the 
ones they were leaving. Since the Arcus brothers did not occupy the house 
they owned, this benefit did not apply to them.
Beasleylaid down a special directive in a February 25 memo to Stephen 
Phillips, executive director of Columbia County Redevelopment Authority, 
whose staff would administer the relocation on the local level: "It has been 
decided that compensation for the properties should not include any 
detraction from value which may exist as a result of the mine fire. Therefore, 
the adjusters should be instructed to make no downward adjustments nor 
apply any economic depreciation because of the mine fire."
Despite Beasley's memo, within OSM debate still raged about whether 
the Centralia purchases were strictlylegal under terms of the Surface Mining 
Control and Reclamation Act, a key section of which was open to a variety 
of interpretations.
Beasley obviously thought the purchases were legal. Heine agreed, 
adding that they were vital if OSM was to carry out its mandate to protect the 
seven families from an abandoned mine land hazard. This was the purpose 
of the AML Fund. Others in the department argued the law forbade any 
property purchases not directly necessary to the success of a project to 
eliminate a hazard.
Assistant Secretary of the Interior Joan Davenport was the final arbiter. She did not approve the $225,000 Centralia relocation plan until April 18, 
weeks after the seven families assumed it was final. Although she agreed with 
Heine, she was skeptical about any plan to extinguish the Centralia fire. She 
ordered Heine to provide cost-benefit statements for each of the options the 
bureau submitted in September and directed him to "invite" Pennsylvania to 
agree to do any further work at Centralia with its own money.


Helen Richards was the first OSM employee to discover the gas 
problem at the Coddington and Lamb houses, but she didn't find out from 
the bureau. According to an OSM chronology of the Centralia gas problem 
during the first half of 1980, Richards visited the houses on January 9, 1980, 
and was informed by Coddington and Lamb that carbon dioxide levels in 
their respective basements "were high and rising each time samples were 
taken."
Samples collected by Malenka on January 2, she would later learn, 
showed carbon dioxide levels of 2.53 percent in the Lamb cellar and an 
astonishing 10.53 percent in the Coddington cellar. The normal level for 
this gas is 0.03 percent. Oxygen in the Coddington cellar that day had 
dropped from its normal level of 20.95 percent to 11.02 percent, and a trace 
of methane was detected.
Richards, who periodically stepped outside her real estate role, 
reported the situation to Robert Biggi at the OSM Wilkes-Barre office on 
January 11. During their telephone conversation, Malenka called to propose 
emergency drilling and flushing around the Coddington and Lamb houses.
No effort was made until June to explain to the Lambs and 
Coddingtons the degree of danger they faced from the gases. Neither OSM 
nor the bureau considered that to be its responsibility, and neither agency 
is known to have made an attempt to enlist the aid of the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services or some other federal agency with expertise 
on the question. There is no record at this stage of any involvement by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Health, which should have taken the lead in 
helping the Centralia public cope with this dire public health threat.
One of the more pitiful aspects of the Centralia mine fire story was 
the almost frantic effort by the affected families to find out the exact nature 
of the danger they faced from the gases, particularly carbon monoxide. 
They knew carbon monoxide was fatal in large volumes, but what about the 
lesser amounts they were breathing? They pleaded for information at the 
public meetings with state health officials, and more often than not faced 
smiling indifference or patronizing lies. Pennsylvania's Health Department 
treated information about the effects of carbon monoxide almost as a state 
secret. Eventually, residents were forced to do their own research, which in the pre-Internet age was not easy. The Internet would have changed the 
dynamic of the Centralia mine fire story in many ways, as access to more 
information often does.


Carbon monoxide kills by combining with hemoglobin in red blood cells to block the flow of oxygen to the brain. When a human is exposed to non-fatal volumes of carbon monoxide, a series of symptoms resembling those of influenza occur. These are, in order, a throbbing headache and irritability, dizziness, weakness, impaired vision, ataxia, nausea, vomiting, heart failure, and eventual unconsciousness.24  
Persons with heart or lung disease, particularly angina sufferers, and pregnant women and their unborn babies are much more susceptible to carbon monoxide than healthymales, for example. Environmental Protection Agency standards in 2009 allow exposure to nine parts per million over an eight-hour period, or thirty-five ppm over a one-hour period, one time per year. These standards were designed to protect "sensitive" populations such as asthmatics, children, and the elderly.25   Studies showed that asthma sufferers and others with chronic obstructive lung diseases, like black lung, experience a one-third reduction in the time they are able to exercise before experiencing shortness of breath at the EPA level, according to Dr. Wilbert Aronow, chief of cardiovascular research at the University of California at Irvine. "There's a big difference between a healthy individual at these low levels and a susceptible person. This is the key," he says.26  
That indeed would be the key at Centralia. Healthy adults in the minefire impact zone, as it came to be called, would be able to cope with the lower volumes of carbon monoxide, if not with the higher ones, but many residents of the zone were not healthy. A good number were elderly, some with heart or lung problems. Among the children, a fair number suffered from asthma, and so did some of their parents. And some of the younger women planned to have more children.
The effects of carbon monoxide exposure have been established by many studies, but these studies have involved only relatively short-term exposure to the gas. Studies of the effects of long-term exposure to low levels of the gas have been less common. Given the ill effects of short-term exposure, long-term effects of this poison cannot be very salutary.


Carbon dioxide is thought of by many people as benign, but it can kill through gradual asphyxiation. It is less dangerous than carbon monoxide, and probably as a result is less studied. OSHA sets a standard of 5,000 parts per million (ppm), or 0.5 percent, as the maximum allowable exposure for a worker in an eight-hour shift. The American Society of Heating, Refrigerating, and Air Conditioning Engineers sets a lower standard, 2,500 ppm, or 0.25 percent. The U.S. Navy standard for submarines is 8,000 ppm, or 0.8 percent. Increased illness has been noted among sailors exposed to 5,000 ppm (0.5 percent) to 10,000 ppm (1.0 percent) carbon dioxide over the long term."   The chief danger of carbon dioxide at Centralia was that it drove out oxygen from a building, reducing the oxygen below its normal concentration of 20.95 percent.
OSM drilled a borehole a few feet north of Coddington's gas station in late February 1980, hoping to draw heat and gas away from the building. They inserted a twelve-foot steel pipe in the hole to lift the gaseous discharge above the heads of passersby. Steam gushed from the top of the pipe, and the temperature in the cellar floor dropped twenty degrees almost immediately-to 116 degrees. Coddington talked of reopening his gas station. By early March, however, it was evident that OSM had only created a curiosity. Carbon dioxide and oxygen returned to previous levels, and the temperature did not drop any further. The gas station remained closed.
Bureau inspectors installed five more carbon monoxide monitors on March 11 and installed recording devices on all the monitors, including the ones at the Coddington and Lamb residences. The devices recorded the time, level, and duration of carbon monoxide incidents, marking the information on a paper tape that was checked every month. All the monitors were set by the bureau to sound an alarm at fifty ppm.
On March 12 simultaneous gas alarms sounded at the Coddington and Lamb houses. Bureau inspectors decided that a CB radio in a passing car must have set off the alarms. They installed an aluminum shield on the monitors that prevented any further interference, according to bureau records.
Coddington, whose sense of humor would help carry his family and neighbors through the difficult months ahead, decorated the borehole pipe with red ribbon, like a barber pole. The pipe was hot to the touch, and children stopped to use it to warm their hands while walking to and from nearby St. Ignatius School.
St. Ignatius School provided a Catholic education for about eightyfive Centralia children in 1980. It was the only school of any sort in the town and was staffed by two nuns of the Immaculate Heart of Mary order. They 
were supervised by the parish priest, Father John Suknaic. Standing over 
him on school matters was Monsignor Francis Taylor, vicar for education in 
the Diocese of Harrisburg.


Centralia once had a public elementary school with about the same 
number of students as St. Ignatius, but that disappeared after school district 
jointures in the late 1940s and late 1950s. Public school students were then 
bused to schools in Mount Carmel. Students who lived in the Conyngham 
Township portions of Centralia, oddly, went to North Schuylkill district 
schools in Fountain Springs, in the other direction.
St. Ignatius School was located across Locust Avenue from the 
church and, like the church, was believed to rest on solid rock. It is true that 
mine maps showed no tunnels beneath the school, but mine maps in the 
Anthracite Region often do not show bootleg mines or rock tunnels. Either 
of these, or natural fissures in the rock, could allow mine-fire gases to enter 
the school.
Late in the winter of 1980, children at St. Ignatius School began 
complaining to their parents of unusual headaches. Their parents reported 
the problem to Father Suknaic and members of Centralia Council, who in 
turn informed the Bureau of Mines, which in turn informed DER. DER 
inspector Leonard Rogers visited the school in early March and discovered 
above-normal levels of carbon dioxide. Bureau officials ordered five 
boreholes drilled near the school.
Copies of gas analyses obtained from OSM under the Freedom of 
Information Act show that mine-fire gases-carbon monoxide, carbon 
dioxide, and methane-were found in the school and in the boreholes 
drilled around the building. If the gases had been found only in the building, 
the bureau might have found a plausible reason for their presence unrelated 
to the mine fire. Finding the gases in large volumes in the boreholes left only 
the mine fire as the source of gases inside the school.
Samples collected on March 20 showed a high level of carbon dioxide 
in the school basement, 2.08 percent, as well as 2 ppm carbon monoxide, 
an insignificant volume. The level of carbon dioxide was actually higher at 
the school that day than it was at the Coddington home. Borehole X-23 on 
the east side of the school showed 0.59 percent carbon dioxide, only slightly 
above normal, but a very high 341 ppm carbon monoxide.
The News-Item received a tip the next day that gas had been found at 
the school. A reporter telephoned Malenka, who stated, "We have detected 
carbon dioxide, but we cannot attribute it to the mine fire in anyway. There's 
no coal there. We drilled three holes at the rear and east of the school. We drilled two holes to the south of the school. We intersected no coal beds. It's 
all on solid rock."


Malenka did not mention the large volume of carbon monoxide 
found in borehole X-23. In trying to explain away the carbon dioxide in 
the school, he tripped up, saying the gas might have been generated by 
oxidation of deteriorating mine timbers or coal, an odd occurrence if the 
school indeed rested on solid rock. Reverting to his favorite explanation, he 
then stated, "We're checking the sewers more closely." Malenka also said a 
carbon monoxide monitor had been placed in the basement of the school, 
an expensive and seemingly needless precaution if the school indeed rested 
on solid rock.
A reporter telephoned Sister Frances Xavier, principal of the school, 
but she would not answer his questions. She referred him to Father Suknaic, 
who declined comment.
The problem did not go away, and children at the school continued 
to suffer from headaches. Council member Edward Polites, whose children 
attended St. Ignatius (but remained healthy), said the nuns and priest did 
not want to take a chance on the health of the children but also did not want 
to become involved in finding a solution to the problem. "They did take the 
monitor," he noted.
Polites wanted the state Health Department to do tests to see if there 
was a relationship between the gases in the school and the headaches suffered 
by the children. "They wouldn't do it," he said. "I didn't know what the effect 
was of exposure to it over a long period of time. I had nothing scientific to 
go on. I had nothing medical I could use to get the Health Department to 
do the study."
At a March 27 meeting in Philadelphia of members of Centralia 
Council and officials of the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development, Polites raised the gas issue. Stephen Phillips had arranged 
the meeting to discuss funding for relocation of Centralia families, which he 
expected would be recommended by the bureau's study. After the meeting 
Helen Richards wrote: "Borough officials reported that OSM is doing better 
in its efforts to keep them better informed. They maintain that the school is 
in danger from CO [carbon monoxide] and that C02 levels at the school 
have increased and children are getting sick."
Perhaps coincidentally, a bureau inspector arrived at St. Ignatius 
School the following day to collect gas samples. The findings were similar to 
the earlier ones, with one important exception. A low, nonexplosive volume 
of methane was found in the gas mixture. It was one more piece of evidence 
linking the gases to the mine fire.


Why did the bureau refuse to admit this? And why did church officials 
play down the danger and allow students to be exposed to the gases for 
another school year after this one?
The bureau went so far as to omit the March 20 and March 28 gas 
analysis reports from Problems in the Control of the Centralia Mine Fire, 
a booklet detailing its findings in its study of the mine fire. All other gas 
analysis reports were included in the booklet, which was distributed to 
Centralia families in September of 1980.
The attitude of church officials is difficult to comprehend. Former 
bureau inspector Daniel Lewis suspects Father Suknaic was misled by the 
Bureau of Mines into believing there was no mine-fire gas problem at the 
school. His attitude may have led Monsignor Taylor to believe there was no 
problem.
Centralia is predominantly Catholic, and the church plays an important 
role in the lives of Catholics there. Theywere taught to obey church authority 
and were reluctant to challenge the church over the threat to the school, no 
matter how much they might have worried privately about it. Polites recalls 
that a number of parents were very upset about the gas danger that year but 
knows of none who pulled children from the school.
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Christine Oakum, a Kulpmont native who moved to Centralia in 
1975 with her husband Thomas and infant son Sean. Theybought a spacious 
house at 110 South Locust Avenue, adjacent to the house where the Lambs 
now lived and a half block from the school. The Oakums knew Centralia had 
a mine fire when they purchased the house, but did not believe the fire could 
reach their street. The neighbors, she recalled, never discussed it.
By 1980 that had changed. Mrs. Oakum, now a mother of four boys, had 
read about the mine fire in the News-Item and Shenandoah Evening Herald in 
1978 and 1979 and was well versed on the problem. It did not prepare her for 
the shock of learning her house had been invaded by the gases.
She and her husband had gone to Kulpmont two days earlier after 
the death of her mother. When Thomas Oakum returned to the house 
on March 26 to pick up some extra clothing for the family, he saw that his 
wife's favorite house plant had shed its leaves and appeared to be dying. He 
told her when he got back to Kulpmont. It was a mystery to him, but not 
to her. She had heard mine fire gases could do that to plants. Mrs. Oakum 
called DER after returning to Centralia the following morning and opened 
every window and door in the house, despite the cold. By the time Wilbert 
Malenka, Daniel Lewis, and DER inspector Leonard Rogers arrived that 
afternoon, she was near panic.
They found an unusually high volume of carbon dioxide on all three 
floors of the house. It was not a dangerous volume, but she did not know 
that. Her first thought was to ask Malenka for a carbon monoxide monitor. 
If there was carbon dioxide in the house, she reasoned, carbon monoxide 
could not be far behind. Malenka told her no monitor was available, but 
promised to place her name on a waiting list.
Awaiting list? Mrs. Oakum remembered thatLewWalcoski, Centralia's 
only barber, sold canaries to the few remaining miners working in the area. 
As soon as the three men left, she hurried downtown to the barber shop to 
buy one.
David and Eileen Lamb, neighbors of the Oakums, had a very sick 
daughter on their hands. Five-year-old Rachel Lamb had been asthmatic 
since birth, but as the months passed in 1980 her condition became worse. Her breathing at night grew so labored and painful that Lamb, at the 
suggestion of his family doctor, rented an oxygen machine to make it easier 
for her to breathe, and thus sleep. At first her parents did not blame the 
worsening of her condition on the mine-fire gases, but after talking to Joan 
Girolami, who told them about the gases, they began to connect Rachel's 
problems to the carbon dioxide that came into their house from the mine 
fire. It made sense that an asthmatic child who has trouble breathing even 
a normal level of oxygen would gasp for breath when that level is reduced 
even a small amount.


John Coddington had been certain that after all the commotion in 
December about the mine fire and its threat to his gas station, someone 
would do something to end the fire threat once and for all. He knew now he 
had been wrong.
Coddington found it hard to understand why his house was affected 
by the gases but houses across the street were not, since they were closer to 
the mine fire. Now it seemed the carbon dioxide levels were rising every day. 
His wife Isabelle was diabetic, and he worried about her. His son Joe still 
lived at home, and his daughter Colleen would be home from Penn State in 
a couple of months. All the bureau would do was monitor the gases.
Coddington telephoned John Murphy, the top Bureau of Mines official 
in Pennsylvania, on April 11. Murphy had Ivor Williams, chief of the bureau 
office in Wilkes-Barre, return the call. Coddington told Williams he was 
worried about the accumulation of carbon dioxide in his cellar and wanted it 
checked over the weekend. Williams, who privately was very worried about 
the Centralia situation, promised someone would come.
When Christine Oakum was told by Lewis that an old heating vent 
in the wall was acting as a chimney, sending carbon dioxide through a floor 
register into her sons' bedrooms upstairs, she devised a radical solution. The 
entire family would sleep in the living room on the first floor, where the 
gas volumes, so far, had not been very high. They thought about moving 
out, but realized it would bankrupt them. Besides, they preferred to fight for 
their home, which they had worked hard to make nice.
Oakum wrote the first of many letters on April 11, 1980, this one to 
the Environmental Protection Agency office in Philadelphia. She reasoned, 
wrongly, that the EPA might have help to offer because the air inside 
their home was polluted by carbon dioxide. "We think it is a shame that 
children are not even safe in their own house," she wrote. "It appears that the 
government is willing to spend billions of taxpayers' dollars to aid foreign 
nations who hate this country, but is reluctant to take action to prevent the 
loss of lives and property of loyal American citizens and taxpayers."


Of them all, Lamb was the most radical. During April his daughter 
was in and out of the hospital. The inspectors who came to his house would 
tell him nothing and often would not give him copies of the gas test results. 
He was seething. Though his ferocious temper was not easily provoked, the 
bureau was pushing him to the limit.
One day in mid-April, bureau inspector Jack Delaney walked down 
Lamb's cellar steps and staggered back up a few minutes later, his face white, 
obviously ill. He was rushed to a hospital by other men from the bureau, and 
a doctor reportedly told him never to go into that cellar again. The incident 
did not leak out to the press, but many in Centralia heard about it.
Lamb phoned Robert Biggi at the OSM office in Wilkes-Barre on 
April 24 and demanded to know why nothing was being done to help the 
affected families. He asked if political considerations were involved. Biggi, 
stammering, told Lamb he was certain that was not the case. Biggi offered to 
place calls to Ivor Williams and Earl Cunningham, who was Biggi's superior 
at the OSM office in West Virginia. Cunningham, who was deputy regional 
director for abandoned mine lands, told Biggi there was nothing OSM could 
do to help the families. Cunningham told Lamb the same when Lamb called 
on April 29.
Rachel Lamb had been taken to the hospital the previous day with 
a pneumonia-like condition. It was the worst she had ever been, and her 
doctor recommended that she never go back to the house because of the 
oxygen-deficient atmosphere.
"I was so mad, because my daughter was in the hospital for the fifth 
or sixth time and I wasn't getting anywhere," Lamb recalled. "I made about 
ten calls that day. I finally got through to Beasley. I was on the phone all 
morning. I wanted some action. I was sick of this nonsense. They were going 
to do something:'
Lamb let out an impish chuckle. "So I kind of flew off the handle, and 
I said, `I'll tell you what. If there's not somebody there tomorrow at eight 
o'clock, I'll guarantee you'll either feel my hands around your neck or you'll 
be looking down the end of a double-barrel shotgun. I'm sick of watching 
my daughter, night after night, suffer and in the hospital all the time.' I said, 
`I'm damn sick of this bureaucracy, and I'm sick of you and everybody else 
involved. Now get your ass up here and do something.' The next morning 
they were there! It was eight o'clock in the morning and everybody was 
there! I couldn't believe it!"
OSM declared an emergency at Centralia on April 30 after examining 
the gas readings at the Oakum, Lamb, and Coddington homes. The official 
"Finding of Fact" for the emergency revealed that gas levels in the homes were worse than anyone outside the bureau had been led to believe. The 
oxygen volume in the Coddington cellar dropped as low as 7 percent near 
the floor, and volumes at the Lamb and Oakum houses ranged from 11 to 
20 percent. Carbon dioxide volumes in the three homes ranged from 1 to 
7 percent. "Emergency reclamation and abatement or control measures 
are necessary to prevent an imminent catastrophic event;' the document 
noted.


Lamb telephoned Sally Williamson, a nurse at the state Health 
Department office in Williamsport, and told her what was happening 
to Rachel. A staff nurse went to examine the girl, and the nurse's findings 
prompted Williamson to make a hurried phone call to Dr. Evan Riehl in 
Harrisburg. He was the first Health Department doctor to examine the gas 
problem of Centralia, an action long overdue. At first Riehl seemed genuinely 
interested in the problem. In an interview on May 2 with the Morning Press 
of Bloomsburg, he seemed determined to get to the bottom of the gas crisis. 
"There are two dangers that have to be investigated," he said, "the possibility 
of asphyxiation and the presence of explosive gases."
Riehl offered a remarkably candid assessment of the carbon dioxide 
risk. A high concentration of carbon dioxide can cause hyperventilationit can make you short of breath." He said little about carbon monoxide, 
probably because at this point the chief threat was carbon dioxide and the 
oxygen-deficient atmosphere.
But in the coming months, the Health Department would seem 
to pretend that carbon monoxide did not exist and would resist giving 
information about exposure limits to Centralia residents. The department 
often seemed more political than medical, determined to stay on message 
for the Thornburgh administration and avoid rocking the boat.
OSM proposed to protect the three houses by injecting sand, fly ash, 
cement, and water into the mine cavities beneath them. The idea was to 
block the gases from entering the homes. The problem, as always, was to fill 
all the cavities and make the fill material stay in place.
The Bureau of Mines never told OSM that St. Ignatius School, too, was 
affected by the gases. OSM did not find out about the problem at the school 
until May 5, when a parent telephoned Dick Leonard, public affairs officer at 
the West Virginia office. Leonard passed the information on to Biggi.
Biggi determined that the bureau had not drilled its boreholes at 
the school deep enough to provide conclusive evidence of whether mine 
tunnels extended beneath the school. He ordered two new boreholes drilled 
along the north wall of the school and told the bureau to deepen borehole 
X-35. The bureau's conclusions did not change after the additional work was completed, yet the gas incidents at St. Ignatius School continued without 
interruption. Lewis told a Morning Press reporter that one day the carbon 
dioxide volume in the school basement was 3.5 percent and the oxygen 
volume 16 percent.


Drilling and flushing around the Lamb and Oakum houses initially 
aggravated the gas problem, then seemed to ease it. Bureau inspectors 
tried to enter the Lamb basement on May 13 while a drill rig was sinking 
a borehole in the yard between the Lamb and Coddington houses. They 
hastily retreated after detecting 17 percent oxygen on the third step, and 16 
percent on the fourth.
Other families in the neighborhood worried that the drilling and 
flushing would send the gases into their homes. Eight families appealed to 
Centralia Council for carbon monoxide alarms. Lazarski telephoned Biggi, 
who told him moneywas available. Malenka, on the other hand, told Lazarski 
on May 13 that bureau policy forbade purchase of more gas monitors. "I 
stated to Mr. Lazarski that the Bureau effort is directed toward resolution 
of the overall mine fire problem, and not the acquisition of additional 
instruments or temporary measures such as flushing," Malenka wrote in a 
memo to Ivor Williams on May 14.
At Coddington's nothing went right. Flushing material erupted 
through the cellar floor on May 28, depositing a half ton of the messy mixture 
before the machine could be shut off. Coddington's carbon monoxide alarm 
sounded twice that day, first at 1:30 p.m. and again at 8:30 p.m. "It is apparent 
that grouting is forcing greater quantities of mine atmosphere containing 
carbon monoxide into the basement," Malenka wrote to Williams on May 
29. That was probably true of the first incident, but what about the second, 
which occurred over three hours after work ceased for the day? Malenka's 
memo labeled the carbon monoxide incidents "the first recorded and 
confirmed quantities of the gas (+ 50 ppm) attributable to the mine fire."
The flushing at Coddingtons would end in June when flushing material 
was seen washing out of the mouth of the Centralia mine drainage tunnel, 
over a mile east of the house.
Centralia's new congressman, Democrat Raphael Musto, was receiving 
many letters and phone calls from the Centralia public asking for his help. 
Musto won a special election earlier in 1980 to replace Flood, who resigned 
after his health and legal problems became too much to bear, and already 
Centralia was occupying more of his time than almost any issue.
Musto arranged a June 3 meeting in Centralia so representatives of 
OSM and the bureau could tell the public "the progress of the Office of 
Surface Mining and the Bureau of Mines in dealing with the fire problem," according to an OSM letter of June 26. The meeting offered Centralia 
citizens an opportunity to vent publicly the frustration toward OSM and 
the bureau that grew with each turn of events that spring.


The families on East Park Street who had been promised relocation 
wanted to know why the process was taking so long. Christine Oakum 
demanded that Dr. Riehl explain the carbon monoxide exposure limits for 
young children. He did not have an answer but promised to get back to her. 
One man demanded that OSM reopen the 1963 trench east of Centralia to 
vent the gases. "I think it's important that you understand we're not going to 
abandon you," OSM deputy regional director Cunningham told the sizable 
crowd. None of the serious questions were answered at the meeting, but it 
seemed as if they were. The people looked forward to the day in September 
when the bureau would announce what could be done to save Centralia.
Something had to be done soon. On the morning after the meeting, 
the carbon monoxide alarm sounded at St. Ignatius School. It rang until 
8:10 a.m., when it was unplugged by one of the nuns.
Joan Girolami had no illusions about the bureau's study. She was 
bitter that her house had not been included in the relocation and wrote 
an angry letter to Cunningham on June S. In the letter, Girolami reminded 
Cunningham of the statement Helen Richards made in January that her 
house would be included in a second phase of the relocation. Richards 
denied to her superiors that she had said that. Girolami had no way to prove 
her version of events.
Christine Oakum could not get information about the dangers of 
carbon monoxide from the state Health Department. At the June 3 meeting, 
Dr. Riehl had been helpful about the exposure limits for carbon dioxide 
and oxygen, but he said little about carbon monoxide. She never received a 
satisfactory answer to her question about carbon monoxide exposure limits 
for small children. Did Dr. Riehl not anticipate that someone would want 
to know this? Oakum and some of the other women eventually gave up 
on the Health Department and sought facts about carbon monoxide from 
other sources. They traveled to the State Library in Harrisburg and found 
medical textbooks that gave them some information. Oakum also wrote 
to Patricia Roberts Harris, secretary of Health and Human Services in the 
Carter cabinet, and asked her for information. Harris referred the letter to 
the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) in Atlanta. The federal doctors were 
shocked at the gas levels Oakum described in her letter. She described later 
in an interview how the state Health Department tried to persuade CDC 
there was no gas problem in Centralia:
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They [the CDC] couldn't believe the readings [for oxygen] ... were so 
low. Some of the readings I sent them were from the Coddingtons. At 
the time, he was getting 12 percent oxygen. I showed their letter to DER 
officials, Bureau of Mines officials, and there was a light stirring here. So 
somebody from DER called up CDC and said the readings were at the 
source, not in the ambient air ... like if they took a reading in a crack in 
the wall.
To me it was whitewashing! Because I could only assume they didn't 
want CDC involved.
I didn't care who had the responsibility to put out the mine fire, I just 
wanted the safety standards to know what levels my kids were safe at. All 
I got out of this was that children were more susceptible to the gases than 
adults. Or the older people-this Igot out of a medical textbook-older 
people were more susceptible than young people because of the physical 
changes with old age. Their breathing becomes more difficult, their 
circulatory system-the gas is retained in their blood faster than young 
adults.
In early summer the Oakums finally received a carbon monoxide 
monitor. It was a gift from the Frank Jurgill Jr. family on South Street. The 
Jurgills, who did not yet have the gases in their house, gave up their monitor 
and went back on the waiting list. The Oakums also obtained an oxygenmethane monitor. It was yellow and made a chirping sound, so the boys 
named it Tweety Bird. Their canary thought it was another bird and sang 
to it.
At the July 7 meeting of Centralia Council, Mary Lou Gaughan 
condemned Ivor Williams's decision to open a borehole near the home of 
Helen Womer, her neighbor, for three days to see if this would lower gas 
levels in nearby homes. The gas alarm in the Gaughan house sounded on 
July 6 at 3 a.m. Gaughan became so upset that she feared a heart attack 
was imminent. Examination of the machine showed that fifty-eight ppm of 
carbon monoxide had entered the house and did not clear for three hours.
The Centralia women may have thought their increasingly severe 
criticism of the Health Department was falling on deaf ears. It was not, but 
this did not mean the Health Department was prepared to become their 
advocate in finding a solution to the problem. Dr. Riehl scheduled a meeting 
on August 5, 1980, at the DER office in Pottsville. He wanted OSM and the 
bureau to explain the mine-fire problem to the Health Department and tell the doctors what they might do to deflect the bad public relations they were 
getting.


No one from Centralia Council was invited to the meeting, but Joan 
Girolami found out about it and let them know at the August 4 meeting. 
Council members were outraged, particularly because Malenka was there 
that evening but had told them nothing about the meeting. Malenka told 
them it would have been "inappropriate" to inform Council, since the meeting 
had been called by the Health Department. It was too late for Council to do 
anything about the closed meeting. Centralia citizens in general and council 
members in particular would be excluded from all meetings of state officials 
at which the mine fire was discussed.
One can only speculate why the Thornburgh administration chose 
to act in this manner. The simplest answer, and the one that springs most 
quickly to mind, is that they had something to hide from the Centralia 
public. The Thornburgh administration did not lack all compassion for the 
men, women, and children of Centralia, but placed a higher emphasis on 
staying on message and not getting stuck with the bill for cleaning up the 
mess.
On some things Dr. Riehl simply seemed misinformed. He argued at 
the August 5 meeting that all the high carbon dioxide or low oxygen readings 
gathered to date had been measured near cracks in the basement floors of the 
three houses. This was not true. The May 13 oxygen readings in the Lamb 
basement that sent bureau inspectors scurrying outside to safety had been 
measured midway down the cellar stairs. The minutes show no discussion 
of the carbon monoxide threat, despite the incidents at the Coddington 
and Gaughan houses and at St. Ignatius School. Nothing seemed to scare 
the Health Department and its minders in the Governor's Mansion more 
than carbon monoxide. The public knew carbon monoxide was bad. Carbon 
dioxide sounded benign-wasn't it good for plants?
And then Dr. Gordon Allen suggested it might be wise to examine 
"the subject of possible psychological stresses associated with the current 
situation." This would be the Health Department's whispered explanation 
for what the department considered Centralia residents' unreasonable fear 
of the gases.
OSM, bureau, and DER officials discussed three short-term actions 
that could be taken to ease the Centralia situation while the Health 
Department continued its review of the gas levels. The three options were, 
according to the minutes, "drilling of large vent holes into the burning 
areas in the vicinity of the old strip mines in order to relieve underground 
pressure and vent gases into the atmosphere;' constructing a gas drainage system around one of the homes to draw off the gases before they could 
make their way inside, and an old standby, checking heating systems "for 
possible gas leakage."


It was a small subsidence near the Odd Fellows Cemetery that first 
interested OSM in reopening the old pit to vent the fire gases. Bureau 
inspectors who examined the subsidence noticed it was blowing out fire 
gases "under pressure," according to the initial briefing paper prepared by 
OSM for the project. OSM did not have to defend the bureau's ill-fated 
decision to close the pit in 1978.
Neither did Ivor Williams. Unlike Kuebler, Malenka, and Flynn, he 
was not tied to the failures and deceptions of the past. He enthusiastically 
agreed with the OSM idea, urging the subsidence hole be deepened thirty 
or forty feet and surrounded by a fence with a lockable gate.
By the time OSM approved the project on August 8, it had 
metamorphosed into a horse of a different color. Instead of enlarging the 
subsidence hole into a pit, OSM drilled six boreholes north of the cemetery. 
Work was completed in September. Heavy steel pipes protruded eight feet 
from the nine-inch-diameter holes, and on cold days steam gushed out of 
the top. The pipes did not stop the coming onslaught of gases, however, and 
one can only speculate how much worse the crisis might have been without 
them.
Some in the bureau point to the failure as proof that closing the old 
pit did no harm to Centralia. That is disputed by others, among them Frank 
Jurgill Sr., the miner who complained bitterly to Kuebler when he saw 
workers closing the pit in 1978. Jurgill says the original pit had dimensions of 
150 by 300 feet and provided a much stronger updraft than the six boreholes 
ever could.
Of the seven families on East Park Street who were to be relocated, 
only two, the Kranzels and the Fryes, had left Centralia by mid-September. 
Lengthy bureaucratic delays within OSM were responsible, caused in part 
by a requirement that requests for funds to pay the families be channeled 
through an OSM office in Colorado.
Edward Dempsey, who lived on East Park Street, complained that 
Columbia County Redevelopment Authority could give him no reason for 
the delay other than "that's how OSM works" "My wife died because of this 
mine fire," he said. "It worried her to death."
John Lokitis, who began building his house on Park Street after the fly 
ash barrier was completed, believed the mine fire did not pose enough of a 
threat to warrant his moving and decided to remain where he was.
No one could accuse the bureau of being lazy. After receiving orders from OSM to find the best and most cost-effective method of extinguishing 
or containing the mine fire, the men and women of the bureau wasted little 
time. Key members of the team met in Centralia on April 15 and 16, 1980, 
to view the terrain and review the failures of the previous eighteen years. 
Led by Dr. Robert Chaiken, a chemist, the group included Wilbert Malenka, 
Robert Brennan, Ivor Williams, and Robert Conway.


"The fire at Centralia is definitely widespread (Malenka estimates 
150 acres) and exists in both the north and south dips of the coal seam(s)," 
Chaiken wrote in an April 23 memorandum to John Murphy. "There seems 
to be a general impression that a dig-out will be required if one is to obtain 
a solution to the problem."
Many of the bureau's field engineers had believed that from the 
beginning. Now that Charles Kuebler and Malcolm Magnuson, the 
architects of the fly ash barrier, were retired, they could take a new look at 
the situation.
Freed by OSM's new hegemony from the burden of politics, the 
bureau dared to proclaim the truth about Centralia. It would use this study 
to tell all who cared to listen that flushing was an abject failure, that it almost 
never stopped a major mine fire in this part of the Anthracite Region. Only 
a frontal assault with steam shovels would ensure the eventual death of the 
great fire at Centralia. To protect the bureau, though, the writers of the study 
neglected to criticize the bureau's own use of the technique at Centralia or 
explain why it had been used.
The odd result of this was the bureau assumed the good-guy role at 
Centralia, and OSMbecame the heavy. OSM had the moneyand responsibility 
to help Centralia, but now it had to contend with the politicians. OSM 
officials proved just as willing as those in the bureau to sacrifice Centralia 
when self-preservation or preservation of OSM so demanded.
OSM so distrusted the bureau that it would never accept the desperate 
need for a huge and costly trench at Centralia. It wanted the bureau to 
explore "new technologies" for mine-fire control, although few of these 
existed. The bureau dutifully examined the new methods and rejected them 
in favor of the old ways. Beasley, a forward-looking technocrat, never forgave 
the bureau for this. He seemed certain that a dispassionate look at all the 
options would uncover one that would be both cheap and effective. It would 
prove to be an impossible dream.
Centralia citizens were briefed on the findings of the study at public 
meetings on September 29 and 30. OSM printed 650 copies of Problems in 
the Control of the Centralia Mine Fire, enough so every family could have its 
own. Sporting a red cover, it became known locally as "The Red Book."


It was a magnificent report, embodying everything about anthracite 
mine fires that bureau scientists had learned since the agency was founded in 
1910. The report had chapters describing the many and odd characteristics 
of anthracite mine-fires, the history of the Centralia fire (as seen by the 
bureau, of course), mine fire control techniques, the physical effects of minefire gases, and a lengthy exploration of options for controlling the Centralia 
fire. Ten options were examined. Four would use total excavation or cut-off 
trenches to stop the fire, one would use flushing, one would attempt to flood 
the mines, and four would use techniques labeled unconventional.
The first excavation plan called for total excavation. The studypredicted 
this mammoth effort would cost $84 million and take as long as ten years 
to complete, but had the best chance to extinguish-not simply containthe fire. The other three excavation options employed cut-off trenches, 
which would entail digging out the coal and rock in the path of the fire and 
backfilling with incombustible material. Much of the fire would be allowed 
to burn behind the filled area, unable to reach the town. Costs for the cut-off 
trenches were predicted to range between $22.1 million and $42 million.
The study predicted at least 109 homes and possibly as many as 136 
would have to be acquired and demolished. Much of southeast Centralia 
would be destroyed to save the rest of the village, and life for those who 
remained would not be pleasant while the digging progressed. Blasting, the 
rumble of heavy trucks, choking clouds of red dust (a peculiar characteristic 
of anthracite mine fires), and a strong odor of sulfur would be ever present.
One of the more intriguing options in the report, flooding the mines, 
was dismissed as a waste of time and dangerous. Some of the old mines 
under Centralia were already flooded; indeed, the bureau counted on 
the mine water pool to prevent the fire from crossing to the north side of 
Centralia. The report concluded the mine water level could be raised 140 
feet by damming the water tunnels that drained the mines, but this would 
extinguish only a tiny percentage of the fire and would risk a catastrophic 
flood in the valley. Pressure would build in areas of uncertain stability. The 
water could come cascading out the side ofthe mountain with little warning, 
and the Swamp, as the lowest neighborhood of Centralia was known, could 
be swept away.
Of the hydraulic flushing option, little more need be said. Flushing 
had a certain seductive appeal; it was relatively inexpensive, did not require 
destruction of homes, and in theory seemed foolproof. Unfortunately, it 
simply would not work at Centralia, for reasons already discussed at length. 
As noted before, many persons who read about the Centralia mine fire 
wondered why it could not be extinguished by pumping water down into the mines. It was a logical question, and one addressed in the report in a 
section about the water curtain barrier option. The main reason it would 
not work was the great residual heat in the Centralia mines after eighteen 
years of burning. Anthracite coal retains heat well, and bureau scientists 
estimated twenty years of continuous pumping would be needed to cool the 
rock enough so the fire would not spontaneously reignite when the spigot 
was closed.


This was one of the unconventional options presented in the report. 
Another was burnout control, which received relatively favorable treatment, 
perhaps because the bureau was researching this technique at its field 
laboratory at Bruceton near Pittsburgh. Burnout control would accelerate 
the mine fire by injecting large volumes of air until all the coal or burnable 
rock had been consumed. The report listed only one drawback: It had never 
been tried on a large scale.
A third unconventional option called for construction of an 
underground barrier by underground mining. It was rejected (although it 
was an old method from the days when mine fires started in active mines) 
because of the extreme danger it would pose to the miners.
The last alternative was complete relocation of Centralia and 
Byrnesville, wiping both villages off the map. Once the people were 
removed, the theory went, government could step back and allow the fire 
to burn over an area of about fifteen hundred acres. As applied to Centralia, 
this option would result in the fire's lasting many years, propagating to the 
extent of the natural fire barriers," the report said. "Public health and safety 
considerations would make it mandatory to relocate all affected residents 
and businesses.... The maximum extent of the fire area is about 1,500 acres, 
which contains about 310 surface structures.... It is clear that a'do nothing' 
approach would require relocating the entire communities of Centralia and 
Byrnesville."
OSM wanted the bureau to consider one other technique, an old 
method used successfully to fight mine fires in the flat coal beds of western 
Pennsylvania. Called surface sealing, it attempts to extinguish a mine fire 
by cutting off its surface sources of air. Surface sealing was discussed in 
the report, but was so ridiculed that it was not even included on the list 
of options. The bureau believed it would not work at Centralia because of 
the geology of the Anthracite Region. Here the subterranean strata were 
shattered and twisted, and many of the steeply pitched mines ran almost to 
the surface. Even if a surface seal was temporarily successful in cutting off 
the fire's air, the bureau believed there was every likelihood that subsidence 
and erosion would create new openings.


Beasley, who had taught a course on mine ventilation at Virginia 
Polytechnic Institute before coming to OSM, was particularly enamored of 
this plan. Despite the bureau's adamant rejection of surface sealing, OSM 
officials would not drop the idea. They came to believe the bureau had 
rejected surface sealing because it was so simple. A trench, they reasoned, 
would keep many bureau engineers and inspectors employed for years. It 
would be a dandy pension plan.
Over three hundred Centralia residents jammed the municipal building 
for the September 29 meeting, which was chaired by John Murphy of the 
bureau and Earl Cunningham of OSM. Cunningham told the gathering a 
decision on an option would be made by Secretary of the Interior Cecil 
Andrus or his successor, there being a presidential election in November. 
OSM would make a recommendation to the secretary shortly after January 
1, 1981.
A briefing paper prepared before the meetings states OSM had a welldefined plan for consideration of public opinion on the options, the opinion 
of its own staff, and the opinion of an outside consulting firm that would be 
hired to assess the social and economic impact on Centralia of a project to 
stop the fire. `All essential data should be available to OSM bylate November, 
1980. By late January 1981 an issue paper and decision document should 
be completed. Assuming 30 days for decision, six months for developing 
engineering design and bid specifications, and 60 days for solicitation of 
bids and contract award, [work] could not commence until the summer-fall 
of 1981 on site construction activities," the briefing paper said.
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certainly reasonable and might well have succeeded. The problem was 
that top officials of O SM, including director Walter Heine, were horrified by 
the cost estimates presented by the Bureau of Mines for stopping the mine 
fire.
Heine was from Pennsylvania, had worked for DER, and was 
sympathetic to the plight of the people of Centralia. So were Beasley and 
many of the other people who worked for OSM. It did not prevent them 
from deciding that spending many millions of dollars to save Centralia 
presented too much political risk to OSM. They would have decided to go 
ahead, Heine recalled, "if we knew it was going to work, even if what we 
proposed was going to cost fifty or seventy-five million bucks." But Heine 
feared for the very survival of the Abandoned Mine Lands Fund if a costly 
trench failed to stop the mine fire. This might cause the big coal producerswho bitterly opposed the $200 million annual tax on their coal that fed the 
AML Fund-to put pressure on Congress to repeal the tax. It might be years 
before the damage could be undone, if ever.
"We always had to look at the big picture;' Heine said. "You've got to 
make the program survive if you're going to help the whole nation. It's not 
an easy decision" Whenever an agency of government talks about the need 
to look at the big picture, one can be certain that little people somewhere 
have been left to suffer. Centralia was no exception.
With the return of cool weather in September, the gases came back 
with a vengeance. It was a pattern that would repeat itself over the next 
several years. The gases would largely disappear during the warm summer 
months, although the seeming improvement was due only to the houses 
being better ventilated. When doors and windows were closed in the fall, 
the gases could not escape as easily and the levels rose.
Carbon monoxide was found in more homes, and more people began 
to show symptoms of carbon monoxide exposure. Monitors were placed in 
the homes of Tony and Mary Andrade, who lived in the first house north of 
the Coddingtons, and Jim and Evelyn Buckley, next-door neighbors of the 
Andrades. One also went to the trailer home of Mr. and Mrs. Terry Burge on 
Peach Street, northwest of the Coddingtons.


DER assumed sole responsibility for gas monitoring on September 20, 
1980, under contract to OSM. OSM paid the entire cost of the monitoring 
out of the AML Fund, right down to the salary and expenses of Edward 
"Duke" Narcavage, the DER employee who became chief gas inspector in 
Centralia.
Narcavage, who lived in nearby Mount Carmel, quickly won the 
respect and affection of the gas-stricken families. He was almost a neighbor 
and, more importantly, had a reputation for telling the truth, which endeared 
him to the families but not to his bosses at DER. By the end of September, 
he was working seven days a week, doing daily gas inspections at seventeen 
homes and weekly inspections at seven others. Narcavage was always willing 
to go the extra mile. If a resident suspected something was amiss with the 
gases, Narcavage would visit the house to check the air, even if he had already 
been there earlier, and even if it was hours after quitting time.
The problem with the daily and weekly gas inspections was they 
recorded gas levels for a particular moment of the day, not the entire day. 
Sometimes a carbon monoxide incident would last for hours, other times 
only minutes. If Narcavage happened to arrive between bursts of gases, or on 
a day when none occurred at all, the testing result might lead an untutored 
observer, or an intellectually dishonest one, to conclude no concern about 
the gases was warranted.
Narcavage knew better, because he saw the monthly tapes from the 
Ecolyzers. The tapes often told a very different story than the daily testing 
results. Every carbon monoxide incident appeared on the tapes, providing a 
more accurate picture of the level of danger in a particular house. As we shall 
see, the Health Department would choose to emphasize only the lower, 
daily results.
At that time the Health Department was not taking carbon monoxide 
into account at all in determining whether a house was unsafe, according 
to Dr. Evan Riehl. The department had to have been aware of the growing 
number of carbon monoxide incidents, yet it based uninhabitability only on 
high volumes of carbon dioxide (greater than 0.5 percent) or low volumes 
of oxygen (less than 19.5 percent).
Gas testing policy was approved at a September 3, 1980, meeting in 
Harrisburg of representatives of the Health Department, OSM, and DER. It 
was agreed that DER would measure the gas levels, the Health Department 
would review them, and OSM would temporarily or permanently relocate 
any family whose house was deemed uninhabitable.
Carbon monoxide was fast becoming the premier public health 
problem in Centralia, but it was just as fast becoming unmentionable at the Health Department. The doctors maintained the pretense that there was no 
problem and even extracted a promise from John Murphy of the Bureau 
of Mines that any questions that Centralia residents asked the bureau 
inspectors about the health effects of the gases would not be answered. 
All such questions were to be referred to Dr. Riehl. Bureau inspectors 
were scheduled to be pulled off the job on September 24, but the Health 
Department was taking no chances. Murphy's memo outlining the new 
policy went out on September 15.


At the September 29 meeting in Centralia, state Deputy Secretary for 
Public Health Dr. Donald Reid went so far as to tell the people that carbon 
monoxide had not been found in any houses. He described the Health 
Department standards for carbon dioxide and oxygen, but said nothing 
about standards for carbon monoxide.
Earl Cunningham said OSM definitely would purchase any house the 
Health Department decided was no longer safe. He was not supposed to 
reveal this, but he saw no reason to keep the approved policy secret.
Later in the meeting an argument developed over whether gas data 
collected in the houses and the school would be available for public 
inspection. An OSM lawyer argued that the Privacy Act, a federal law, 
forbade release of this information unless authorized in writing by the 
homeowner. Joan Girolami insisted the data be made available to all 
residents. Anne Maloney, who lived across the street from the Gaughans 
and Womers, said neighbors of any family whose house had been invaded 
by the gases had a right to know that fact. OSM and DER eventually 
backed down.
The plan to relocate families from houses that gases rendered 
uninhabitable, limited as it was, all but collapsed after two unexpected 
events within the OSM bureaucracy. The first was Heine's decision to scuttle 
the plan to pick an option by January 1981 for controlling the mine fire. 
Second and even more important was a ruling by John Woodrum, a lawyer 
for OSM, that AML Fund monies could not be used to relocate Centralia 
families. How was this lawyer in the regional office in West Virginia able 
to destroy the policy, after OSM's role in the plan had been approved by 
officials at several levels, including Christopher Warner, a lawyer in the 
Washington office?
After the September 29 meeting, John Coddington had approached 
OSM and challenged the agency to fulfill its promise to buy endangered 
homes. He was fed up with living in a house full of poison gas. A few days later 
the Health Department quietly declared the Coddington house uninhabitable, 
informing Cunningham at OSM but not the Coddington family.


Cunningham prepared a letter on October 16 authorizing Coddington 
to move his family to temporary quarters at government expense while 
OSM decided what to do about the house, according to a November 8 
memorandum from Region I director Patrick Boggs to Heine. "However, 
when that letter was [circulated to] the regional solicitor for surname, Mr. 
John Woodrum took issue with the approach and rendered an informal 
decision which essentially says that Public Law 95-87 does not contain the 
authority we intend to exercise," Boggs wrote.
Woodrum's memo to Boggs of October 31, 1980, is short and to the 
point:
Please be advised that this office cannot at this time concur in 
expenditures of monies for relocation to Mr. Coddington, the Yokums 
[sic] or Lambs. We are of the opinion that Title N does not envision 
or authorize such relocation expenses unless the property in question 
must be taken or vacated as an integral part of the reclamation and/or 
abatement process. The fact that the dwellings may have been declared 
uninhabitable would not in itself give us the authority to purchase the 
property or pick up the relocation expenses of the occupants.
Boggs was worried about the safety of the Coddington family and 
embarrassed that a public promise had been made by Cunningham that 
could not be kept. He wrote a memo to Heine the same day he received 
the bad news from Woodrum, urging a speedy resolution of the dilemma. 
When he received no response, he sent another memo on November 8:
I urge you to study the position paper in the context of our dilemma 
and give us a decision in writing as soon as possible in order that we 
may abate this very serious problem in, and about, the Coddington 
residence.
The levels of carbon dioxide in Mr. Coddington's home are excessively 
high. He refuses to leave without some assurance from OSM that we will 
finance the relocation. If he stays, there is a strong possibility that he and 
his family may be seriously harmed.
The relocation policy was dead. OSM officials in Washington seemed 
more concerned that Cunningham had compromised them by speaking forthrightly at the September 29 meeting. Cunningham was made the 
scapegoat; his career at OSM was finished. He transferred a few weeks later 
to the U.S. Geological Survey and accepted a posting to Casper, Wyoming. 
Cunningham's departure marked the end of a brief period in which OSM 
seemed sincerely committed to finding a solution to the Centralia problem. 
Henceforth the agency's goal would be to prevent itself from getting stuck 
with the bill.


Despite the opposing legal opinion within OSM, Woodrum's interpretation of the surface-mining lawbecame OSM policy. This may have been by default. The Carter administration was coming to an end, and federal agencies become conservative at the change of administrations, preferring to let the new leadership resolve any controversial problems.
A few months is but an instant to the federal bureaucracy. In Centralia, time was counted in days, even hours, as the families endured a winter of illness, fear, and clanging gas alarms.
No one on Centralia Council had any inkling that OSM had broken most of the promises of September 1980. Council was waiting patiently, even eagerly for January, certain that OSM would then announce what it planned to do to stop the mine fire.
The Health Department, pursuing its containment policy, did not inform the Coddingtons until December 4, 1980, that their home had been declared uninhabitable. Terry Burge also got his notice that day. No help of any kind was offered to either family, however. The official notice merely listed the telephone numbers of Earl Cunningham-who no longer worked for OSM-Walter Vicinelly of DER, and Elizabeth Eicherly of the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, and none of these agencies had any plan to help the families.
Coddington needed no piece of paper to tell him the house was unsafe. The carbon monoxide alarm was sounding with ever more frequency, often in the wee hours of the morning. "Sometimes I just let it ring once," Coddington said. "But when it's going off and on, it's not just me that jumps out of bed. My wife and boy jump out, too. You actually don't know what you're going to meet"28   It was always the gases that triggered the alarm, but they knew a house fire could do it, too.
Then it was time to call Narcavage, who never failed to roll out of bed and hurriedly drive to Centralia with his testing equipment. There was little he could do other than check the air, reset the monitor, and tell 
the Coddingtons to open their windows wider, but his presence mattered 
greatly to the Coddingtons and the other families who were in similar 
circumstances. They did not believe their homes were safe after an alarm 
until Narcavage said they were safe. Knowing this, he did his best to help 
them in anyway he could. Beginning in November the gases began to affect 
the Coddingtons noticeably. "Sometimes my wife gets headaches and can't 
hold anything in her stomach," said Coddington, speaking of the long winter 
of 1980-81. "Then I know there's something wrong and we have to open the 
windows a little wider.


"We have a lot of experience that way. If you sit up there in that 
apartment with the windows closed-I don't care what time of the night it 
is. You're watching TV. You're sitting in one of those lounge chairs. You wake 
up an hour later and you don't know what time it is.
That's when you realize you have to open the door."
It was bitterly cold on Christmas Eve 1980, but the windows of the 
Coddington apartment were wide open. Outside, the temperature was 18 
degrees below zero, and inside, the furnace roared as it struggled to keep the 
home warm. Colleen Coddington awoke on Christmas Day and found the 
pipes in the house had frozen. Many evenings that winter the Coddingtons 
huddled in blankets to ward off the cold that, indirectly, was caused by the 
heat of a monstrous fire.
Some Centralia residents were askingforhelp from State Representative 
Robert Belfanti, a Democrat from Mount Carmel, even though he was not 
their legislator. The people felt estranged from their own representative, Ted 
Stuban, who lived thirty-five miles north of Centralia in Berwick and was 
doing little to help his Centralia constituents.
Belfanti was one of their own; he knew many of them from high school 
or social clubs, and he empathized with their plight. He began making calls 
to the Governor's Office in December and discussed the Centralia problem 
with members of the governor's staff. Belfanti believed Centralia could still 
be saved, although some families would have to relocate.
By mid-December Centralia Council knew OSM had broken every 
promise it made in September. News accounts told Council it would be 
at least eighteen months before OSM began a plan to stop the mine fire, 
not January as Cunningham had promised. OSM would not even consider 
a mine-fire plan until it had completed a lengthy, painstaking study of the 
environmental impact of extinguishing the Centralia mine fire. It seemed 
not to matter to OSM that Bureau of Mines lawyers had never required the 
bureau to do an environmental impact study before any of its later Centralia projects. In 1978 the bureau had filed an environmental assessment, a much 
simpler and quicker undertaking, before beginning the project to close the 
vent holes and reinforce the fly ash barrier.


Council believed there was nothing it could do to change OSM policy. It 
felt helpless, cornered by matters beyond its control, and it took out its rage on 
Wilbert Malenka at the January 1981 meeting. Joan Girolami was unwilling 
to let Council place all the blame on the bureau. She chided the men for not 
working harder to find a solution to the mess. Edward Polites, who now was 
president of Council, protested that Council was doing all it could. No one 
listened to them in Harrisburg or Washington, he said. Nobody cared.
An OSM team arrived in Centralia on January 8 to begin fieldwork 
for the environmental impact study. The visit was notable only for a strange 
incident that occurred late in the day, after team members, including Malenka, 
had returned to the municipal office. Helen Womer suddenly stormed into 
the room and began shouting at Malenka that he was not going to rip apart 
Centralia with a trench. Womer considered Malenka the embodiment of all 
that Centralia had suffered at the hands of the federal government. Although 
Malenka was only doing the bidding ofhis bosses, especially Charles Kuebler, 
he was the face of the bureau in Centralia. She attacked him vehemently for 
almost ten minutes, then left as suddenly as she had arrived.
Once Helen Womer had wanted a trench, when three of her neighbors 
were forced from their homes by gases in 1969. Now she opposed it, knowing 
it would claim her own house first of all. It did not seem to matter to her 
that others might be endangered by her stand against a trench. She would 
proclaim her right as an American not to be moved from her home against 
her will.
Once Womer had feared the gases, but no more. In August 1980, 
Narcavage recalled, she asked that bottle samples of air be collected in her 
house and tested for mine-fire gases at the bureau lab in West Virginia. When 
the results came back showing a 0.5 percent volume of methane, Womer 
insisted her house be checked twice a day for gases. It was an unusual 
request, but it was granted.
One day in November she told Narcavage to remove the gas monitor 
from her house and to stop his daily visits. He was stunned, because he was 
finding 6 percent carbon dioxide in the cellar almost every day. James Shober, 
who was Narcavage's immediate superior, asked her to sign a statement to 
end the gas inspections, which she did. She gave no reason for her decision.
When the researchers hired by OSM to study the social and economic 
impact on Centralia of extinguishing the mine fire concluded their work, 
they knew they had been in a very special community. "There is a strong value system with a deep sense of roots," they wrote in their report. "Many of the families have lived in the same house either all their lives or at least 30 years, and have invested heavily in property improvements. . . . The community is a strong community in its sense of coherence and roots."   29


They had spent six weeks the previous fall conducting 430 interviews 
in Centralia and adjacent sections of Conyngham Township. Virtually every 
household was surveyed. The report went far toward explaining why people 
like the Coddingtons and Womers were so reluctant to abandon their 
homes, even in the face of danger.
At the same time, it painted a muddy picture of how Centralia 
citizens believed OSM should stop the mine fire. Over half the households 
surveyed-including households that were not close to the fire-accepted 
the need for drastic action, action that might make Centralia temporarily 
unlivable and force many of them to relocate. Total excavation of the firethe $84 million option-was favored by36.7 percent and deemed acceptable 
by 39.8 percent. Total relocation of the community was preferred by only 
16.3 percent but considered acceptable by 40.8 percent. The remaining 
options the bureau presented the previous fall, including flushing, drew at 
least some support, but none so much as total excavation or relocation.
"Discounting for those expressing no opinion, Centralia can be termed 
a town divided," the report said. Although it should not have surprised 
anyone that the community could not achieve greater unanimity on such a 
serious question, federal and state officials would seize upon that statement 
as an excuse for denying aid to Centralia.
During the last two weeks of January and the first week of February 
1981, the number and severity of gas incidents rose sharply. Narcavage, 
who now had two assistants, Wayne Readly and Jeff Stanchek, had a plan 
he hoped would reduce the ferocity of the fire. Narcavage wanted to seal 
off most of the cavelike entrance of the Centralia mine drainage tunnel, 
leaving only a small opening at the bottom for water to escape. When he 
and another inspector entered the tunnel during the fall of 1980 to measure 
the volume of air being sucked in by the fire, they set up an anemometer 
and were astonished to find that forty four thousand cubic feet of air per 
minute flowed into the tunnel, creating a wind that would "blow your hat 
off," Narcavage said.
It was a huge fire, and its need for oxygen was enormous. To Narcavage, 
it seemed only logical that cutting off this major source of air would retard the fire. It certainly could not hurt Centralia residents. He compared the 
burning mines to an old-fashioned coal stove. "If you open the bottom, you 
create a draft and it pulls up and in through the chimney," Narcavage said. 
"And that's similar to that fire there." The tunnel was 230 feet below the fire.


When he presented the idea to his bosses at DER and to Biggi at OSM, 
Narcavage met what he judged to be indifference. The inspector's sincere 
interest in solving the problem did not fit into the DER (and nowThornburgh 
administration) policy of rejecting any proposal to help Centralia that was 
not primarily funded by the federal government.
But he misjudged Biggi; his idea would find favor at OSM, although in 
the end this would mean little.
OSM officials at the regional level-particularly Patrick Boggsbureau officials, and the technical staff at DER knew something had to be 
done but as usual could not agree upon what. Boggs told Biggi to organize a 
task force of federal, state, and local officials to discuss some ideas.
OSM wanted to drill about ten boreholes between Locust Avenue 
and Wood Street to see if the fire had broken through the fly ash barrier. It 
also proposed to seal the Centralia drainage tunnel and to backfill the mine 
gangway beneath South Street that was believed to be the main conduit for 
poison gases from the fire to the homes. The latter project would be risky. If 
successful, it might end the gas threat to the families. If not, it could easily 
force more gas into the homes, including some not presently endangered.
The bureau and DER wanted a full-scale exploratory drilling program 
of up to ninetyboreholes that would map the fire boundary-or boundaries, 
since no one was certain anymore if there was one fire or several. OSM's 
drilling proposal would find only a section of the fire boundary, and David 
Simpson, chief of the bureau's Wilkes-Barre office, believed a complete 
mapping was necessary before the fire could be properly fought.
The bureau, in fact, already had $750,000 earmarked for the drilling, 
part of a $16 million appropriation for such work it had won from Congress 
the previous fall over the strenuous objections of OSM. Nevertheless, 
Simpson and Robert Oberman of DER gave qualified approval to the OSM 
proposal in early February when the Centralia Mine Fire Advisory Group 
chaired by Biggi held its first meeting.
None of the proposals would do anything to protect the families who 
were endangered by the mine fire's poison gases. OSM lawyers remained 
adamant that no money could be spent to acquire property in Centralia and 
relocate families.
Congressman James Nelligan hoped to do something about that. 
Nelligan, who lived near Wilkes-Barre, was the first Republican to represent the Eleventh District in many years. Aided by a split in the Luzerne County 
Democratic Party, and by the Reagan landslide, he had unseated U.S. 
Representative Raphael Musto the previous November.


Council members were quite surprised when Nelligan telephoned 
late in January 1981 and asked if they would meet with him in Centralia. 
They were accustomed to having to plead with their congressmen to come 
to Centralia and were more than happy to cooperate. The meeting was set 
for Saturday, February 14.
Nelligan's uncle, who lived in northern Columbia County, had told him 
about the Centralia mine fire during the fall campaign-and warned him to 
stay away from the problem if he valued his political life. Similar warnings 
came from other Republican officials in Columbia County, including at least 
one member of the county Board of Commissioners.
This only intrigued him. He drove to Centralia one cold day in 
October, saw the steaming vent pipes, and decided then and there that if 
these people needed his help, he, Jim Nelligan, was not going to run away. 
It would become evident to those who came to know him that Nelligan had 
a monumental ego, but his cocksureness led him to eager acceptance of a 
challenge that others shunned.
It was in September that Tony Andrade, who was retired on disability 
from a state job, his wife Mary, and their daughter Diane had first experienced 
the extraordinary drowsiness described by Coddington. Narcavage tested 
the air in their house on South Locust Avenue and, to their dismay, found 
carbon monoxide. Their real difficulties, however, began in December. "My 
only problem was drowsiness and a few headaches," Andrade said. "But 
my wife and daughter-their eyes bothered them and they had headaches. 
They got very nauseous at times. They wouldn't be able to hold their food 
down." In the last two weeks of January and the first week of February, their 
carbon monoxide alarm rang over a dozen times, and some of the incidents 
involved volumes of the gas in excess of one hundred ppm.
On February 6 Tony Andrade was notified by the Health Department 
that his house, like those of Coddington and Burge, was officially 
uninhabitable. Andrade was offered no help by the state. The bland notice 
simply arrived in the mail one day.
He was distraught. His entire life was in his home, and he had no 
idea what to do. His wife and daughter were constantly ill, and so was he 
(although he minimized it), but where could they go? He could not afford 
to pay for two houses. The big picture was not for Tony.
Dewitt C. Smith, director ofthe Pennsylvania EmergencyManagement 
Agency in Harrisburg, was cleaning out his "in" basket that week when a memo from the Health Department caught his eye. It informed PEMA that 
Tony Andrade of Centralia had been notified his house was unsafe owing to 
dangerous concentrations of mine-fire gases. In the upper right-hand corner, 
Smith said, someone from PEMA had written that the Health Department 
had been trying to dump "this turkey"-meaning the mine-fire problemon PEMA for a number of years. PEMA, the message continued, should not 
touch it with a ten-foot pole.


Smith, a Baltimore native, had become PEMA director in 1980 after 
leaving the command of the Army War College in Carlisle. He was a retired 
lieutenant general but had enlisted in the Army as a private during World 
War II. The Army sent him to Officer Candidate School, and he was off to a 
distinguished career, beginning as a tank commander for General George S. 
Patton. General Smith, as nearly everyone addressed him even as a civilian, 
had a strong personal beliefin public service. He did not flinch from Centralia 
and would be a godsend to the people there.
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[image: ]ARRIE WOLFGANG LOOKED OUT HER FRONT WINDOW AND SAW a large group of men coming out of Tony Andrade's house and heading toward Coddington's. It was Valentine's Day, 1981, a Saturday, and the weather was mild for that time of year. She decided they looked like government men and telephoned her daughter, Florence Domboski, who lived a block away on Wood Street, to tell her about it. Domboski dispatched her twelve-year-old son, Todd, to find out who the men were.
Todd took offon a run, passingthe home ofHelen Womer, his neighbor, and intending to cut through the large yard between Eleanor Tillmont's house and Rita Kleman's. As he passed near his grandmother's house, which adjoined Tillmont's, his sixteen-year-old cousin, Eric Wolfgang, called him over to show him a problem he had found with Todd's motorbike. Todd stopped briefly to view the work, then was off again toward John Coddington's shuttered service station, where the group of men had stopped to talk. Coddington had closed his service station at the end of 1979 when the mine fire began heating up the gasoline in the underground tanks.
He didn't get far before something caught his eye. It was a wisp of what looked like smoke rising from some sticks and leaves on the snowless ground a couple of feet from a big ash tree. His curiosity compelling him, he walked up to the smoke, which he could now see was coming from a small hole. Without warning, the ground gave way and he found himself up to his knees in a smoking hole. Todd tried to climb out, but the bottom dropped out once again and he sank to his waist. He yelled for help and tried to push himself out of the hole with his arms. That ground gave way, too, and Todd dropped out of sight, continuing to scream for help. A dense, foul-smelling cloud of steam and mine-fire gases shot up out of the hole.
"The last thing in my mind was breathing any of those noxious fumes, because we grew up around that;' he recalled in an interview in 2002. "That town was leaking that gray, smelly, noxious gas for as long as I can remember. But just the way the earth was, and no matter what way I struggled, I wasn't really getting anywhere."3°  


Todd's head was about three feet below the surface, but he felt himself 
sliding down further. The earth felt warm. He grabbed a thick root from the 
ash tree-it is visible in some pictures-and hung on as the ground around 
and beneath him continued to collapse. Because of the steam, he could not 
see out of the hole. Todd could hear "wind," a strange whooshing sound 
caused by the mine fire far below sucking air. Whenever the "wind" blew, the 
ground beneath him collapsed a little more. Todd tried to pull himself closer 
to the surface, but his arms seemed paralyzed.
"There's no angels or no life flashing before your eyes," he recalled. "I 
knew I was going. There was no doubt."
Eric, startled by Todd's frantic screams, sprinted to the edge of the hole, 
which was gushing steam. He peered down, ignoring his own safety. There 
was no sign of Todd, but he could still hear his cries for help. The plume of 
steam was growing larger. It was hot and smelled like sulfur. Eric dropped to 
the ground and stuck his head and shoulders into the hole, marveling at the 
strange wind noise he heard. Then he saw a patch of red and remembered his 
cousin was wearing a red hunting cap that day.
"Grab my hand," he yelled. Gripping Todd's hand firmly, he dragged 
his cousin out of the hole and pulled off his jacket, thinking Todd might 
actually be on fire. Eric was well aware of the mine-fire problem and almost 
immediately surmised what had caused the hole to open. Todd's jacket was 
caked with warm mud, as were his jeans, but there was no fire. Eric tried to 
calm his hysterical young cousin, who had been in the hole about forty-five 
seconds, and pushed him into their seventy-three-year-old grandmother's 
kitchen. Carrie Wolfgang, after extracting from the pair what had happened, 
told Todd to run across the street and tell the men. She still did not know 
who they were.
It wasn't just any group of men she had spotted. This was the day 
Congressman Nelligan had picked for his meeting in Centralia to discuss 
the mine fire. With Nelligan were State Senator Edward Helfrick; State 
Representative Ted Stuban; State Representative Robert Belfanti; Andrew 
Bailey, acting director of OSM since the resignation of Walter Heine at the 
end of the Carter administration; Beasley; Biggi; Ivor Williams; and several 
county and borough officials. That such a stellar collection of officials was 
nearby when Todd dropped into the subsidence had people in Centralia 
shaking their heads in wonder for months.
The officials had concluded their meeting with Centralia Council and 
were partway through a tour of the mine-fire impact zone. DERgas inspector 
Edward Narcavage was explaining the gas problem in the Andrade house, 
which they had just left, when Nelligan noticed several persons running into the yard across the street. At that moment Todd Domboski reached Locust 
Avenue and shouted to them that he had just fallen into a hole from the mine 
fire. He was still covered with mud and still very upset. The officials saw the 
steam billowing out of the hole and rushed to the Tillmont yard. Senator 
Helfrick grabbed his aide, Frank Lawski, and told him to get Governor Dick 
Thornburgh on the car telephone.


Todd was taken to Centralia Ambulance headquarters at the municipal 
building and given a dose of oxygen by a local paramedic. One of the officials 
urged Florence Domboski to take her son to Ashland State General Hospital 
for a blood gas test, which would determine if he had inhaled a dangerous 
quantity of carbon monoxide while in the hole. Fortunately, the blood gas 
test showed there was not a harmful amount of carbon monoxide in Todd's 
system, although he was hyperventilated.
Someone in the crowd that gathered in the Tillmont yard dropped 
a cinder block into the subsidence hole. No one heard it strike bottom. 
Centralia's tiny police force finally shooed the citizens away for their own 
safety and stretched snow fence across the entrance to the yard. State 
Department of Environmental Resources gas inspectors at Centralia were 
ordered to mount a twenty-four-hour watch at the site. Narcavage tested the 
steam with his portable carbon monoxide monitor and watched the needle 
zoom off the end of the dial. Todd would have died of asphyxiation had he 
been trapped in the hole for very many minutes.
Meanwhile, Helfrick had reached Thornburgh on the phone and 
had described Todd's accident to the governor, urging him to declare a 
state of emergency in Centralia. Thornburgh replied that he needed more 
information before making a decision. Helfrick, angered that matters had 
been allowed to deteriorate so much in Centralia, offered to meet with the 
governor and brief him personally. Thornburgh told Helfrick he could see 
him Tuesday morning. Monday was Presidents' Day, a state holiday, and the 
governor apparently did not want any business matters disturbing his threeday weekend.
Almost forgotten in the rush of events that day was the meeting 
Congressman Nelligan convened in Centralia that morning. He had called 
the February 14 meeting after first conferring in Washington with President 
Ronald Reagan's new and controversial secretary of the Interior, James 
Watt, and officials of the U.S. Office of Surface Mining. Nelligan's problem 
was that good intentions alone would not solve the problem; only political 
power would do that. Unfortunately, he had only the enthusiasm and limited 
powers of a freshman congressman, albeit one who knew his way around 
Washington after a career in the General Accounting Office and on various congressional staffs. That and moral suasion just weren't enough to scare the 
Department of the Interior bureaucracy.


The new secretary of the interior, listening to his OSM advisers, told 
the new congressman that the department needed to know what the people 
of Centralia wanted the federal government to do about the mine fire. For 
months, OSM had promised Centralia Council that it would decide the best 
method to fight the mine fire. Now Secretary Watt had passed the decision 
back to Centralia Council.
So at the meeting in Centralia that day, Nelligan pressed Centralia 
Council for a decision. His own opinion, he told Council, was that shortterm actions should include relocation of families with serious mine-fire 
gas problems. Over the long term, Nelligan favored relocating the entire 
village of Centralia to a safe site a few miles away. Relocation would cost $14 
million, much less than total excavation or even the intercept trench. The 
choice seemed majestically simple.
Council members did not want to make that decision. They 
remembered what had happened in 1978. They had endorsed an intercept 
trench proposed by the bureau and had been criticized by some persons 
whose homes would have been purchased and demolished.
The bureau then had decided not to do the trench.
Mayor John Wondoloski suggested the decision be left to the Columbia 
County Commissioners. Nelligan, exasperated, accused him of passing 
the buck. Council vice president Robert Lazarski, angered by Nelligan's 
overbearing attitude, said he personally favored total excavation but felt it 
was unfair to ask councilmen who were paid only $20 per month to make 
such a momentous decision. After all, they were not mining engineers. The 
congressman said he could not take up Centralia's cause in Washington 
unless he had a firm idea of public sentiment in the village. He suggested a 
referendum on moving the village and Council quickly agreed.
What caused the subsidence that almost claimed Todd Domboski's 
life? Mine maps of Centralia show there was once a sloping mine shaft at that 
location. Long ago it had been filled with dirt and rubbish. Hot steam from 
the mine fire gradually moistened and softened the mixture until its own 
weight made it collapse. In an interview with the Associated Press a few days 
after the incident, OSM Region I Director Patrick Boggs said simply that the 
fire caused a mine chamber beneath Eleanor Tillmont's yard to collapse.
James Paone, chief of the Bureau of Mines' Division of Environment, had 
warned Centralia residents in 1978 that "serious subsidence problems all over 
town" would occur "in fifteen to twenty years" if nothing further was done to 
halt the spread of the mine fire. Only Paone's timetable was incorrect.


The impact on Centralia of Todd Domboski's near tragedy cannot be overestimated. For days afterward, the people spoke of little else. Todd's accident also forced Pennsylvania and the U.S. Department of the Interior to acknowledge the Centralia mine fire for what it was: a great public danger. The extensive press and television coverage now made it impossible for them to do otherwise. The real question was whether government would do the right thing-stop the mine fire once and for all-or simply appease Centralia with a showy gesture. Senator Helfrick said that day he considered all the state and federal Centralia projects from the past to have been mere appeasement.31   He was certain, though, that his fellow Republican, Dick Thornburgh, would do the right thing.
For years afterward, young Todd Domboski could not bear sleeping with a blanket over his chest, telling his mother it felt too constricting, as if he were still in the hole. Nightmares were common. He would be back in Centralia doing what twelve-year-old boys like to do, riding his bike or shooting a BB gun. And all of a sudden, the road or sidewalk would crack open beneath him. They went on for a long time, ending only when he reached adulthood.32  
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[image: ]LL WHO WERE AT CENTRALIA ON FEBRUARY 14, 1981, WERE HORRIFIED. 
Had SecretaryJames Watt been there, or Governor Dick Thornburgh, aid 
might have flowed to the beleaguered village within the fortnight. Nelligan had 
little influence with the governor, but he set out to persuade a skeptical Watt 
that Centralia must be helped. He thanked God, he later said, for letting Todd 
Domboski drop into the subsidence but sparing him, too.
James Watt had been a logical choice for secretary of the Interior, given 
President Reagan's personal philosophy. Watt was an arch conservative, a 
business sympathizer, and a proven foe of preservationists and traditional 
environmentalists. He had lobbied against federal clean water legislation 
while working for the Chamber of Commerce of the United States in the 
late 1960s, and most recently had been president of the Mountain States 
Legal Foundation, which supported conservative and pro-business causes 
in the courts. He had also worked in the Department of the Interior from 
1969 to 1975. The James Watt that Centralia would come to know was a firm 
supporter of President Reagan's plan to greatly reduce the size and impact of 
the federal government and turn over as many ofits functions as possible to the 
states. The problem was that Centralia desperately needed a big-government 
solution, and this was anathema to the new overlords in Washington.
Nelligan was an old friend of Watt's press secretary, Douglas Baldwin, 
who had served with Watt on the staff of Senator Milward Simpson 
(R-Wyoming) in the early 1960s. This friendship gave Nelligan more access 
to Watt than many congressmen enjoyed but did not guarantee results.
Nelligan telephoned Baldwin early in the week after Todd dropped 
into the subsidence and told him several Centralia families desperately 
needed Interior assistance to escape homes made dangerous by the mine 
fire. Watt called back the following day, Nelligan says, and they discussed 
Centralia at length. The secretary was more receptive than he had been in 
January, but not much more. Nelligan recalls being lectured about how the 
Reagan administration was trying to cut federal spending, not seek new 
ways to increase it. Indeed, Interior programs were among those specially 
chosen by the administration for cutbacks.
Watt asked Nelligan why Pennsylvania could not help Centralia with 
state tax dollars. The congressman, stumped for an answer, admitted to not exploring the possibility. Parrying, Nelligan insisted the Centralia families 
needed immediate help. Aid would flow faster from the federal government 
than the state, he argued. Watt remained skeptical but told Nelligan he 
would take the matter under consideration.


Nelligan was pleased at the amount ofpress coverage Todd Domboski's 
accident was getting. The congressman had even been called by the Los 
Angeles Times. Nelligan believed publicity was vital to his plan to help 
Centralia, and like any politician, he enjoyed the attention.
State Senator Edward Helfrick was making little headway with 
Thornburgh, although the senator, a loyal Republican, was loath to admit 
it. Helfrick met with Thornburgh on Tuesday, February 17, and urged 
him to declare a state of emergency at Centralia. He was certain such a 
step, in addition to allowing the governor to use state emergency funds or 
take money from other parts of the budget to help Centralia, would speed 
emergency federal aid to relocate his endangered constituents. This the 
governor would not do, although to mollify Helfrick he told him his staff 
would study the matter.
A native of Pittsburgh, Thornburgh was both an engineer and a lawyer. 
He ran unsuccessfully for Congress in 1966 and became U.S. attorney for 
western Pennsylvania after Richard Nixon was elected president in 1969. 
Thornburgh served as U.S. attorney until 1975 and won acclaim for his 
vigorous pursuit of political corruption cases, particularly in the Shapp 
administration. He joined the justice Department as a deputy attorney 
general in 1975 and stayed into the Carter administration. Thornburgh 
won the Republican gubernatorial nomination in 1978, defeating, among 
others, Philadelphia District Attorney Arlen Specter. He went on to defeat 
Pittsburgh Mayor Pete Flaherty in November, campaigning hard on the 
theme of corruption in the Shapp administration.
Only three months into his term, Thornburgh was severely tested by 
the Three Mile Island nuclear plant crisis of March 1979. His handling of the 
disaster, and his criticisms of Metropolitan Edison, which operated Three 
Mile island, led some to believe him an environmentalist. That was not 
exactly the case, as his handling of Centralia would illustrate.
Thornburgh's political philosophy took a sharp turn to the right after 
Ronald Reagan was elected in 1980. As a young attorney in Pittsburgh, and 
even as U.S. attorney, he had been a moderate Republican in the Scranton 
and Rockefeller mode. Thornburgh increasingly modeled his policies on 
those of President Reagan and became one of Reagan's strongest supporters 
among the Republican governors. Although, in the case of Centralia, he 
insisted on a federal solution to the mine fire, something that was anathema to Secretary Watt and the philosophy of Reaganism, Thornburgh would 
push Watt only lightly, appearing reluctant to offend the secretary or his 
conservative Republican followers.


Helfrick departed convinced of Thornburgh's good intentions. There were further meetings that day with Lieutenant Governor William Scranton III, son of the former governor, and with Dewitt Smith of Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency. Everyone told him how concerned they were, and Helfrick left Harrisburg believing help for Centralia was just around the corner. Events would quickly disabuse him of that notion.
Thornburgh's response to Todd Domboski's accident was to appoint Smith to coordinate yet another study of the mine-fire problem. Smith was also to head a task force of state and federal officials that would report to Thornburgh. No one from Centralia would be allowed to complicate the deliberations by attending the meetings. Membership of the new task force almost duplicated the membership of Biggi's Centralia Mine Fire Advisory Group-minus, of course, the Centralia representative. Skepticism in Centralia was high over Thornburgh's move, and it could have ended up as another meaningless public relations gesture if not for General Smith.
Smith took his duties seriously. After hearing about Todd Domboski dropping into the steaming subsidence, he had decided then and there that Centralia was an emergency and within the purview of PEMA. He believed in the duty of government to help people in trouble and was sincerely interested in finding ways for the state to help Centralia. On his own, without anyone asking him to do so, Smith drove up by himself to Centralia just to look around, then reported his impressions to Lieutenant Governor Scranton. He didn't talk much to Thornburgh himself at this time, dealing mostly with young aides around the governor.
"My impression was that initially he [Thornburgh] did not have much interest," he recalled in 2002. "He did not really see the connection between what was going on and what was important."33  
Smith's first official visit to Centralia was on February 19. He was accompanied by Commissioner of Deep Mine Safety Walter Vicinelly, whose office administered the gas-monitoring program in Centralia, Senator Helfrick; and about two dozen other state, federal, and local officials. When the car rounded the last curve on Route 61 before Centralia, Smith called attention to the steam rising from the ground near the side of the highway, telling his companions that it reminded him of "a poor man's Dante's Inferno."


"There's no question of the governor's concern about this," he told a 
reporter later that day. "My purpose here today is to listen, learn, and think 
about it."
While that statement may seem at odds with Smith's later recollection, 
people sometimes forgot that his first duty was to the governor.
Vicinelly was surrounded by a crowd of angry women as he and 
Smith walked along Locust Avenue after viewing the profusely steaming 
subsidence that almost claimed the life of Todd Domboski. Florence 
Domboski, still shaken by the accident, asked what the state was going to do 
to help Centralia. Vicinelly told her the state would do something, but not 
right away. It would most likely be a long-term project.
Councilman Robert Lazarski was alarmed to learn a few days later 
that DER had found methane, an explosive gas, in the steam venting from 
the subsidence. Not until several worrisome days later, when the analysis 
came back from the Bureau of Mines lab in West Virginia, did Lazarski find 
out the steam contained only 0.05 percent methane, far below the explosive 
level of 5.0 percent. Still, Lazarski had to wonder what was going on in the 
mines below Centralia. Two residents of the impact zone, Mary Andrade 
and Sean Reilley, had heard thuds or rumblings beneath their respective 
homes. Perhaps, he thought, it was methane explosions deep beneath the 
surface, where the concentration of the gas was no doubt higher. Perhaps it 
was the collapse of mine tunnels. Lazarski was spending many hours trying 
to organize help for Centralia and was getting nowhere.
For some families, it was the gases that caused the greatest worry. Nineyear-old Rachel Lamb, whose breathing problem temporarily improved after 
OSM flushed around the house in the summer of 1980, now was hooked to 
an oxygen machine virtually every night. Five-year-old Shannon Buckley 
suffered one respiratory ailment after another during the fall of 1980 and was 
hospitalized on several occasions. Her doctor finally ordered her parents, 
James and Evelyn Buckley, to remove Shannon from the house for a week, 
and as much as possible after that. So on evenings and weekends they drove 
their daughter to the home of one relative or another. James Buckley grimly 
joked that they had become "stationary gypsies:'
The gas alarm at St. Ignatius School sounded nineteen times in January 
and February 1981, and parents became angered when the nuns refused to 
evacuate the school when an alarm occurred. After some parents threatened 
to pull their children out of the school, the nuns relented. Now students 
marched out of the building when the alarm sounded, just like during a fire 
drill. Narcavage, Stanchek, and Readly would hurry to the school to check 
the air, usually finding it safe by the time they arrived.


Thornburgh, silent as ever, mulled over the report handed him by 
Smith and Vicinelly after their February 19 visit to Centralia. The report 
has never been made public and is not in the Thornburgh Papers in the 
Pennsylvania State Archives. After reading it the governor ordered PEMA to 
offer the Coddington, Andrade, and Burge families the use of house trailers 
owned by the Department of Community Affairs. It was a minimal offer, 
costing the state nothing since it already owned the trailers.
Columbia County Emergency Management director Carl Sevison 
said state officials told him the trailer offer was the first phase of a threephase solution to the Centralia problem. No one ever found out what 
the other two phases would be. Sevison said PEMA offered the trailers 
because Smith found a "potentially dangerous" situation in Centralia. Not 
actually dangerous, potentially dangerous. It was no mere slip of the tongue. 
Pennsylvania officials would never admit anyone in Centralia was in danger. 
That might lead to embarrassing questions about why the state was doing 
nothing to resolve the problem.
Smith's statement was the first blow in the Thornburgh administration's battle to publicly minimize the danger of the Centralia mine fire. 
It was a battle they would ultimately lose, but the mental cruelty of the 
administration effort increased the suffering of the people.
Centralia was attracting attention from journalists around the world. 
Raymond Reilley of Byrnesville answered the phone at Centralia Fire 
Company one afternoon and found himself speaking to BBC Radio in 
London. NBC and ABC did stories for their evening newscasts. Most 
important of all, the Associated Press bureau in Harrisburg took a great 
interest in the story. The News-Item began relaying the best of its Centralia 
stories to the Associated Press, and many of them went out over the 
wire. This gave the Centralia story a much wider audience-in effect, all 
of the free world. These dispatches, in turn, prompted some of the larger 
newspapers, magazines, and broadcasters who subscribed to the news 
service to send their own reporters and photographers to Centralia. United 
Press International covered the story, too. There would prove to be an almost 
insatiable interest in Centralia stories, and OSM found itself answering 
questions from reporters almost daily.
One Centralia resident, Helen Womer, believed the mine fire was 
receiving entirely too much attention from the media. She had admonished 
Todd Domboski not to talk to reporters, a warning he steadfastly ignored. 
In a February 24 letter in the News-Item, Womer said there was no mine 
fire under Centralia, although she acknowledged that a mine fire outside 
the village was causing dangerous levels of gas in the homes of some of her neighbors in the impact zone. This she attributed to the "incompetency 
and bungling" of government agencies like the Bureau of Mines. Womer 
intended to stay in Centralia, and woe unto anyone who believed it was 
too dangerous to remain. "As long as there is a shred of hope left in me and 
I have the support of my family and friends, I will work tirelessly against 
monumental odds toward keeping as much of Centralia intact as is safely 
possible;' she wrote. Although she acknowledged the gas danger in this 
letter, she would soon deny there was any danger at all.


State Representative Robert Belfanti, meanwhile, was attempting 
to educate key members of the state General Assembly about what was 
happening in Centralia. He approached House Minority Leader James 
Manderino and suggested that perhaps the House Mines and Energy 
Management Committee should hold a public hearing in Centralia to 
explore the mine-fire problem. He warned Manderino that eventually there 
would be a catastrophe in Centralia; not only would it look bad in the local 
papers, but it would make Pennsylvania look bad in the eyes of the nation. 
Sooner or later, Belfanti said, word would get out that the mine fire had been 
burning for nineteen years and neither federal nor state government was 
willing to accept responsibility. The hearing was scheduled for March 12.
OSM officials were increasingly concerned about the potential for 
more subsidence in Centralia. In a February 18 letter to Pat Boggs, Biggi 
wrote: "Based on a preliminary review of mine maps by Carl Sauer, similar 
conditions exist along the crop line in the area of this newly formed 
hole [the Domboski subsidence] which could result in further incidents 
of subsidence and gas venting." There was another problem, too, Biggi 
wrote. "The detection of possible combustion gases venting from this 
hole represents an additional serious threat to the public health and safety 
because of the potential for an underground or near-surface explosion of 
the gases."
OSM approved closing the hole in a briefing paper dated February 23, 
although the work would not commence for almost a month. It is clear from 
the briefing paper that doubts remained about the wisdom of this action, 
because it was noted that DER would monitor nearby homes to see if any 
change in the gas levels occurred after the hole was closed.
Smith's task force on the mine fire held its first meeting on March 6 and 
made no decision-at least none that was announced publicly-whether to 
recommend Thornburgh declare a state of emergency in Centralia. This was 
one of the main purposes of the meeting.
John Comey, Smith's spokesman, said afterward that Smith planned 
to conduct a new study of the mine fire and make a report to Thornburgh within a month. Centralia residents began marking off the days. They liked 
Smith and were certain the report would help them.


Biggi's warning about further subsidences in Centralia was borne 
out on March 10. Anne Maloney, who lived across South Street from the 
Gaughans and Womers, was burning some refuse in her back yard when she 
saw the ground near her drop several inches. Most of the subsidence had 
occurred far below the surface, but poison gases detected by Narcavage and 
Readly a few inches above the depression left little doubt as to its cause. 
Coming only a month after the Domboski incident, the new subsidence 
served to remind people of the grave dangers they faced.
Mayor John Wondoloski was in a state of agitation, showing reporters 
and anyone else who happened along a letter he received that very morning 
from Patrick Boggs of OSM warning of subsidence danger everywhere in the 
impact zone. The letter likewise warned that residents could be exposed to 
"sudden high levels of toxic gases" if a subsidence occurred beneath a house. 
Mayor Wondoloski issued an on-the-spot proclamation urging people to 
stay out of their backyards, a wise precaution, though difficult to follow.
Eight impact zone residents told their stories to the House Mines and 
Energy Management Committee at the March 12 hearing. It was a day of 
revelations for committee members, many of whom were not from coalmining areas and had only the vaguest idea of what they were being dragged 
to Centralia to see. "We have a problem all over this part of town, of people 
getting sick and not holding anything in their stomach;' John Coddington 
told them. "When you're looking at TV, next thing you know an hour and a 
half has gone by and the program's over."
Tony Andrade tried to explain why his family and the others were 
reluctant to move into the trailers offered by PEMA: "If I had the means, I'd 
walk out of that house. But I'm not going to walk out of there on a temporary 
basis when I don't know how long temporary is.
You're asking me to abandon what I've worked for all my life."
Christine Oakum made an eloquent plea to the committee to consider 
the safety of children in the impact zone. A Bureau of Mines representative 
told us a house could be checked out okay when the inspector comes in the 
morning," she said, "but that in the afternoon a strong surge of gas could 
come in and kill every living thing in the house."
Helen Womer described her belief that there was no mine fire under 
Centralia, and stated that a conspiracy existed among state and federal 
officials to empty Centralia of people so they could grab the coal under the 
village. Criminal indictments should be sought, she said, against the bureau 
officials who ordered the trenching stopped in 1969.


State Representative Ivan Itkin, a Democrat from the Pittsburgh 
area, asked General Smith if it wasn't true that Thornburgh had $5 million 
available for emergency projects, a sum more than adequate to relocate the 
endangered families. Smith said it was true.
That evening of March 12, 1981, three employees of OSM were 
working late at the agency's headquarters in downtown Washington, D.C., 
trying to make sense of the Centralia mine fire. Two of them, Andrew Bailey 
and Charles Beasley, had witnessed Todd Domboski's brush with death on 
February 14. It was clear to them OSM no longer had the luxury of doing 
nothing about the Centralia mine fire. Their immediate superior, Perry 
Pendley, agreed. There were too many stories about Centralia on television 
and in the press to continue studying the mine fire indefinitely. If the bureau's 
recommendations for Centralia were unacceptably expensive, then perhaps 
they could devise some less grandiose proposals of their own. Shortly before 
midnight they delivered the options to Pendley, who was waiting at his office 
at the Department of the Interior. He would deliver them to Secretary Watt 
in the morning.
The new options were far more modest than those proposed by the 
bureau the previous fall. They ranged in cost from nothing at all, for doing 
nothing, to $5 million, and reflected Beasley's firm belief that the mine-fire 
problem could be solved without digging a massive trench costing tens of 
millions of dollars.
Option one would involve relocating only the four families- 
Coddington, Burge, Andrade, and Buckley-whose homes had been 
declared unsafe by the Health Department, and only for thirty days. They 
estimated this plan would cost about $9,000. It was viewed as a shortterm response that would buy time to hold additional discussions with 
Pennsylvania officials.
Option two was an expanded version of option one. Under this plan, 
all families living in what OSM defined as the "outcrop area" would be 
relocated for up to thirty days at an estimated cost of $30,000 to $50,000. 
The outcrop area was defined as the area between the outcrop of the Buck 
vein and South Street, where the amount of cover above the sloping vein 
was believed to exceed one hundred feet. It was about sixteen acres.
Option three would involve OSM purchase of all houses in the 
sixteen-acre area, relocation of the occupants, demolition of the houses, and 
excavation of all overburden and coal. The pit would then be lined with clay 
and backfilled. The total cost was estimated at $4 million.
This excavation proposal, which was key to Beasley's plan to protect 
the remainder of Centralia, was based on a number of assumptions. One was that the mine fire was only in the Buck vein. If this was true, it would 
not matter if the fire went around the excavated area and moved beneath 
houses beyond South Street. The depth of the cover would make it highly 
unlikely the gases could reach the houses. If the mine fire had jumped to 
the Seven Foot or Skidmore veins, which outcropped beyond South Street, 
however-a distinct possibility after nineteen years-there was no telling 
how many families would be endangered. Beasley was also assuming the fire 
would not race out of control once the excavation opened new and plentiful 
sources of air. It was a constant source of dread for anyone planning to dig a 
trench to block a mine fire.


Another part of this plan became holy writ to OSM. Beasley hoped to 
deal with the rest of the mine fire by cutting off its oxygen supply. It seemed 
so simple, so logical. The fire was fed a massive volume of air by the Centralia 
mine drainage tunnel; close it off and other portals like it and the mine fire 
would eventually go out. "The fire would be effectively contained, with 
little possibility that the fire would create subsidence, or that gases could 
penetrate to the surface to endanger other parts of town," Beasley wrote.
Option four involved only purchase and demolition of the houses in 
the sixteen-acre area and fencing of the area where they once stood, at a cost 
of $1 million. Option five was a more costly version of option three, priced 
at $5 million, and option six was the do-nothing option.
On March 16 Watt summoned Pendley, Bailey, and Beasley to his 
office to discuss the options and recommend the one they considered the 
best. Watt was a lawyer and knew nothing about mine fires other than that 
they existed. Beasley told him it was imperative to remove the families from 
the sixteen-acre area. "I guarantee you there will be more subsidence areas, 
because those gases are weathering that roof and it's going to keep falling," 
Beasley said. The next subsidence might well claim a life. He explained his 
plan for excavating the area after the families were out of the way.
It was not to be. Beasley's plan fell victim to Watt's desire to be a good 
member ofthe Reagan team and do all he could to cut federal spending. Watt, 
like Beasley, saw that the Department of the Interior had to do something 
to help Centralia, but he chose option four, the cheapest of the permanent 
relocation options. "Reagan was really holding federal spending down 
tightly," Beasley said. "I think he [Watt] got caught in that whole process 
of just stopping everything. Nothing was being funded.... The money was 
there, obviously. Five million dollars is not preclusive to that fund. It's a big 
fund."


Excavation might have eliminated the gas threat. It could also have 
revealed the fire to be so much larger than expected that the department 
would have no choice but to enlarge the trench. Watt could have had no 
illusions that relocation would end the danger to Centralia. The option 
paper for the project spells that out in detail. Interior officials believed 
selection of option four would "place responsibility for final solution on the 
state and local government." There would be no further federal spending to 
help Centralia, as far as the secretary of the Interior was concerned.
Since Interior planned to abdicate any further responsibility to help 
Centralia, there would be no need for the drilling, backfilling, and tunnelsealing plans approved earlier. These were canceled on Beasley's orders. 
Likewise, it seemed silly to them to allow the Bureau of Mines to spend 
$750,000 to do exploratory drilling at Centralia, drilling the bureau believed 
was crucial to designing an effective project to stop the mine fire. OSM 
decided to take the money from the bureau to help finance the relocation. 
The remaining $250,000 came from a bureau anti-subsidence project in 
western Pennsylvania.
No one in Centralia had any inkling any of this was going on. As far 
as the families were concerned, OSM remained stonily insistent that no 
monies from the Abandoned Mine Land Fund could be spent to relocate 
them. Unknown to them, OSM lawyers had reversed their position, ruling 
that Watt's emergency powers under the Surface Mining Control and 
Reclamation Act allowed him to acquire property to protect the public from 
abandoned mine land dangers. The last remaining problem for Interior 
would be persuading Thornburgh to sign a memorandum of understanding 
committing the state to paying the entire bill to put out the mine fire.
The collapse of John Coddington the night of March 19 pushed the 
people of the impact zone-with some exceptions, like Helen Womer-to 
the edge of panic. They wondered who would be next, and if they would 
be so fortunate as Coddington to have someone nearby to rescue them. 
They had heard of Narcavage's statement that the Coddingtons might have 
perished that night if John had not fallen off the bed, alerting his wife and 
son.
Centralia resident Aliceann Glowatski wrote to Thornburgh telling 
him that about one-third of the residents of Centralia "live on the edge of 
hell" Her next words were a chilling description of that hell:
People are living in constant fear. The children in some of these homes 
are chronically ill from respiratory problems. These children, on the way to our little elementary school, live in the constant danger of the ground falling in under them. Even if the ground doesn't swallow them up they still breathe in the gases that are spilling out of the pipes in the ground. Once they get to school, they may have to leave because the gas alarm may go off and the school will have to be evacuated.34  


Perhaps by coincidence, Congressman Nelligan was briefed the 
morning of March 20 on details of OSM's plan to relocate families in the 
sixteen-acre area. He was told Thornburgh had not yet agreed to the plan, 
primarily because the governor was traveling outside the state and could 
not be reached. There had been discussions with the state's lobbyists in 
Washington, and with Robin Ross, deputy counsel to the governor.
Nelligan asked if he could release the news to the public. He was told 
to go ahead as soon as Arlen Specter and John Heinz, Pennsylvania's U.S. 
senators, had been notified. Nelligan caught a plane to Wilkes-Barre late that 
afternoon and was met at the airport by reporters from the three television 
stations in his district. His staff had alerted the stations to be present for a 
major announcement.
No one from the Governor's Office knew the announcement was 
coming, which may well have been a ploy by the Department of the Interior 
to place irresistible public pressure on Thornburgh to sign the memorandum 
of understanding. "The plan is definite, the agreement is not," said Nelligan 
press aide David Nathan that evening. "I'm not certain Governor Thornburgh 
knows about it." Nathan denied that John Coddington's collapse had 
anything to do with the timing of the announcement.
Watt had Thornburgh overabarrel, and thegovernorknewit. The people 
of Centralia were crying out forrelief, and the pressure on Thornburgh to help 
them was growing. Yet Paragraph D of the memorandum of understanding 
could easily be interpreted to mean Pennsylvania was accepting all further 
responsibility for stopping the fire. `As soon as possible thereafter the entire 
site will be conveyed to the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, which will 
undertake any further activities which it deems appropriate," it read.
In the end Watt won. He and Thornburgh met in Washington the 
morning of March 30 to sign the memorandum of understanding, soon to 
become known in Centralia as the "memorandum of misunderstanding." It was the day John Hinckley shot President Reagan and several other persons 
outside the Washington Hilton.


Why did Thornburgh sign it? One suspects it was because the blame 
would shift to him if the relocation was canceled and someone died.
The memorandum of understanding, when its full implications became 
known three weeks later, proved a great embarrassment to the Thornburgh 
administration. In a letter to Tom Larkin and Joan Girolami later that year, 
Robin Ross explained why Thornburgh signed the agreement:
Governor Thornburgh rejected Interior's attempt to relieve itself of 
its responsibilities for the fire and its consequences. The facts of the 
situation seemed then and still seem today to dictate approval of the 
plan to acquire the houses and disapproval of the attempted delegation 
of responsibility.
The owners faced an intolerable threat and the likelihood of receiving 
nothingfor their homes when they had to move to save their lives. Interior 
was offering a way to help these people, and it could not be rejected by 
the Governor even before the homeowners were given the opportunity 
to consider the offer. In light of these considerations, the reasons for the 
Governor's signature on the Memorandum are obvious.
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1981, seems in retrospect to have been little more than a political stunt. 
Thornburgh used the occasion to take most of the credit for OSM's plan to 
relocate up to thirty Centralia families. He deserved little or none of it.
After Thornburgh and Secretary Watt signed the memorandum of 
understanding on March 30, the governor's staff moved quickly-and 
quietly-to arrange for Thornburgh to visit Centralia the following day. 
Centralia residents had been asking for a visit, and PEMA Director Dewitt 
C. Smith had urged Thornburgh to go.
Selected newspaper and television reporters were notified by 
telephone that evening. The staff took pains to keep the visit secret from 
local Democratic legislators like State Representatives Robert Belfanti and 
Ted Stuban. This was to be an event for Republicans only.
Thornburgh and Congressman Nelligan flew to Centralia in a 
state police helicopter, arriving at 11:30 a.m. A large contingent of lesser 
officials and press aides arrived by car. His staff had succeeded in keeping 
the visit secret from the Democrats. Belfanti did not learn of it until late 
in the morning, when it was already too late to drive the sixty miles from 
Harrisburg.
Thornburgh's first stop was a private meeting with members of 
Centralia Council to brief them on "his" plan to relocate the families. When 
Thornburgh finally strode into the main hall with Nelligan and Helfrick, John 
Coddington rose and led the people in a round of applause. Few Centralians 
could avoid being caught up in the good feelings generated by the visit; had 
not the governor saved them from the mine fire? One man in the audience 
decided to record Thornburgh's speech on a small tape recorder he brought 
with him.
The governor began his speech on a political note, lauding Nelligan 
and Helfrick and saying nothing about Belfanti or any other Democratic 
officeholders who had worked to help Centralia. They would get a cursory 
mention later in his remarks. There was scattered applause, for neither 
politician was perceived to have done much to help Centralia, although 
Nelligan did deserve a large share of credit for the relocation and Helfrick 
for focusing Thornburgh's eyes on the problem when his inclination was to ignore it. Thornburgh introduced General Smith and the applause was loud 
and sustained.


The governor attempted to justify the long state inaction in Centralia 
by making the claim that no one in his administration had any information 
about the mine-fire problem when the crisis broke in February.
Thornburgh described the negotiations with Secretary Watt of the 
previous day: "This agreement establishes a plan to permanently relocate 
those families in Centralia who feel their health and safety is being 
jeopardized by the mine fire. An important part of this plan is that it lets 
the affected families decide for themselves whether or not to move;' he 
said. "And I suggest to you this is the most sensitive and humane approach 
to the difficult issue of health and safety." The governor emphasized he 
viewed relocation as "a first step in solving the problems of the mine fire ... 
which will observe its unhappy twentieth anniversary next year. Perhaps 
understandably, Thornburgh did not recount previous state failures in 
Centralia.
"I pledge ... that we will continue to do all that we can responsibly [his 
emphasis], and all within our power and jurisdiction, to assist those who 
desire to relocate to new homes, as well as minimize any adverse economic 
effects this may have on the borough," he continued.
The key words here are "responsibly" and "within our power and 
jurisdiction." Although it appears Thornburgh is pledging the state will do 
all it can to extinguish the mine fire, he in fact is merely reiterating what had 
been his position all along, that Pennsylvania did not have enough money to 
deal with the problem, which was a federal responsibility anyway.
"The special task force that was established under the direction of 
General Smith will continue to monitor relocation efforts and economic 
impacts while they continue to work with other federal and state authorities 
toward long-term solutions to the fire," he said.
It was during the question-and-answer session with reporters that 
Thornburgh veered sharply into the realm of make-believe. The first question 
was whether his task force had looked "at the problem of extinguishing the 
fire."
"That problem is being studied on a continuing basis by the 
Department of the Interior and the task force, and particularly our 
Department of Environmental Resources is lending whatever expertise they 
have to that effort," he answered. Thornburgh had to know by now that Watt 
had no intention of doing anything about the mine fire. Beyond that, it was 
deceitful of him to suggest more study of the mine fire was needed. Most 
of the principals knew what had to be done. It was simply a matter of who would pay the bill, and Thornburgh didn't want to pay the bill any more than 
Watt did.


"No one, as of today, has come up with a magic wand that can be 
waved to put out this fire," he continued. "But the efforts to deal with the 
technology of the fire, whether it can be put out, how it can be put out, 
whether it is desirable to do so, those matters are all being carefully studied 
within the Department of the Interior, as I satisfied myself yesterday."
One of the reporters asked Thornburgh to describe what would be 
done after the relocation, since he had described relocation as only a first 
step. "Well, I don't want to indicate, I don't want to tell you more than I 
know," Thornburgh said. "What this action this morning represents is the 
most that can be done now to alleviate what we think is the concern of 
highest priority. And that is the health and safety of the residents of this 
community. The study and monitoring of the conditions here continue, 
with an eye toward insuring the next step, whatever it may be, will be taken 
in the shortest possible time."
Another reporter asked if Thornburgh had given his staff a timetable 
for coming up with a permanent solution to the mine fire. The governor 
made a brilliant escape: "My understanding is that the Department of the 
Interior hopes to have finished a study by July 1 that evaluates whether and 
how a quote, permanent solution, unquote can be achieved. I'm not sure 
that there is [his emphasis] a permanent solution.... General, is General 
Smith here? Is that date correct?"
"I think it's at that time they not only expect to have it in, but to have 
rendered a judgment on it," Smith said reassuringly.
This study never appeared, was never again discussed, and did not 
appear in the voluminous Interior Department records on Centralia that 
can be examined under the Freedom of Information Act. It appears to have 
been conjured up by the governor to cut off questions about his lack of a 
plan to extinguish the fire. At best, Thornburgh took a vague idea by the 
federal government and turned it into a done deal.
Thornburgh carefully avoided acknowledging during the speech or 
press conference that the state believed anyone in Centralia was endangered 
by the mine-fire gases. When a reporter asked if the state would advise a 
family in "extreme personal danger" from the gases to join the voluntary 
evacuation, Thornburgh gave a disingenuous answer that waxed rhapsodic 
on what a "fine, decent community" Centralia was and how hard it would 
be to leave it. "I think that's an awfully tough decision to make, and I believe 
it must be made by each individual, and in discussion with their neighbors and their families, whether or not their concern [emphasis added] is such 
that they want to move," he said.


Nothing would be allowed to disturb the Health Department myth 
that Centralia residents faced no physical danger from the gases, that they 
had worried themselves into believing there was one.
Thornburgh had a notorious temper that was easily provoked during 
press conferences. He remained calm until close to the end of the Centralia 
press conference, when he was asked what led Secretary Watt to reverse 
the previous policy that no money from the Abandoned Mine Land Fund 
could be used to relocate Centralia. "I think what moved him to act was a 
desire to help," Thornburgh snapped. "I think there are a lot of people in 
Washington today who are tired of being told that they are insensitive to 
human needs. I think Jim Watt expressed, on the part of the administration 
in Washington, a genuine desire to be of help in time of need for the people 
in this community."
[In his 2002 interview, by contrast, General Smith let loose at Watt. 
"There's no question they had an ass in charge of that department, since Watt 
was the worst secretary of the Interior to come down the pike. My general 
impression of him was that he was negative on everything that seemed to 
help people. He was conservative defined badly."]
"Will the state be picking up any of the tab whatsoever for the project?" 
another reporter asked.
"We've had our task force and PEMA people here for the last forty-five 
days, and we'll devote whatever resources are necessary to help solve the 
problem," the governor insisted.
After the press conference Thornburgh was driven to the mine fire 
impact zone, where he visited the Andrade, Coddington, and Lamb homes. 
He had coffee with Tony and Mary Andrade, and afterward Andrade 
expressed heartfelt thanks.
Introduced to John Coddington, Thornburgh said, "You've got a 
heckuva way of getting attention, fellah," referring to the night Coddington 
was overcome by mine-fire gases. Coddington invited the governor to feel 
the heat rising from a borehole next to his former service station, then 
impishly warned him not to get too close.
Thornburgh then visited the bedside of Rachel Lamb, who was 
attached to her oxygen machine for the asthma that was so aggravated by the 
gases in the house. She presented him with a letter. David Lamb presented 
Thornburgh with a petition bearing fifteen hundred signatures asking the 
state to take action on the mine-fire problem and for the governor to visit Centralia. Lamb and some other Centralia residents had gathered the 
signatures before Thornburgh decided to come.


As he walked along Locust Avenue, Thornburgh commented on the 
many strands of red ribbon hanging from trees, light poles, and houses. 
Someone told him it symbolized the people of Centralia held hostage by 
the mine fire. Offered a ribbon, he pinned it to his lapel.
Joan Girolami and some of her friends were behind the ribbon 
hangings, taking a cue from the yellow ribbon hung during the recent 
Iranian hostage crisis. To them, it also symbolized government red tape 
that prevented anything from being done to stop the mine fire. No one told 
Thornburgh that.
The governor's final stop of the day was the steaming vent pipes, where 
he posed for pictures. One photograph from the session shows Thornburgh 
and Helfrick wincing, eyes shut tight, after a gust of wind blew the hot, 
sulfurous steam in their faces. That would be the closest the governor ever 
came to knowing the misery of the mine fire.
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petition, he told him it was circulated by Concerned Citizens Action 
Group Against the Centralia Mine Fire, a group neither Thornburgh nor 
many others had heard of. Most Centralians would come to know the group 
as Concerned Citizens and would quietly applaud its goal of ending the 
mine-fire problem for all time. Others, inside and outside Centralia and 
probably including the governor, believed the activists to be a plague.
There had always been citizen activists in Centralia, but they had not 
been organized. Helen Womer and a few of her neighbors had tried to get 
something done about the mine fire in the summer of 1969. Tony Gaughan 
and his wife had made an attempt in 1976. Joan Girolami led a few of her 
neighbors in a letter-writing campaign in 1979 and 1980, trying to win 
relocation for families with gas in their houses. They annoyed the Bureau of 
Mines, but few outside the bureau paid them much attention, particularly 
in the news media. Girolami made little effort to expand her ad hoc group 
beyond the narrow confines of East Park Street.
Much had happened since then, and there were a few persons in 
Centralia who believed the problem had become so serious they could no 
longer wait for Centralia Council's well-intentioned hand-wringing to win 
them deliverance. Joan Girolami was one, Christine Oakum was another, 
and so was Eva Moran, a former member of Council who had a reputation 
as somewhat of a troublemaker.
Moran, who ran a tavern and candy store on Locust Avenue, recruited 
Tom Larkin to their little cell of freethinkers. Larkin, who lived in an 
apartment across the street from Moran, was a fifth-generation Centralian 
who had studied for the Catholic priesthood, then decided after four years 
at St. Jerome's Seminary in Kitchener, Ontario, not to accept ordination. 
Larkin was thoughtful, intelligent, and well-spoken, and Moran decided he 
would be good for the group.
They had their first meeting on March 2, 1981, around her kitchen 
table and talked long into the night about the mine fire and how Centralia 
Council seemed to be doing nothing about it. During this long conversation, 
Concerned Citizens was born. By the time of the next meeting on March 17, 
Concerned Citizens had twelve members. Most of them, with the exception of the Morans and Larkin, lived in the impact zone and had gas monitors in 
their homes, or worried they soon would.


Oakum wanted Concerned Citizens to fight for accurate information 
about the health effects of carbon monoxide, which she still could not 
obtain from the Health Department. Larkin, recalling there had been a mine 
fire in Carbondale, suggested they find out how people there coped with it. 
Lamb urged they circulate a petition demanding Governor Thornburgh pay 
a personal visit to Centralia to see the disaster firsthand.
The petition became their first project. They canvassed Centralia in 
three days, working with extra fury after John Coddington was overcome 
by the gases the evening of March 19. They trudged through a snowstorm 
the following day, and rejoiced that evening when Congressman Nelligan 
announced that up to thirty Centralia families would be relocated by the 
Department of the Interior. That gave them pause, until they remembered 
the fire was still burning and many in Centralia would not be helped by the 
new relocation project.
Not many Centralia residents joined Concerned Citizens. Eleanor 
O'Hearn, who was secretary, estimates the maximum dues-paying 
membership at sixty, of which no more than twenty-five were active. Out of 
a Centralia population of 1,017 (1980 census), that doesn't seem like a lot, 
but in many communities the number of people willing to work on a cause 
is small compared to the number who support the cause but prefer to root 
from the sidelines.
Concerned Citizens' next project-support of a yes vote on the minefire referendum that Nelligan proposed at the February 14 meeting-would 
bolster that theory. It would also establish the group as a force to be reckoned 
with. Centralia Council had voted to conduct the referendum on May 19, 
the day of the regular state primary election. The referendum would ask 
Centralia residents to decide whether they favored excavation or relocation 
as the means of dealing with the mine fire. It would not be binding, but the 
symbolic value would be great. Council planned three public meetings to 
brief residents, particularly those who didn't live close to the mine fire, on 
the seriousness of the fire threat.
Anyone who thought the news value of Centralia had ended with 
Thornburgh's visit was sorely mistaken. Reporters from across the nation 
and around the world continued to make their way to the mountain town, 
and the events that transpired in the six weeks leading up to the referendum 
were consistently newsworthy, if not downright bizarre.
Thornburgh had barely left Centralia when controversy developed 
over which homes would be acquired during the relocation. Joan Girolami was dismayed to learn her house had once again been excluded from the list, 
despite periodic gas alarms. OSM was acquiring only those houses within 
the sixteen-acre area it had defined. That meant Bob Gadinski's side yard 
could be acquired, but not his house. He protested and won an exception, 
but Girolami was again left behind.


At the first informational meeting on April 20, 1981, two Bloomsburg 
businessmen appeared and said they represented a corporation that wanted 
to purchase Centralia for $30 million for the coal beneath it. It was as if the 
"conspiracy theory" had once again taken tangible form. Burt Wandell, who 
billed himself in his advertisements as a "Christian Realtor," and David 
Linnet, who ran a woodstove factory, said the mystery firm would pay people 
twice the value of their homes. The identity of the company had to remain 
secret, they said, because of fears other corporations would rush in if the 
identity became known. No one bought their story. Linnet and Wandell had 
good reputations in the Bloomsburg business community, but their refusal 
to name the firm severely damaged their credibility in Centralia. Council 
did not invite them back for a second visit.
Though Linnet and Wandell were soon forgotten, their visit to the 
April 20 meeting overshadowed a far more important development. 
Council president Edward Polites announced that Council had learned the 
Department of the Interior did not plan to participate in any further projects 
to stop the mine fire. It would simply be allowed to burn.
Thornburgh administration officials were left sputtering four days 
later when an Interior spokesman publicly confirmed the report, saying 
the memorandum of understanding signed by the governor committed 
Pennsylvania to fund any future projects at Centralia. Robin Ross, deputy 
legal counsel to Thornburgh, protested that the department's interpretation 
of the agreement did not agree with that of the state, but his rebuttal did not 
ease the embarrassment for the Thornburgh administration.
Centralia residents must have felt like people on a sinking ship after 
the last lifeboat has departed. The Department of the Interior would not 
help them, and the state showed no inclination to. There were jokes about 
appealing to the Soviet Union for foreign aid. Larkin, who had been elected 
president of Concerned Citizens, sent a letter of protest to President Ronald 
Reagan. "You have made a commitment to help the small towns of this great 
country," Larkin wrote. "Centralia is one of those communities. Please, Mr. 
President, don't let the Department of the Interior abandon us."
Council pushed ahead bravelywith its plans for the referendum, trying 
in vain to persuade Nelligan to attend one of the two remaining public 
meetings. The referendum had been his idea, and Lazarski believed Nelligan had a moral obligation to come to Centralia and answer questions. Nelligan 
would later say he did not have time to attend and indicated he viewed the 
meetings as unimportant.


One of the more important persons Council did persuade to speak was Dr. Joseph Weber, the internal medicine specialist from Ashland who treated John Coddington the night he was overcome by the gases. Weber had no obligation to protect Thornburgh's flank by denying that the people of Centralia were in any danger from the gases, and he gave them straight information about the dangers of carbon monoxide, information the Health Department had withheld."  
"No one in the mine fire area is without risk," Weber said. He described the physical changes that would warn of health problems from the gases and warned that persons with heart or respiratory problems faced adverse health effects from even low levels of carbon monoxide. Most chilling of all, Weber warned women in the impact zone to avoid becoming pregnant until the gas problem was solved. Carbon monoxide could cause serious problems for a developing fetus, including premature delivery, low birth weight, and defects in the placenta. He advised women in the impact zone who were already pregnant to find somewhere else to live or to spend as much of the day as possible away from their houses. As bad as Weber's speech painted the gas danger, the people were enormously grateful to the doctor for taking the time to explain it to them.
No one in the impact zone expected the Department of the Interior could make their lives any more miserable, but on April 29 the department announced a new policy for Centralia that would, in effect, penalize homeowners involved in the relocation because their houses were near the mine fire. The ruling, which embarrassed Nelligan, who had publicly promised otherwise, had the effect of cutting prices paid for Centralia houses during the 1981 relocation by about 20 percent.
The ruling was based on a legal opinion by Chuck Hardy, assistant solicitor in OSM's Division of Surface Mining, written in response to an inquiry by Patrick Boggs, OSM Region I director. Hardy said the section of the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act requiring OSM to appraise property it planned to acquire "as adversely affected by past coal mining practices" meant just that. "To ignore the fire would be to artificially establish some value unrelated to present realities," he wrote in an April 29 memorandum to Beasley. Hardy said in an earlier memo, dated April 9, that 
Pennsylvania's eminent domain statute, which bars penalties of this nature, 
was inapplicable because Centralia was a federal project.


An April 29 memorandum by a second OSM lawyer, John Woodrum, 
who had ruled all acquisitions in Centralia illegal the previous fall, impliedusing Alice in Wonderland logic-that a literal reading of federal law might 
leave the Centralia houses without any value at all, for who would choose 
to buy a house threatened by deadly gases and subsidence? "The appraiser 
should, however, take into account the fact that the gases are migratory in 
nature and that a home which is uninhabitable today could have its status 
changed as a result of unknown developments in the dynamics of the mine 
fire;' Woodrum wrote.
OSM believed Centralia residents would be helped to a degree by 
the Uniform Relocation Act, a federal law that provides up to $15,000 to 
help persons displaced by federal projects purchase a comparable home. 
It is clear from Woodrum's memo, however, that OSM did not believe this 
would make up the entire difference.
Bill Klink, the longtime executive director of the Columbia County 
Housing and Redevelopment Authority, said the OSM "mine fire value" 
policy limited payments for homes in the 1981 relocation to about $25,000 
to $30,000, even after the extra relocation assistance of up to $15,000 was 
added in.
Reaction in Centralia was predictably bitter. None of the residents of 
the sixteen-acre area had any hand in starting the mine fire, and now OSM 
insisted they pay a penalty because of the fire. OSM had not penalized 
families relocated in 1980-a fact widely known in Centralia-but now 
OSM officials claimed the 1980 policy was a mistake, and "mistakes do not 
set precedents:'
Council pleaded with Boggs to send someone to the final informational 
meeting on May 12 to explain the real estate policy and why OSM planned 
to do nothing more to help Centralia. Boggs, with evident reluctance, agreed 
finally to send Biggi but announced he would not be permitted to answer 
any questions about OSM's abandonment of Centralia, only about the 
relocation. Boggs insisted the mine fire was taken into account in appraising 
homes purchased during the 1980 relocation.
Concerned Citizens staged a protest march down Locust Avenue 
just before the May 12 meeting. They had publicly appealed to their fellow 
citizens to join the march "to save Centralia before it is too late. Show you 
do care what happens to your town. Don't let the government abandon us." 
Between forty and fifty people heeded the call, a surprising number in a community that viewed protest marches as something akin to Communism. 
They carried signs saying, `Ask Not What Your Government Can Do For 
You-It Doesn't Give a Damn;' "Save Our Town, Put Out the Mine Fire;' 
"Why Put Out the People, Put Out the Fire," and "Watt Is the Problem in 
Centralia," to name just a few. They still believed it was possible to save the 
bulk of Centralia from the fire.


Biggi smoothly insisted at the meeting that OSM would conduct 
equitable appraisals of the thirty houses using the same method of appraisal 
used in the 1980 relocation, which was simply not true. He insisted 0 SM had 
made no decision regarding its future role in combating the Centralia mine 
fire, which likewise was untrue. "As soon as I become aware of a decision, I'll 
let you know," Biggi said, using the oldest dodge line in the book.
Lazarski pleaded with his fellow citizens to use the referendum to send 
a message to the federal government that Centralia had to be helped, saying 
it was Centralia's only way to let Nelligan and U.S. Senators John Heinz and 
Arlen Specter know that Centralia residents were united in their desire for 
prompt federal action to stop the mine fire.
Council had written the referendum question as follows: "Do you 
favor excavation or relocation of the entire borough as the solution to the 
mine fire, deadly gases and/or other dangers created by the mine fire?" In 
the last days before the May 19 election, Lazarski drew back somewhat from 
the all-or-nothing nature of the referendum, announcing a yes vote would 
simply mean the voter wanted the federal government to fund a just and 
workable solution to the mine fire.
Members of Concerned Citizens went from house to house in 
Centralia and the parts of Conyngham Township that were eligible to 
vote in the referendum, urging the yes vote that they and Council so badly 
wanted. The Reverend James Brown, pastor of Centralia United Methodist 
Church, used his sermon on May 17 to support a yes vote. Some residents 
actively opposed it. Members of the Reilley family, which dominated the 
neighboring village of Byrnesville, posted signs stating, "Vote No If You 
Don't Want to GO." No one, least of all Lazarski, was certain how the voting 
would go.
To the surprise of even the strongest advocates of government help 
for Centralia, the referendum question polled an overwhelming yes vote, 
434-204. The referendum had received such a buildup that CBS Evening 
News reported the results in its May 20 newscast. The vote was a stinging 
rebuke to Secretary Watt and OSM and, to a lesser degree, the Thornburgh 
administration. Federal and state spokesmen predictably dismissed the 
referendum as worthless.


General Smith later huffed that the referendum question on total excavation or relocation was simplistic nonsense. "Nobody at that stage really knew what they were dealingwith," he said, ignoring the wide publicity every aspect of the fire problem had received. "Everybody and his third cousin had a different idea about that fire.... I didn't think they were in the possession of the facts which would lead to the ability to render a decision one way or another.... So the fact that people say that doesn't mean you can go out and spend $50 million."
Regardless of official criticism, the mine fire referendum was an expression of pure democracy on the part of Centralians. The people had observed the serious nature of the problem, considered the consequences, and demanded action from the government. No longer could anyone say that Centralians could not make up their minds about the fire. The vote had not been unanimous, true, but it was a landslide. Even the unofficial leader of the no voters, Helen Womer, felt moved to call Larkin the day after the election and congratulate Concerned Citizens for the attention they had helped draw to the fire problem. This sudden amity would not last.
Indeed, in earlyJune 1981 an unsigned broadsheet attacking relocation activists David Lamb, Terry Burge, Bob Gadinski, Joan Girolami, and even Todd Domboski and his grandmother Carrie Wolfgang in ugly, personal terms was surreptitiously circulated in Centralia and mailed to Governor Thornburgh. Part of it read:
And how about the kid who fell in the hole? You know who I mean. The one who is now so shy he sits in the house all the time and talks to his canary-unless of course he is giving an interview or television appearance. Then he can tell you more about the mine fire than those old guys in town who spent a lifetime in the mines. Let's talk about how deep that hole really was; or about his grandmother who doesn't want to move from town but who already has a nice house picked out and is just hoping she hurries up and gets her "big check."36  
This was the first shot in what would become an ugly civil war between pro- and anti-relocation activists in Centralia. The town's friendly face was being stripped away by the tensions of the mine fire and the uneven vote in 
favor of relocation or excavation.


Congressman Nelligan called the election results a "clear signal" that a 
majority of Centralians wanted "broadscale federal action to solve the longsmoldering mine fire problem." He promised to look for ways to relocate 
the community en masse and said he would ask Thornburgh to declare the 
village a disaster area. His actual goal was far less grandiose. Nelligan wanted 
Congress to restore the $750,000 that OSM had demanded from the Bureau 
of Mines for the Centralia relocation, money that was to have been used for 
finding the boundaries of the fire. He did not learn until May 14 that the 
drilling project had been canceled.
Nelligan was convinced, and said so publicly on several occasions, that 
he would be "laughed off the floor of the Congress" if he asked for a blank 
check for Centralia. He believed that without exploratory drilling, there 
could be no project, which was probably true. But there were several pricedout proposals for mine-fire projects already on the table, chief among them 
the bureau study that was less than a year old. He was on shaky ground when 
he claimed no one had any idea what to do about the Centralia fire.
The fact remains that by 1981, most engineers who had studied the 
Centralia mine fire believed a trench would be needed to stop it, and they 
knew approximately where it would have to be dug. Bureau engineers had 
a good idea which houses would have to be destroyed to make way for a 
trench. The 1980 study provided the number of houses in each of the 
trenching options.
The humane solution in 1981 would have been to begin the exploratory 
drilling, but at the same time begin a relocation of all families in the impact 
zone who wanted to leave. This would include the thirty houses in the 
sixteen-acre area targeted by OSM, but also all houses in the 200 block of 
Locust Avenue, all houses on East Park Street, where the Girolamis lived, 
and at least some on West Park Street. Some families outside the sixteenacre area, like the Koguts and Girolamis, already had gases in their homes. 
Once the drilling and relocation was completed, the trench work could 
begin. No one would be forced to endure the gas and subsidence danger for 
the duration of the drilling project (a minimum of six months, once it got 
under way), knowing he would be relocated in any case.
Nelligan drew up an amendment to the Interior Appropriations Bill 
for the 1982 fiscal year setting aside $850,000 for the Centralia drillingthe extra money was for inflation. He says he did it with little fanfare, which 
was true. It was only later the Thornburgh administration seized upon the proposal and used it to block discussion of an immediate project to stop the 
fire or relocate more residents.


Just about everyone liked the borehole project, though. Concerned 
Citizens, bothered by repeated assertions by Helen Womer that there was 
no mine fire under Centralia, that it burned outside the village, saw it as 
a means of proving they were correct in seeking possibly drastic action to 
help Centralia. Womer and her supporters were certain the project would 
vindicate their beliefs.
At the same time Nelligan was writing legislation for the borehole 
project, Dr. Edward Radford, a distinguished epidemiologist from the 
University of Pittsburgh, was hoping to begin a study in Centralia of 
the long-term health effects of the mine-fire gases, particularly carbon 
monoxide. No such study had ever been done, and its usefulness would 
have extended beyond mine-fire-stricken communities like Centralia.
Carbon monoxide from vehicle exhaust is a dangerous component 
of air pollution, particularly in cities like Denver and Los Angeles, and 
is present in any house or office where someone smokes tobacco. U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency officials at the Philadelphia regional 
office suggested to Radford in the spring of 1981 that he might want to 
look into health problems in Centralia and said funding would be available. 
Radford addressed Centralia residents at a public meeting on June 17:
You people in Centralia have a right to know whether there are any 
harmful effects from the long, slow process of exposure to the gases over 
many years. From studies with animals and cigarette smokers, we do 
suspect, however, that carbon monoxide does produce long-term effects 
at relatively low concentrations. If the study shows there have been 
definite adverse effects, perhaps we canget the attention of the authorities 
and they'll act faster to alleviate all mine fires everywhere.... Perhaps 
there's no need for alarm. The tests might find that although there are 
problems in some households, the gases have not caused a widespread 
community health problem. It's better for the community to know one 
way or another.
Radford predicted the study would cost about $300,000, depending 
on the amount of work that proved necessary. He first planned to study 
the health, through blood tests, of about two hundred present and former residents of Centralia. If the initial findings indicated a widespread 
community problem, he planned to expand his study to about five hundred 
residents and research their long-term medical records. He believed a sample 
of five hundred was necessary for an accurate study.


Radford's study would have been of great value to the people of 
Centralia, given the attitude of the state Health Department. It would 
have served the interests of almost no one in the Reagan or Thornburgh 
administrations. The EPA officials who asked Radford to conduct the 
study were holdovers from a previous era at the agency, an era when EPA 
officials assumed it was their duty to protect the public from environmental 
pollution. They were not part of the new team at EPA being installed by 
Anne Gorsuch (later Burford), President Reagan's controversial EPA 
director.
EPA officials in Washington delayed a decision on funding for the 
Centralia health project until February 1982, when the EPA Policy Review 
Board voted to kill it. Dr. Roger Cortese, director of EPAs Office of Health 
Research, stated, "The problem itself did not seem to be an EPA problem." 
An EPA letter to Radford further added, "No conceivable regulatory aspect 
could be served by the study," an odd assertion in light of the EPAs national 
standards for carbon monoxide levels in ambient air.
Lazarski continued to explore every possibility of help for Centralia 
and became increasingly frustrated. He was particularly bothered by the 
strange silence and inaction of the Thornburgh administration, and of the 
governor in particular. It had been over a month since the referendum, and 
Thornburgh had yet to utter a word in support of Centralia.
"The state has not taken strong action," Lazarski said. "Where did the 
governor's task force go to? Where did General Smith's report go to? Where 
did Senator Helfrick and Representative Stuban go? They were supposed to 
help. They've crawled into a corner'
Journalists continued to write or broadcast about the town with the 
bizarre underground fire and the plucky residents who were fighting to end 
it. A lengthy report by Pulitzer Prize winner Teresa Carpenter appeared in 
late May in the Village Voice. Stories appeared in early June in Time, People, 
and the Detroit Free Press. Radford's public meeting on June 17 was filmed 
by the Netherlands Broadcasting Corporation for Dutch television.
It was a picture by photographer Leif Skoogfors in People that became 
the best-known image of Centralia up to that time. A People writer heard 
that Larkin could fry an egg over the mine fire. That wasn't entirely trueactually, he placed the frying pan over a hole in the ground that blasted hot air from the fire-but the egg did cook, albeit slowly. Larkin, who worked as 
a cook at Snyder's Restaurant in Ashland, agreed to repeat the feat wearing a 
chef's hat and apron. He was criticized by some who thought he trivialized 
the fire problem, but the picture conveyed the idea of the fire's heat as none 
other had so far.


There were anguished protests on June 19 when the first seven families 
eligible for relocation received purchase offers on their homes from Columbia County Redevelopment Authority, which was handling the relocation 
for OSM. It was evident OSM had deducted a penalty of about 20 percent 
because of the mine fire. To make matters worse, OSM was allowing a family 
only ten days to decide whether to accept the purchase offer. After Nelligan 
and U.S. Senator John Heinz intervened, the time limit was extended to 
thirty days, then forty. Even that was not very long, considering a family had 
to find a relocation home in that period if it wanted to learn how much of the 
possible $15,000 in relocation assistance it would receive.
Although the number of families eligible for relocation was first stated 
as thirty, OSM had dropped the number to twenty-nine after reexamining 
the map of Centralia. Two of the twenty-nine eligible families, the Womers 
and Gaughans, refused to allow appraisers to enter their homes. Theywanted 
no part of the relocation. For Tony and Mary Lou Gaughan, it was a matter 
of poor health and fear they would not be able to afford a house as nice as 
the one they had. Their house did not have a basement, only a crawl space, 
and seemed relatively immune to invasion by the gases, despite its location 
at the edge of the fire. There had been alarms, but not many.
The Womers were a different story. In public Helen Womer condemned 
the relocation as unnecessary and cast aspersions on those who disagreed. 
In private the Womers were less self-assured about their safety. In letters of 
May 21 and May 29 to Columbia County Redevelopment Authority, they 
stressed they were only declining to have their property appraised "AT THIS 
TIME" [their emphasis]. "Our civil rights are being violated insofar as we 
are being forced to make a decision without knowing (1) where is the exact 
location of the fire, and (2) what method will the agencies adopt to eliminate 
or contain it. The speed with which these acquisitions are being handled is 
both questionable and frightening. The situation here is comparable to the 
Gestapo era in Germany. To reiterate, BY THIS ACTION WE ARE NOT 
RELINQUISHING OUR RIGHT TO THE FUNDS AVAILABLE until 
the above facts are known," the Womers wrote.
GSM's haste to remove the families was in fact motivated by healthy 
respect for the dangers of the impact zone, although regulations also played a part. The agency handled the relocation poorly in terms of public relations. 
The OSM official on the scene, Marian Turzai, alienated many of the families 
with her patronizing style, referring to adults by their first names as if they 
were so many naughty children.


Discontent with the appraisals grew so great that OSM, at the request of Senator Heinz, agreed to send a delegation headed by Beasley to Centralia to answer questions. The meeting, held on July 20, turned into one of the more bitter the village had seen in nineteen years of the mine fire.
Mayor Wondoloski, acting at the request of OSM, attempted to evict three reporters who arrived to cover the meeting. After an angry standoff of thirty minutes, in which some residents supported the press and some did not, OSM and the mayor backed down and allowed the reporters to remain.
The meeting lasted over three hours and resolved little. Their anger and resentment boiling to the surface, the families argued with OSM officials from beginning to end. They protested it was unfair to deduct 20 percent from their property values for the mine fire when no penalty was applied during the 1980 relocation. Again OSM claimed that there was no difference in the two relocation programs.
"Could you go out and get a house with what we've been offered?" asked Evelyn Buckley. "Would you give up your home without a fight? You say we fight and make insults. Wouldn't you do the same thing in our place?" She received no answer. The Buckleys were offered $11,000 for their house plus up to $15,000 in relocation assistance.
General Smith of PEMA sympathized with the Buckleys and others who felt OSM was giving them a raw deal. He believed they were not in a position to turn down the relocation offers because they couldn't safely stay where they were. Smith urged the Thornburgh administration to make good the average 20 percent deduction from home payments in Centralia for the presence of the mine fire, but the proposal never went anywhere.37  
Beasley took pains to emphasize that OSM had no further plans to help Centralia after the relocation project was finished. When questioned by a reporter after the meeting, he refused to rank the Centralia problem any higher than any other abandoned mine land problem and said OSM simply did not have the money to do anything about it.
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front of the mine fire in many years. While the western front of the fire 
was moving toward Centralia, this section was moving away from the village 
into the wilderness of abandoned mine lands to the east. No one knew just 
when or where, but the eastern front of the fire had broken through the 
eastern fly ash barrier, the one completed by the Bureau of Mines in 1973. 
Between the barrier and Big Mine Run Road lay half a mile of forest that 
ended abruptly at a steep cliff a few hundred feet west of the road.
People from Centralia liked to tramp the mountains, no matter the 
season or harsh terrain, and Council president Edward Polites and his sons 
discovered hot steam blowing from cracks in that cliff in late February 1981. 
Theywere startled to find steam here, so far from Centralia. It was just like the 
steaming pit between Byrnesville and Centralia, with one major difference: 
the intense heat. As they crawled up a steep rock pile that led to the face of 
the cliff, the heat grew almost unbearable. Polites could see yellow deposits 
on the cliff-later he learned they were sulfur. There seemed to be a hole in 
the cliff that was blowing out superheated air.
He reported their discovery to the bureau, which after a week of 
considerable nagging by Polites sent Daniel Lewis to investigate. Lewis 
approached as close to the cliff as he dared and found the temperature there 
varied between 150 and 180 degrees. When he came back to the site in June, 
he dangled a thermometer from a device like a fishing rod and was able to 
get much closer to the cliff. Temperatures were in excess of 1,200 degrees. 
The fire was near.
A Byrnesville man discovered flames at the site the night of July 23. 
Blue and orange tongues of fire danced amid the rocks in the rock pile, 
and some of the stones glowed orange. Although the flame area measured 
only about ten feet square, its heat was tremendous. A heavy odor of sulfur 
hung over the site, and DER inspectors found dangerous levels of carbon 
monoxide near ground level.
The fire outbreak caused a sensation, and many people from Centralia 
came out that night and succeeding nights to gaze in wonder and fascination. 
Curiosity seekers who braved the heat and odor to climb the rock pile to 
the cliff would hear a strange sucking sound, apparently caused by the fire drawing air into the mountain. Dead leaves blew onto the burning rocks 
and burst into flame. Trees toppled onto the rock pile, their roots burned 
by the heat. It was an awesome, primeval spectacle, and it gave Centralia 
residents and government officials alike a hint of the terrible nature of the 
metaphorical dragon that threatened Centralia.


Concerned Citizens gained new strength during the summer of 1981 
after several liberal activists arrived in Centralia and took the group's cause 
to heart. The first of these was David Bradley, a young toxicologist who 
worked for consumer activist Ralph Nader's Center for Responsive Law in 
Washington, D.C. Nader's organization first became interested in Centralia's 
plight in April, sending three representatives to the village to be briefed by 
Concerned Citizens. They initially thought of filing a lawsuit on behalf of 
Centralia but later decided it would be premature.
Bradley began working with Concerned Citizens in July. He provided 
tips on the best ways of organizing to fight Secretary Watt, telling them, 
for example, that simply writing letters of protest to Watt or Governor 
Thornburgh was essentially useless. Instead of taking their case directly to 
the federal or state government, he said, they should attempt to influence 
persons like congressmen and senators who could influence the decision 
makers in government.
Bradley worried that Centralia residents were possibly being exposed 
to a wide range of other toxic substances that a mine fire could produce 
besides carbon monoxide. He persuaded DER to conduct atmospheric tests 
for the presence of arsenic, mercury, and benzopyrene. No harmful amounts 
of these poisons were found in Centralia's air, but it was a wise precaution 
nonetheless, and one Concerned Citizens would not have thought to request 
on its own. Bradley urged the group to make peace with Centralia Council, 
to make every effort to enlist Council as an ally in its efforts to win help 
for Centralia. He argued it could only increase their strength. It was a fine, 
if impractical sentiment. Council viewed Concerned Citizens with alarm, 
considering the group to have usurped Council's prerogative to speak for 
Centralia. It would have little or nothing to do with Concerned Citizens.
The group did prevail on Council to take a formal stand on the mine 
fire, something Council had not done in the nineteen years the fire had 
burned. There was considerable grumbling, particularly by Polites, but 
Council eventually passed by a unanimous vote a resolution calling on the 
federal or state government to relocate all of Centralia "should the perimeter 
of the fire, or a portion of the fire large enough to endanger people's lives and 
property be found within borough limits, or unsatisfactory living conditions prevail in an attempt at excavation." Copies of the resolution were sent to the 
governor and Secretary Watt, who took no apparent notice of it.


Mayor Wondoloski, an implacable foe of Concerned Citizens, argued 
it would be foolish to relocate all of Centralia when only part of the village 
was affected by the fire. Council members argued that any excavation project 
in Centralia would so reduce the quality of life for the remaining citizens 
that living in the village would no longer be desirable.
Another activist who proved a great help to Concerned Citizens was 
Marie Cirillo, a former nun who was now a field worker for Rural American 
Women. The organization, which was headquartered in Washington, D.C., 
worked to help women in rural areas organize to win social justice, although 
it did not confine itself to the so-called women's issues.
At her first formal meeting with the members of Concerned Citizens, 
Cirillo said many of her contacts in government, private industry, and the 
legal profession knew about Centralia and were willing to help out any way 
they could. Cirillo herself was willing to come to Centralia from Washington 
two days out of every week, but only if Concerned Citizens members would 
commit themselves to a wider range of activities. The group was more than 
willing. It was an exhilarating time for them. For once, they seemed to be 
making a little headway. Cirillo recruited other persons to help Concerned 
Citizens. She even arranged some small contributions from Catholic Social 
Services and the Keep America Beautiful Fund to the group's depleted 
treasury.
One of her early suggestions, however, proved to be a mistake. Cirillo 
knew of a West German corporation, Ruhr Kohl, that specialized in moving 
German towns intact, then strip-mining the coalbeneath them. The company 
was noted for its sensitivity, and Cirillo found out it might be interested in 
mining the coal under Centralia.
Like several of the outsiders who came to help Concerned Citizens, 
Cirillo believed the coal reserves beneath Centralia might be the town's 
salvation if the Department of the Interior and the state continued to refuse 
to fund a mine-fire project. She suggested to Concerned Citizens that Ruhr 
Kohl be contacted to see what the firm could do to help them. It seemed 
like a good idea, and Concerned Citizens members agreed to send a letter. 
The next day Larkin received several angry telephone calls, including one 
from Polites, accusing the group of wanting to sell Centralia to the highest 
bidder.
Larkin made a public statement that it was never the intention of 
Concerned Citizens to sell Centralia to Ruhr Kohl, which it obviously could not do anyway, but rather to find out how the company moved towns. The 
town-selling charge would stick, however, and provide ammunition to the 
group's enemies in Centralia in the months to come.


One good thing came out of the Ruhr Kohl fiasco. Concerned 
Citizens members were introduced to Thomas Trauger, a young lawyer 
from Tennessee who was an associate in the Washington law firm of Spiegel 
and McDiarmid, and George Spiegel, a name partner in the firm. Cirillo had 
contacted Trauger to borrow a short film he had made about Ruhr Kohl and 
its relocation techniques. She was later introduced to Spiegel and managed 
to interest both lawyers in helping Centralia.
This led to one of Cirillo's more beneficial suggestions to Concerned 
Citizens. She believed it would be helpful to Centralia's cause if Concerned 
Citizens would travel to Washington to ask for help from Pennsylvania's 
lawmakers and hopefully Secretary Watt himself. The trip was scheduled for 
October.
Centralia's news value was on a rising star. Two residents were given 
an opportunity in August to plead the village's case on national television. 
ABC's Good Morning America decided to do a story about the mine fire, 
possibly in response to news the fire had broken out of the ground, and 
arranged for Tom Larkin and Todd Domboski to appear on the show.
It had been a rough six months for Todd since his brush with death, 
and he had become increasingly withdrawn, reluctant to leave the safety of 
his house. Nevertheless, he believed it was his duty to talk to reporters about 
Centralia, even if the interviews made it difficult for him to forget the terrors 
of that day. Todd was one of Centralia's best witnesses, which was why he 
had been attacked in the unsigned broadsheet in June, and he and Larkin did 
well on Good Morning America. Anyone who watched the show came away 
with a graphic picture of the horror of the Centralia mine fire.
General Smith delivered his long-awaited report on the mine fire to 
Governor Thornburgh on July 17, long after the April release date predicted 
when the study was announced on March 6. He would later blame this 
on heavy demands on his time, as well as on the difficulty of resolving 
diametrically opposed opinions among state officials regarding what should 
be done about the mine fire.
Thornburgh refused to release the report to the public, as he often 
did with politically sensitive public documents. Deputy Press Secretary 
Kirk Wilson described the report only as a "sixteen-page, single-spaced ... 
comprehensive" document. That, incidentally, was about as informative as the Press Office ever was.3S   He later said Thornburgh might release only that part of the report that directly pertained to whatever course of action he selected.


Thornburgh broke his long silence on the mine fire on August 5 with a 
letter to Secretary Watt that was apparently prompted by Smith's report. He 
called on the Department of the Interior to begin work immediately on the 
exploratory drilling. It should be done with funds already in the budget, he 
said, because of the "immediacy of the danger."
The letter was replete with comments about how dangerous the mine 
fire was to Centralia residents, but its key point was that stopping the mine 
fire should be a federal responsibility. It was the same state policy of years 
past. "We are prepared to contribute what we can," Thornburgh wrote. "But 
primary responsibility for solving this problem must rest with the federal 
government."
He said the state's only obligation was to protect the health and 
safety of Centralia residents, and no more, and argued the state could not 
do this until the Department of the Interior made clear its intentions for 
Centralia. "Therefore, I am requesting that you convene a federal, state and 
local government task force to actively deal with the fire in a coordinated 
fashion and to keep the citizens of Centralia informed of all developments;' 
he wrote.
Had the governor forgotten about the Centralia Mine Fire Advisory 
Group, the federal-state-local task force organized by OSM that he had 
ignored the previous March? It seems odd that he called for keeping 
Centralia citizens informed, given their exclusion from all deliberations 
about the mine fire and the secrecy surrounding General Smith's report.
The publicly released letter seems to have been intended more to make 
the public believe Thornburgh was doing something for Centralia than to 
persuade Watt. The governor occasionally sent letters to Watt, but would 
not go beyond that. Phone calls or personal visits carry more weight in the 
world of politics.
By the summer of 1981, OSM had told the state it would be receiving 
between $220 million and $250 million as its share of the Abandoned Mine 
Lands Fund during the ten-year life of the fund (bylate 1983 this anticipated 
share would rise to $770 million). Some $42 million would become 
immediately available in 1982 when the state obtained primacy. There was also the $47 million remaining from the Land and Water Conservation 
bond issue.


General Smith's report, which was finally released to the public on September 1, said state officials favored either of two options for stopping the mine fire among those contained in the 1980 bureau report on Centralia. One was total excavation, with a predicted cost of $83 million, and the other was a combination of excavation and isolation trenches, which had a predicted cost of $42 million. Neither seems prohibitive in light of the funds available to Pennsylvania.
Knowing funds were available, why did the Thornburgh administration continue to fight with the Department of the Interior over who would pay for Centralia? True, the state had many abandoned mine land problems, but none so serious as Centralia, none where the very existence of a community was directly threatened. DER had publicly admitted as much. The Thornburgh administration thought Centralia could safely wait for the state's victory over Interior, protected by the gas-monitoring system. Interior likewise believed the electronic devices would protect Centralia until Secretary Watt's triumph over Pennsylvania.
State Centralia policy had not changed markedly in years, just as it had been Interior policy since 1967 that Centralia was not worth the cost of saving. Watt's obstinate refusal to contribute more than $1 million from interior's own large share of the AML Fund was in keeping with that unwritten policy.39  
Two bureaucracies were warring, and the people of Centralia were caught in a strange no-man's-land. John Coddington had not been protected by the gas-monitoring system, and neither had Todd Domboski, not to mention the others who breathed the poison gases at home and wondered, like Dr. Radford, about the ultimate effect on their health. General Smith called for compassion for Centralia in his report, but it had no perceptible effect on either side.
Many ofthe twenty-seven families moved in August or September, and it was a bittersweet time. All of the sixty-eight men, women, and children leaving Centralia were happy to escape the gases in their houses and the ever-present threat of subsidence, but they would sorely miss the village where many had spent all their lives.


Rita Kleman, an elderly widow, lived next to the yard where Todd 
Domboski almost died. During her last summer in Centralia, the mine fire 
lowered the oxygen in her basement to incredibly low levels, according 
to DER records. Beginning in the middle of June, the oxygen level rarely 
climbed above 18 percent, and on August 7, 1981, it dropped to only 9.5 
percent.
Kleman did not believe that OSM treated her fairly. "No, for heaven's 
sake;' she said. "You can see this house. It's a perfect house. There's not a 
thing wrong with it. I mean to build this house today. They gave me the price 
of a fire-ridden home. They gave me $26,500. You couldn't build this house 
for $80,000"
Not all the evacuees believed OSM had treated them unfairly. Mrs. 
Leona McDonnell, who lived down the block from Kleman and across the 
street from the Coddingtons, said OSM had treated her "more than fair 
and square. Anybody that sold their home to OSM really got more than if 
they were to sell it privately. I think the people that are complaining, they 
expected a lot of money. An awful lot of money."
Area Realtors had said the mine fire made many potential buyers 
skip over Centralia in preceding years. Housing values suffered as a result, 
but it was on those values OSM based its price offers to the twenty-seven 
families.
Frank Jurgill Sr. was angered by the price OSM offered for his home 
on East South Street, but he knew he had to go. Jurgill lived across the street 
from the Gaughans and Womers, but he had little use for Helen Womer's 
theories on the mine fire. All he knew was that it was impossible to draw 
a glass of cold water in his house or his son's house next door, no matter 
how long the water was allowed to run. It was 90 degrees in his cellar, and 
it wasn't because of the August heat. Jurgill wondered if the fire had broken 
through the western fly ash barrier, which was close to his house. He would 
always be angry at Charles Kuebler of the Bureau of Mines for closing the 
old pit that once vented the gases.
A few days before her move to Mount Carmel, Anne Maloney 
discovered the normally cool walls of her cellar had turned warm, even 
hot to the touch. She called Jurgill and his wife to come see her discovery, 
fearing no one would believe her otherwise. He would later estimate the 
wall temperature to have been 100 degrees. It was no wonder it was so hard 
to get a cold drink of water.
The News-Item decided in August to sample community opinion 
in Centralia and adjacent neighborhoods of Conyngham Township via 
an unscientific coupon poll. Assistant Editor Jake Betz received 176 responses from between 120 and 140 different households, out of about 
470 households that were eligible. The responses were fairly evenly divided 
between the safe and unsafe sections of Centralia, and many respondents 
added comments elaborating on their answers.


An overwhelming majority-130 to 41-said they believed the mine 
fire was under Centralia. Some 144 respondents were in favor of relocating 
the entire community if evidence proved the fire was under the town; 27 
were opposed, and S had no opinion.
Concerned Citizens fared far better than Centralia Council in the 
survey. On the question "Do you think Concerned Citizens Against the 
Mine Fire is acting in the best interests of Centralia?" 107 said yes, S9 said 
no, and 10 had no opinion. On a question of whether Council was exerting 
sufficient leadership and doing all it could to solve the mine-fire problem, 67 
said yes and 106 said no.
Centralia residents backed the conspiracy theory by a 124 to 40 to 12 
vote. On a question asking whether the respondent believed the Bureau of 
Mines and OSM had made the public aware of all relevant information on 
the mine fire, 10 said yes, 164 said no, and 2 had no opinion.
Governor Thornburgh took a drubbing in the survey. Respondents 
were asked whether Thornburgh had done enough to help Centralia, and 
9 said yes, 166 said no, and 1 had no opinion. Centralia traditionally votes 
Democratic by a steady2 to 1 margin, so the governor's unpopularity appears 
to have cut across party lines. The final question asked whether Centralia 
should sell the mineral rights to the coal under Centralia and use the money 
to relocate the community. This one was close, with 83 voting yes, 89 voting 
no, and 4 having no opinion.
No matter what OSM might say, living outside the sixteen-acre area 
did not necessarily prevent the mine-fire gases from entering one's home. 
Michael and Dorothy Kogut, who lived at 239 South Locust Avenue, were 
particularly worried about their seven-year-old son, Michael Jr. Young 
Michael suffered from asthma and other upper respiratory ailments, and 
even very low volumes of carbon monoxide would aggravate his breathing 
problem. Like Shannon Buckley and Rachel Lamb, he was what carbon 
monoxide researchers called a "susceptible individual."
Mr. and Mrs. Kogut had DER place the gas monitor in their son's small, 
second-floor bedroom. Several times they moved him to their own bedroom 
when the carbon monoxide made it hard for Michael to breathe. No one could 
explain why one room in a Centralia house could be affected and another one 
be relatively safe. There would be suspicion that heating ducts and even sewer 
pipes played a role, but DER never did any kind of study.


Philip and Clara Gaughan, who lived at 39 South Locust, had both carbon monoxide in the main part of their house and low oxygen in the basement. They complained of dozing off during the day, the most common symptom in Centralia of exposure to carbon monoxide. Gaughan said the oxygen level in his basement had fallen as low as 14 percent. It was not as low as the deadly levels in Kleman's basement, but extraordinary nonetheless. One window in the basement was kept open year-round.
Charles and Theresa Gasperetti lived near the Koguts on South Locust Avenue and had two preschool children, Jennifer and Charlie. They were not able to get a gas monitor until the summer of 1981, when the departure of the Coddingtons and other families in the impact zone made several of the devices available. "That year my little girl was sick constantly. She had upper respiratory infections thirteen times, but we had no idea if we had gas or not," Mrs. Gasperetti said. She refused to take seriously a threat she could neither see nor smell until one day that summer when the gas alarm sounded for the first time, alerting them to a carbon monoxide level of sixty ppm. "That was the first time it really hit me hard," she said. "I knew it was there."
None of the families who were beginning to have problems with the gases expressed any desire to relocate, although they conceded it might become necessary. They had observed how the twenty-seven families had been treated by OSM. OSM did not rule out further relocations but said none would be considered unless the Pennsylvania Department of Health ruled a house was unsafe.
Centralia Council was in turmoil during the summer and fall of 1981 as the pressures of the mine-fire crisis continued to grow. Councilman James Reilley resigned for health reasons in July and was replaced by Frank Duffy, a member of Concerned Citizens. Councilmen Lazarski and Polites resigned in September and were replaced by Edward Gusick and John Koschoff. Twenty-three-year-old Koschoff was the son of the man who was borough secretary when the mine fire ignited in 1962.
Lazarski and Polites had worked hard and done their best to find help for Centralia. They had consulted with lawyers on the possibility of legal action against Secretary Watt and on how Centralia might go about relocating itself if the federal or state governments refused to help.40   They had organized meetings, heard out anyone who thought he might be able 
to help-and there were some zany ones-and kept the News-Item fully 
informed of all developments.


Given their independence of thought and action, perhaps it is not 
surprising state officials were happy to see them go. General Smith, while 
professing to like Polites and Lazarski personally, believed they provided 
poor leadership for Centralia. "My overall impression of Centralia is it posed 
one of the principal problems to the solution itself," Smith said. "It lacked 
from the beginning on any real, sustained leadership. It never did have the 
kind of unifying, inspiring, integrating leadership which a town ... needs."
What the Thornburgh administration wanted, it seemed, was a 
borough council that would follow instructions and not publicly criticize 
the governor for failing to do anything to help Centralia, particularly with 
Thornburgh facing reelection in 1982. They would, by chance, get the 
council they wanted, but the moral cost to the people of Centralia would 
be immense.
Of all the comments on the Centralia problem made by state or federal 
officials, the one that angered Centralia residents the most was made by Dr. 
James Fox of the Pennsylvania Department of Health. Fox had succeeded 
Dr. Evan Riehl at the Division of Environmental Health after Riehl resigned 
to take a job in private industry, and he was now the official who would 
decide if a family was endangered by mine-fire gases and thus deserving of 
relocation.
"There's no public health problem in Centralia," said Fox, during an 
interview with the News-Item in late September. The reporter conducting 
the interview, startled as much by the remark itself as by the sarcastic tone 
in the doctor's voice, asked Fox to explain why he believed this to be true. 
Fox replied that no Centralia home currently had a dangerous level of minefire gases. "No Centralia home has ever had a dangerous level of gases," the 
doctor added.
The reporter asked Fox about studies by carbon monoxide researchers 
over the years that showed susceptible individuals, meaning those with 
heart or lung problems, would be harmed by even low levels of carbon 
monoxide. Fox scoffed at the idea that anyone in Centralia was in danger 
and said susceptible individuals would not be harmed by the levels of 
carbon monoxide in Centralia homes. Only a carbon monoxide reading 
of thirty-five ppm that lasted for eight hours, or an instantaneous surge of 
two hundred ppm, would concern him. He did not seem to know that gas 
monitors in Centralia were set to go no higher than one hundred ppm.


Fox's comments set off a firestorm of protest among Centralia families who lived with the gas problem, and he later denied he had made them. After all the impact-zone families had endured, Fox's comments were incredibly callous. They were also a perfect statement of state policy toward the Centralia carbon monoxide problem-that there was no problem. It strains belief that Fox and his superior, Dr. Donald Reid, could consider the carbon monoxide breathed daily in Centralia to be harmless, given the abundant research to the contrary.41  
Fox's comments also angered General Smith. He fully agreed with what the doctor said, but felt it was indiscreet of him to blurt it out to a newspaper reporter. "I felt a spokesman up there who really ought to remain unnamed sounded insensitive, said some things that were poorly said, to put it mildly, and stupid, to put it accurately," Smith said, leaving little doubt he was referring to Fox. "Because they were too blunt, and not necessarily right. They may have seemed right at the moment, but they weren't always going to be right."
Incredibly, Smith argued there was no hard evidence that carbon monoxide at low levels had harmful effects on susceptible persons. He said he wrote to some of the nation's leading carbon monoxide researchers, posed that question to them, and received "wishy-washy" answers. "There isn't an ounce of evidence," Smith said. "I understand the fear, and I understand the concern, but I don't believe the evidence is there. I don't think it's fair to say that ... the Health Department didn't look at that seriously. I think they did." Smith was likely being a good soldier for the governor.
The Health Department was so intent on keeping the lid on the carbon monoxide problem in Centralia that it kept secret its own standards of danger for the gas, all the while insisting to Centralia residents that it had none. The standards came to light in an August 20, 1981, letter from acting assistant secretary of the Interior Perry Pendley to Congressman Nelligan. Nelligan was trying to find out why Joan Girolami's house had not been included in the relocation, despite its periodic gas alarms.
"The Pennsylvania Department of Health has set lower and upper limits of carbon monoxide as follows: 20 parts per million or below is considered safe; 20 to 50 parts per million is considered to be a grey area; 
and 50 parts per million, with exposure of four hours or more, is unsafe," 
Pendley wrote.


Pendley's letter surfaced in a News-Item Freedom of Information 
request almost a year later. Dr. Donald Reid confirmed the standards were, 
indeed, those of the Health Department. He did not say why Centralians 
had never been informed of them, as they had of the departmental standards 
for exposure to carbon dioxide and low levels of oxygen.
The Health Department standards allowed considerably more human 
exposure to carbon monoxide than standards set by the EPA or several 
other organizations and made no allowance for susceptible individuals. 
They were never discussed in Centralia, even after their existence became 
public knowledge. The Health Department continued to pretend that there 
was no carbon monoxide problem in Centralia.
The gas problem at the house trailer of Terry and Millie Burge near the 
Coddington home was among the worst in the impact zone. Their gas alarm 
rang periodically, and there was so much carbon monoxide in the trailer's 
water meter pit that Roaring Creek Water Company did not allow its meter 
readers to go inside.
The Burges were one of the twenty-nine families eligible for relocation. 
They had found a new home in the village of Fountain Springs near Ashland 
and by mid-October had transferred most of their belongings to their new 
home. There were just a few items left in the trailer, and Millie Burge and her 
father, George Dyszel, went back to gather them on Friday, October 16.
Burge stepped inside the trailer while Dyszel backed the car over the 
lawn to the front door to make loading easier. As the car crossed the grass, 
Dyszel felt a sharp jolt. The car stopped, refusing to go any farther. Dyszel 
got out and saw that one wheel was mired in a steaming hole. Horrified, 
they called DER. Wayne Readly, a DER gas inspector, attached a chain to 
his pickup truck and pulled the car out of the hole. It was none too soon. As 
the car jerked free, the hole widened to about four feet square. Later that day 
a contractor hired by Centralia Council to backfill the hole tapped the edge 
of the steaming pit with the shovel of a back hoe. It collapsed immediately, 
creating a ten-by-ten-foot opening about eight feet deep that could easily 
have swallowed a car.
This subsidence had been caused by the heat of the fire weathering 
the roof of the mine. The weight of the car made it collapse, but given a few 
more months, it might have taken only the weight of a human. Millie Burge 
and her father were lucky.
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[image: ]HE AURA OF POWER AND MAJESTY IN WASHINGTON, D.C., IS SO 
immediately palpable to an angry citizen arriving from a small town 
that he tends to forget, at least for a while, the grievance that caused him to 
travel there. Washington is intimidating to a newcomer, who feels dwarfed 
by the wide avenues and stately buildings, by the tall columns and mammoth 
doors leading to hallways that seem never to end. The angry voice becomes 
subdued; the grievance that was so important at home seems distant, even 
trivial here.
It is an illusion, of course. Power comes from people, not from 
buildings, and people in Washington are like people anywhere. They can 
be influenced to help if you can reach them and make them believe your 
cause is just or that helping you is in their best interest. It was why Marie 
Cirillo wanted Concerned Citizens to go there. People in Washington would 
make the ultimate decision on Centralia's fate, it appeared, and she wanted 
Congress and the Department of the Interior to hear what it was like to live 
with a mine fire, before they reached their final verdict. "There's always that 
critical moment when people's minds start changing," Cirillo said later. "I 
guess I was hoping it could be one of those events. Where they would have 
enough of a scene in Washington that some people would start taking them 
seriously."
Much to the surprise of Concerned Citizens, Secretary Watt did not 
immediately reject the idea of a meeting. Planning for the trip began weeks 
in advance, and meetings had been arranged with Congressman Nelligan, 
Senator Arlen Specter, and an aide to Senator Alfonse D'Amato (R-New 
York).42 Telegrams urging Watt to meet with Concerned Citizens were sent 
by Centralia Council president Frank Duffy, State Senator Edward Helfrick, 
and State Representative Robert Belfanti. Cirillo worked on it through her 
contacts in the Department of the Interior, and Specter tried from his end. 
By the time the delegation left Centralia early in the morning of October 
19 for the four-hour drive to Washington, there was a glimmer of hope the 
meeting would take place. No one, at least, had said no.


Only five members of Concerned Citizens-Tom Larkin, Joan 
Girolami, David Lamb, and Joe and Eva Moran-made the trip. There 
were supposed to be more, but Larkin had angered some members by 
ruling that children could not go along. Three reporters caught up with the 
five in Washington, as did Margaret Danner of Catholic Social Services of 
Harrisburg, Bernard Shire of the Pennsylvania Catholic Conference, and 
Cirillo.
Their first stop of the day was Spiegel and McDiarmid, Thomas 
Trauger's law firm. The offices were in the luxurious and infamous Watergate 
complex, an amusingly ironic location for a law firm that did more than its 
share of pro bono work for "under-represented people" who were victims of 
the federal government or large corporations, as Trauger put it.
Trauger had interested the firm in helping the Centralians, and this 
was the first opportunity for any of the partners to meet the group. George 
Spiegel treated them to lunch at one of the Watergate's elegant restaurants 
and told them Spiegel and McDiarmid would begin looking for ways to sue 
the Department of the Interior to force relief for Centralia.
Their feeling of elation as they left the restaurant did not last long. 
The next meeting was supposed to be with Senator Heinz, but Heinz had 
decided not to see them. A secretary told them the senator had returned to 
Pennsylvania the previous day on pressing business. Two aides who knew 
little about the Centralia problem and appeared to care even less had been 
delegated to find out what Concerned Citizens wanted. Later they would 
learn Heinz had been in Washington during their entire visit.
Cirillo had arranged a reception that night at the Appalachian Regional 
Commission headquarters, and it appeared to do much to restore their 
bruised morale. About thirty guests attended, including several lawyers 
from Spiegel and McDiarmid, Congressman Nelligan, and various friends 
of Cirillo. Stories and photographs about the mine fire were hung on the 
wall for the guests to peruse. A folk trio sang a song they had written about 
the mine fire. Larkin, Lamb, and Girolami pleaded for support. "We'd like 
your help," Girolami said. "Help us with fund-raising. Help us with letter 
writing. We don't just want the boreholes. We want a project."
Nelligan was displeased at having been asked to attend a reception 
where only thirty persons were present, and he made his feelings known to 
Girolami. He received them in his office the next morning, although with 
mixed feelings. Centralia was becoming a millstone around his neck, taking 
up more of his staff's time than any other problem in the Eleventh District. 
He had to deal on one hand with a Department of the Interior bureaucracy 
that was actively hostile to the idea of providing any more money for Centralia, and on the other with Centralia citizens who accused him of not 
doing enough to help them.


Even so, he would not allow himself to give up the fight. Nelligan 
seemed to thirst to be the public official who saved Centralia from the mine 
fire. Whenever he ran into Secretary Watt at a social function in Washington, 
usually at the Republican Club, Nelligan would remind him Centralia 
needed more than just a $1 million relocation project. "Every time I'd see 
Jim, I'd sing a little song [to the tune of Rule, Britannia], `Oh, Centralia, I 
need that money now,"' Nelligan said later. `And Jim would say, `Oh, I've 
gotten in more trouble, more grief because of Centralia: And of course, he 
did. He came up with the bucks, and bang! He gets it in the snoot."
After the cordialities and group photographs were over, Nelligan 
proceeded to lecture the Centralians about what a difficult time he was 
having and how they were making his job harder. He told them to forget 
about moving Centralia, that it would be too expensive. "I'd be laughed off 
the floor of the Congress," Nelligan said. "You won't get anything that big." 
He told them not to be too greedy or too emotional, and that did not sit well 
with his angry guests. They perceived he was telling them to stop making 
such a big issue out of the Centralia problem, although Nelligan vehemently 
denies that.
Their spirits once again deflated, the Centralians made their way to the 
office of Senator D'Amato. After the shabby treatment from Heinz and the 
lecture from Nelligan, none of them knew what to expect from DAmato's 
aide. To their surprise and delight, the senator chose to meet with them 
personally. D'Amato urged the group to apply pressure "to everybody. Go 
after all of us." He promised to support the borehole bill when it came up 
for a Senate vote.
There were no fears in meeting with Specter. Specter's actions and 
statements that year had convinced the Centralians that this was a politician 
who was sincerely concerned about their plight. He had visited Centralia in 
June to be briefed on the mine fire, and again in August when he happened 
to be traveling through central Pennsylvania with his family. During the 
summer, he took emergency action to save the borehole money when it 
appeared on the verge of elimination from the Interior Appropriations Bill. 
Specter had urged Watt to meet with the Centralia delegation and remained 
hopeful they would see the secretary that day.
"There's nothing like a delegation from Centralia to put a fire under 
this matter," he quipped after the group and its advisers, as well as reporters 
and television camera operators and sound people, crowded into his office. 
"I'm glad you're here. I'm optimistic we can accomplish something."


Specter asked about the present state of the mine fire, and Larkin told him about the breakout at Big Mine Run and the more recent subsidence at the Burge trailer. Lamb asked Specter to use his influence to help the families who were threatened by the gases but did not live in the sixteen-acre area. Larkin repeated what was fast becoming Concerned Citizens' credo, that he feared interior would do nothing to help Centralia until some unlucky soul died from the gases. "No, it turns on more than that;' Specter said, without elaborating.
Bill Wilcox, who was secretary of Community Affairs for Governor Milton Shapp, Thornburgh's predecessor, and now a top aide to Specter, urged Concerned Citizens to lobby for the Senate version of the part of the Interior Appropriations Bill authorizing the drilling of boreholes in Centralia. Specter, Wilcox said, had amended the wording of the bill to require the Interior to submit to Congress within thirty days of the bill's final passage a report explaining how the exploratory drilling plan would be implemented. Nelligan's wording in the House bill had not provided for congressional oversight.
"I don't minimize the difficulty ofputting out this fire," Specter said. "It maybe necessary in the final analysis to move large numbers of people:'
Specter thought he had persuaded Watt to meet with Concerned Citizens, but at the last minute Watt told Undersecretary of the Interior Donald Hodel, his chief deputy, to go instead.43   Nelligan later said Watt backed out because he feared it would turn into "a shouting match." Watt need not have worried. Larkin, Girolami, and the others, all of whom could hold their own in an argument, had been unusually subdued since arriving in Washington. Perhaps it was their treatment by Heinz and Nelligan, perhaps they were simply overawed by some of the people they were meeting. The meeting with Hodel appeared to fall in the latter category.
Hodel, who came to the meeting with Press Secretary Douglas Baldwin and several lesser officials, spoke in short, measured, emotionless phrases that betrayed no hint of where he or the department stood on the various Centralia issues.
"We can't strongly emphasize enough how important the borehole project is," said Larkin. "Before we attack the fire, we need to know where it is. He urged Hodel to direct the Bureau of Mines to begin work on the drilling as soon as Congress appropriated the money. The Centralians feared the bureau would wait for spring to begin drilling, as it usually did.


"Is it feasible to drill in the winter?" Hodel asked.
"Joe here worked on a drill," said Eva Moran, gesturing at her husband. 
"He drilled in the winter."
"Do you have a plan to put into effect when the drilling is over?" asked 
Baldwin, with the faintest hint of sarcasm in his voice.
"Do we have a plan?" responded Larkin, puzzled and a little intimidated. 
"The Department of the Interior has the expertise to draw up the plan. All 
we can do is give advice."
Hodel promised to look into why the bureau planned to wait until 
spring to begin the drilling, perhaps not knowing at this point how strongly 
OSM opposed the project. As the group was leaving, he promised to check 
into having the sixteen-acre area expanded. An inquiry was made on both 
matters, but nothing ever came of it.
That evening, Nelligan and several Centralia citizens appeared on 
the ABC late-night news show Nightline. Anchorman Ted Koppel did the 
broadcast from the studios of ABC affiliate WNEP-TV in Avoca, located 
about midway between Scranton and Wilkes-Barre, Pennsylvania. Larkin 
and Nelligan were interviewed in Washington, Joan Girolami was flown to 
Avoca, and the others were interviewed in Centralia. The broadcast was, 
overall, an excellent examination of the mine-fire problem.
It had been an educational two days for Concerned Citizens. Despite 
the fact that not all of their experiences were pleasant, the group was happy 
it had gone to Washington. At least they had done something for Centralia, 
instead of sitting on their hands and bemoaning their fate. "We went to 
Washington last week," Larkin said at a Concerned Citizens meeting a week 
later. "We enjoyed what we did. It was tiring-and enlightening as well:' 
Marie Cirillo later called the trip "a morale booster." She believed it might 
even have changed a few minds at the Department of the Interior, "although 
it's so hard to know what goes on behind those doors," she said.
Behind the doors of OSM, opposition to the Centralia exploratory 
drilling project was crystallizing. Most of the Carter administration 
holdovers, like Beasley, were gone. Director James R. Harris, a former 
Indiana state legislator, was busy implementing a new credo at OSM: Let 
the states do it. Dean Hunt was assistant director for programs, operations, 
and enforcement. His responsibilities included federal reclamation projects, 
and he would lead OSM's opposition to the Centralia project, aided by his 
deputyJ. Steven Griles.
A memorandum written on September 20, 1981, by OSM engineer 
Inhi Hong and a draft position paper written on October 29 stated four 
reasons why OSM believed the drilling project should be stopped: (1) the information obtained through the project would not be useful for 
the design of a project to extinguish the fire; (2) a "little improvement" of 
information about the size of the fire would not generate any "new, fresh 
ideas" for stopping the fire, and would not justify the $850,000 cost of the 
project; (3) the boreholes would increase the mine fire's intensity by acting 
as chimneys; and (4) Centralia residents and state officials would expect 
additional federal involvement to extinguish the fire.


The first three arguments were easily rebutted. The fourth was true. 
State and Bureau of Mines engineers, who had experience fighting mine 
fires, believed it foolhardy to begin digging a trench to stop an advancing fire 
without first finding the fire's outer perimeter. There was some information, 
true, but not for the entire fire. Information was particularly needed for the 
area near Byrnesville, south of Centralia. The bureau planned to case and 
cap the boreholes as soon as they were drilled to reduce air intake to an 
absolute minimum. New technology made it possible to check the heat and 
gas content of a borehole without removing the cap.
Given Secretary Watt's attitude toward the Centralia problem, the 
fourth reason was probably the most important. A rising chorus of voices 
from Centralia, Harrisburg, and Congress was demanding the project 
begin quickly. There was every likelihood Congress would appropriate the 
$850,000 for the exploratory drilling. How could OSM stop the project 
now? If Congress would not be persuaded to reject the project, then OSM 
would take steps to make it useless for the hated bureau's purposes. An ugly 
chapter in the history of the mine fire was about to begin.
One of the first things OSM did was attempt to persuade Senator 
Specter to amend the wording of the bill so OSM rather than the bureau 
would administer the project. OSM officials met with the senator the 
afternoon of November 4, 1981, and afterward a perplexed Bill Wilcox 
wondered aloud to a reporter why OSM was asking for this change so late in 
the game. "The conference committee was already meeting;' Wilcox said. "It 
was too late at that point to do anything about it."
Helen Womer, perhaps worried that her theories about the mine fire 
were about to be swept away in the wake of the Concerned Citizens trip to 
Washington and the airing of the poison gas problem on Nightline, came to 
the November 3 meeting of Centralia Council with a proposal for a "unity 
meeting" of all Centralia residents. Such a meeting would allow everyone to 
exchange views and adopt a united stand to help Centralia. To encourage 
participation and candor, she said, the press would be excluded. Later she 
amended this to say local reporters could attend, so long as they did not 
bring with them tape recorders or anything to write with.


"There's too much divisiveness in Centralia," she said. "We all started 
off on the wrong foot, and we've been pulling further apart. Unless we are 
unified, we'll never get anything accomplished." It was a fine sentiment, 
and members of Centralia Council and Concerned Citizens applauded her 
suggestion, though they disagreed about the press. The problem was that 
Helen Womer's beliefs on the mine fire were so radically different from 
those of Concerned Citizens that unity could be achieved only if one side 
unconditionally surrendered.
"I am not going to rest until that meeting is held and our town is 
united," Womer said in an interview with the News-Item later that month. 
"We must get together and I will sacrifice anything. Well, not anything. No 
principles, of course, or the way I feel. But everybody should have courtesy 
toward other people and their opinions."
It became apparent during the interview that Womer believed the 
people of Centralia would flock to her point of view if only she was given an 
opportunity to present her theories about the mine fire. She denied that her 
unity meeting might leave Centralia more divided than ever. "I don't think 
so," Womer said. "Because I know from my vantage point, if it gets into a 
debate we will just adjourn the meeting and say this is not what we intended 
at all. Because many people don't know ... well, I don't know all the facts, 
but I know a lot of facts the other ones don't seem to want to know"
The difficulty in dealing with Helen Womer was that, although she 
lacked evidence for many of her theories, she sounded as if she knew what 
she was talking about. After the mine fire surfaced near Big Mine Run Road 
in July, for example, she began telling people it meant the entire mine fire 
had moved away from Centralia. "Not one shred of evidence has ever been 
presented to show the fire is under Centralia," she said at the November 
council meeting. "I'll stand by my views until I'm proven otherwise'
Another of her theories was that substances other than carbon 
monoxide were causing most of the carbon monoxide readings recorded 
by the gas detectors. Womer suggested that cigarette smoke, hair spray, 
cooking odors from sauerkraut or brussels sprouts, kerosene heaters, and 
stove gas jets left on caused many of the readings. She even suggested skunks 
were responsible for the gas readings in one home. "I can see that some of 
the most vocal people who are screaming gas and about their fright for 
their children think nothing of smoking and filling the house with carbon 
monoxide," Womer said.
Her statements mixed fact with gossip and distortion, and they hurt. 
People in the impact zone who feared the fire came to fear Helen Womer 
and her supporters almost as much.


Cardinal John Krol and the twenty-two Roman Catholic bishops of 
Pennsylvania adopted a strongly worded resolution on November 19 calling 
on the federal government to help and protect the people of Centralia. The 
action, urged by Bishop Joseph T. Daley of Harrisburg, came at a meeting in 
Washington of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops. The resolution 
stated:
We are urging that responsible officials at all levels of government take 
action before a tragedy occurs. As you know, the mine fire has been 
burning under Centralia for almost twenty years.
While there have been attempts made during that time to try to 
extinguish the fire, these attempts have been half-hearted and not 
successful.
We believe a coordinated effort on the part of the federal, state and 
local officials, as well as interested and concerned citizens and private 
organizations, is needed in order to solve this problem that has dragged 
on too long.
Copies of the bishops' call to action were mailed to Secretary Watt 
and the Pennsylvania congressional delegation, and although it appeared 
to cause no ripple in the situation, it greatly cheered Concerned Citizens 
members, most of whom were Catholic, and many other Centralians as well. 
At last their church was coming to their defense.
Any doubts the people of Centralia may have had about Secretary 
Watt and his opinion of their mine-fire problem vanished after an incident 
on November 24 at the Republican Governors Conference in New Orleans. 
John Scotzin, a veteran reporter for the Harrisburg Evening News, had been 
sent byhis newspaper to cover Governor Dick Thornburgh at the conference. 
He was waiting for Thornburgh to convene a panel discussion when he 
spotted Secretary Watt across the room. Watt was wearing his trademark 
cowboy hat, leaning against a door frame, and chatting with a young woman, 
Scotzin recalls. It had not been a good day for news, and Scotzin tried to 
think quickly of something to ask Watt that would be of interest back in 
Pennsylvania. Bill Green, a press aide to Thornburgh, suggested he ask Watt 
about the Centralia mine fire.
"I introduced myself, and told him the Centralia mine fire is quite a 
burning issue in our territory," Scotzin said. "He grinned and said, `Do you 
mean that as a pun, John?' He was very affable."


Watt proceeded to give the reporter a statement of his views about the 
Centralia mine-fire problem, a statement few in Centralia would soon forget. 
"It's really a state responsibility," Watt said. "The governor and I met several 
months ago. There is not a threat to health and safety. It goes down deep; the 
deeper it burns, the less risk there is to safety. Eventually it will burn out:'
"When will that be?" inquired Scotzin, who couldn't quite believe 
what he was hearing.
"I don't know," Watt said. "I'm advised that the action we took in 
purchasing the first sixteen to twenty threatened homes is a land planning 
problem. It's a state responsibility, not federal. Governor Thornburgh is on 
top of it, I'm sure, with local officials." Watt made it very clear, Scotzin would 
write, that the Department of the Interior had no plans to fund any more 
projects to stop the Centralia mine fire.
"I went back and told Thornburgh," Scotzin said. "He was dismayed. 
I filed the story from my room. Then it hit the fan" Reaction was angry and 
came quickly, both from Centralia residents and state officials. Larkin called 
on Watt to provide proof that what he said about the mine fire was true. 
Thornburgh, who probably saw his worst nightmares about being stuck for 
the bill at Centralia coming true, sent Watt a letter of protest.
Interior press aide Ed Essertier found himself swamped with calls 
from reporters seeking an explanation of Watt's remarks. He could tell them 
little, because Watt had traveled to Oklahoma after leaving New Orleans and 
was unaware of the tempest he had raised. Essertier finally reached Douglas 
Baldwin, who provided him with a story to get the boss off the hook.
Essertier told reporters the next day that Baldwin had witnessed the 
entire incident and, well, it was being viewed in entirely the wrong light. To 
begin with, Essertier insisted, the interview had been an "over the shoulder" 
encounter while Watt was walking down a hallway. The secretary's remark 
that the mine fire posed no threat to health and safety in Centralia meant 
it no longer posed a threat to the health or safety of the families relocated 
from Centralia, he said. Watt's assertion that the mine fire would eventually 
burn out anyway should be interpreted to mean that the state and federal 
governments are attempting to establish a way to block the fire. "If so, we're 
hopeful it will burn itself out," Essertier said.
A letter from OSM director James R. Harris to Joan Girolami 
proclaimed the incident simply "an unfortunate misunderstanding." 
Congressman Nelligan later defended it as "a Watt attempt at humor" taken 
out of context.
Scotzin, the dean of the Capitol press corps in Harrisburg, now retired, 
remains miffed at accusations he quoted Watt out of context or ambushed him to get the interview. He stoutly defended the accuracy and truth of his 
exclusive and the method he used to get it. "Hell no, he didn't talk to me as 
he was leaving," he said. "The meeting hadn't started! It was not as he was 
leaving the room. He knew who I was. I identified myself as a reporter."


Watt seems to have been hurt and perplexed by the continuing criticism 
from the people of Centralia. Had he not relocated twenty-seven families at 
a cost of $1 million? "Yeah, he was put out," Nelligan said. "He used to say 
to me, `Boy, you've got a tough district: I said, well, I'm taking it on the chin, 
too, but these people need help. He said, `Boy oh boy, you talk about getting 
a kick in the teeth: I said, that's politics, kid. He said, `Yeah, I know it."'
It may have been the protest signs that irritated him more than 
anything. Members of Concerned Citizens had erected protest signs at 
various locations around Centralia. Larkin's read, "The U.S. Dept. of Interior 
Plays Nero While Centralia Burns." Mrs. Girolami's put it more bluntly: 
"Watt Is the Problem in Centralia."
Closeted in his Washington office, it must have been easy for the 
secretary to imagine Centralians would be grateful for his small gesture, 
which came amid the budget slashing he was doing with such enthusiasm 
for President Reagan. Specter had urged him to visit Centralia and see for 
himself how the people were suffering, but he had not gone and so could not 
understand the anger and hatred engendered by nineteen years of contempt 
and neglect. "When I see Watt walking down Locust Avenue, I'll know you 
can go ice skating in hell," Larkin said. "He doesn't have the courage to face 
the people of Centralia."
Buoyed by their trip to Washington and angered by Dr. Fox's remarks 
about the gas problem, the members of Concerned Citizens made plans 
to travel to Harrisburg to demand greater state involvement in fighting the 
mine fire. They hoped to meet with Thornburgh and the doctor, but were 
told that both, by coincidence, would be out of town on December 7, the day 
of the trip. Meetings were promised with representatives of the governor; 
with the House Mines and Energy Management Committee, the Northeast 
Caucus, made up of legislators from northeastern Pennsylvania, and with 
U.S. Representative Allen E. Ertel (D-Montoursville), who unbeknownst to 
them was planning to run for governor against Thornburgh in 1982.
This time nineteen members of Concerned Citizens made the trip, but 
Larkin and Girolami had hoped to fill the bus they had chartered. Larkin was 
becoming discouraged by Centralians who would cheer from the sidelines 
but wouldn't take the field. "I just can't understand these people," he said 
during a conversation on the way to Harrisburg. "Are they so frustrated?"


At meetings and workshops, Concerned Citizens had compiled a list of ten demands to submit to Thornburgh. It was a provocative list, but as citizens-and the governor's employer, to risk a timeworn cliche-they were well within their rights.
They demanded more mechanically reliable gas-monitoring equipment, and backup equipment in case it failed. Somebody's gas monitor was always broken down, it seemed, leaving that family with no early warning of danger. Sometimes the Ecolyzer used by DER in its daily inspections would be broken for weeks.
They demanded to know how Dr. Fox justified his assertion that there was no gas problem in Centralia. How could he say that after John Coddington had collapsed and numerous other persons had become ill? Then there were the low-level readings in many other houses. They also demanded to know when Dr. Edward Radford's study of the long-term health effects of the mine-fire gases would begin, unaware that this demand was beyond the governor's power to grant.
Astonishingly, and this can be credited to General Smith, the Health Department had done a complete, albeit secret about-face on the gas issue in Centralia in the wake of Fox's incendiary remarks. A memo from Secretary of Health Arnold Muller to Smith that was discovered only in 2009 stated that "our most serious concern is with the presence of carbon monoxide gas and its seepage into occupied homes" in Centralia.
Muller said children were "particularly susceptible" to harm from low levels of carbon monoxide because of lower hemoglobin concentrations in their bodies and higher metabolic rates. He told Smith a review of carbon monoxide incidents in Centralia homes left "no doubt that residents in the defined area have been at risk''  
The Health Department now began to take an active role in protecting public health in Centralia. None of this, however, was revealed to Centralia residents, either during Concerned Citizens' Harrisburg trip or afterward. Reading the memo today is a surreal experience-and an anger-inducing one. How could a state agency charged with protecting public health have allowed itself to be used for political ends without apparent protest? It also suggests that Governor Thornburgh had serious control issues.
Other Concerned Citizens demands centered around the memorandum of understanding signed by Thornburgh and Watt in March. They demanded to know how the governor viewed the agreement, and why he 
had signed it. They demanded he either rescind it or have it amended so 
families outside the sixteen-acre area could be relocated.


`After the perimeter of the fire has been determined, we demand total excavation of the mine fire-it is being done at Larksville, it can be done in Centralia."   To this end, greater COOPERATION must be achieved among the federal, state, county and local governments," they wrote. "We demand that the residents of Centralia have direct involvement in any task force meetings or any other meetings concerning Centralia, including PEMA meetings:"
It appeared to members of Concerned Citizens that Thornburgh had done little to help them. The memorandum of understanding was being used by OSM as support for its claim it had no further obligation to help Centralia. They had asked the questions before, but all that came out of Harrisburg was flackery-or silence. The governor's minions were always telling them how concerned Dick Thornburgh was about their plight, but then lesser officials like Dr. Fox would treat them with contempt. Their smiles for a News-Item photographer as they climbed the steps to the Capitol masked their deep anger, anger that would be much in evidence that day.
The press conference they held that morning beneath the Capitol rotunda was one of the few emotional highs they would have. It was a chance to be proud and defiant in front of the reporters and photographers before the meetings with state officials began. Larkin spoke for them all. Eleanor O'Hearn displayed a bumper sticker bearing the inscription "Centralia, Pa. Mine Fire: HELL ON EARTH:' Her angry face and the bumper sticker became the Associated Press photograph of the event.
State Representatives Robert Belfanti and Ivan Itkin, both Democrats; a Catholic priest who was representing Bishop Daley; and several other public officials also spoke at the press conference. Itkin, who is from the Pittsburgh area, had directed his staff to search the state budget for any potential sources of funding to help Centralia. They struck gold. "The state is not without its resources," Itkin said. "Some of the internal documents we've seen show the state has funds available. There's $47 million left in the Land and Water Conservation bond issue." Someone must have known that money was there, but members of the General Assembly apparently had not been among them. Itkin suggested $10 million be set aside from the special 
fund by the General Assembly as the 25 percent state share of a project to 
stop the fire. "I'm not out to bankrupt the state, but I think the state can 
handle $10 million," Itkin said.


The key meeting of the day came that afternoon with officials of the 
Thornburgh administration. If Concerned Citizens had any doubts where 
Centralia stood with the state, they were resolved at this meeting. "The 
governor is totally committed to trying [emphasis added] to find a solution 
to the mine fire;' said Robin Ross, deputy counsel to the governor. "The 
governor was particularly shocked last summer when the burn-through 
occurred. He immediately sent a letter to Secretary Watt." Why Thornburgh 
was shocked by the relatively harmless surfacing of the fire at Big Mine Run 
and not by the continuing presence of deadly gases in Centralia homes was 
anyone's guess.
"Do we have to have a tragedy in Centralia before we get any help?" 
Joan Girolami demanded.
"I think you've already had a tragedy," Ross snapped. "It's an ongoing 
tragedy."
"Why won't the state give us any help?" she pressed. General Smith, 
who was seated next to Ross, was glaring at her.
"State government is not set up to deal with mine fires," Ross said. "It's 
an unprecedented disaster, similar to TMI [Three Mile Island]. There are 
fourteen to fifteen other mine fires in Pennsylvania. Their representatives 
want immediate help. That's the competition."
That was a specious argument. State government had extinguished 
several huge mine fires, including ones at Mount Carmel and Shenandoah. 
Both those projects were entirely funded by the state from the Land and 
Water Conservation bond issue. No other mine fires in Pennsylvania 
threatened the existence of an entire community.
General Smith questioned whether a majority of Centralia citizens 
wanted to relocate to escape the mine fire. As noted earlier, he dismissed 
the May referendum as worthless, despite the fact it basically confirmed the 
findings of OSM's socioeconomic study in 1980 and was itself reinforced by 
the News-Item's coupon poll in August. The same numbers kept appearingtwo to one in favor of relocation.
"I want to know how Dr. Fox could say there's no threat from the gases 
in Centralia when six homes have been condemned," Joan Girolami said.
"There's no question in our mind that gas is still a potential problem;' 
Smith said. It was still only a potential problem in the minds of Smith and 
other Thornburgh administration officials.


"I'd like to see the families who have sick children given trailers," 
Girolami said, referring to the four evacuation trailers that had stood empty 
since the end of the summer relocation.
"If anyone wants a trailer, all they have to do is ask," Smith replied.
"People have asked for trailers and been refused," countered David 
Lamb, mentioning his sister-in-law, Sheila Klementovich.
"Well, we can't just move anyone in;' Smith said. "She may have 
thought she had a problem, while the Department of Community Affairs 
and the Health Department thought it didn't exist:'
The trailers had become a cruel hoax. The state could claim they were 
available in case the potential gas problem ever became a reality, but families 
with high gas levels in their homes and frequent gas alarms were denied 
permission to move in because they did not meet the artificial standards of 
the Health Department. It was not easy to live in one of the trailers, and no 
one made the request lightly.
"Some people have an actual problem with the gases," Smith said. 
"Others have a psychological problem with it'
"It's easy for you to sit there and say there is no problem," Lamb said 
angrily.
At this point, a Health Department spokesman entered the discussion to 
claim that Dr. Fox had been "misinterpreted and misquoted" in the News-Item 
story in October, a claim the department had not made until that moment.
"We're asking for the truth, not half-truths and half-falsehoods," Larkin 
said as the meeting broke up. "That's all we want."
Two days after Concerned Citizens returned home in frustration, 
there was another warning that the mine fire was a force of nature that could 
not be ordered to behave while elected officials and bureaucrats pondered 
what to do about it. Larkin was in his living room reading a book at 2:30 a.m. 
on December 9 when the lights went out. He walked out the front door to 
Locust Avenue and saw that all of Centralia was blacked out. He went back 
inside and called Pennsylvania Power and Light.
Power company workers had no trouble finding the problem-a 
tree had fallen in the wind and pulled down the power line, but this was 
no ordinary incident. The tree had stood in the triangular-shaped forest 
between Route 61 and the road that led to Byrnesville, south of Centralia. 
Steam from the mine fire was beginning to rise from cracks in the ground, 
and the workers were careful where they stepped. When morning came, 
they saw the roots and bottom of the tree were charred. Steam gushed from 
where the tree had stood. The mine fire had weakened the roots, and the 
wind had done the rest.
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[image: ]OM LARKIN AND DAVID LAMB WERE NERVOUS AS THEY STEPPED out of the elevator, which had taken them to the ninth floor of the Fulton Bank Building in Harrisburg. They were about to challenge the right of the agencies of government to exclude them from a meeting at which they believed the fate of Centralia would be discussed, possibly decided. It seemed only right that someone from Centralia be there.
OSM had asked for the January 5, 1982, meeting with DER ostensibly to decide how to spend the $850,000 appropriated by Congress for the Centralia exploratory drilling project. President Reagan had signed the bill on December 11, and the legislation gave the agency thirty days to report back to Congress with a plan for the drilling and a plan to protect lives and property in Centralia from the mine fire.
There had been disquieting hints, however, that OSM might simply ignore the mandate of Congress. Thomas P. Flynn of the Bureau of Mines told the News-Item that OSM might use the money to finance a "positive ventilation project" to draw the harmful gases away from Centralia. Flynn's remarks triggered angry protest from OSM, and bureau director Robert Horton responded by imposing a gag order on all bureau employees. Henceforth, no one was to answer questions from the press about Centralia. All questions, no matter how trivial, were to be referred to him without comment   46
OSM and the Thornburgh administration had announced that the January 5 meeting would be closed to the public. A spokesman for PEMA said the meeting would be closed because "technical matters" were to be discussed. It was the latest administration excuse for conducting public business outside the public eye.
Concerned Citizens viewed the closed meeting as an affront to Centralia, and so did Centralia Council. The difference was that Larkin and Lamb decided to attend the meeting, invitation or no invitation. Concerned Citizens had worked hard for the borehole project, and now OSM seemed ready to wipe it out with the stroke of a pen. No one from Centralia Council 
went, despite Councilman John Koschoff's initial indignation that no 
one from Council was invited. Koschoff became president when Council 
reorganized on January 4, and a phone call from Harrisburg quieted his 
protests. He now claimed he did not want to antagonize the Thornburgh 
administration and jeopardize Council's sudden "smooth working 
relationship" with the state.


Administration officials had advance warning that members of Concerned Citizens and the press might demand to be admitted to the meeting, and twice changed its location. It was only through a chance encounter with State Representative Robert Belfanti, who made some phone calls for them, that Larkin and Lamb were able to learn that the meeting would be held in DER Secretary Peter Duncan's suite on the ninth floor of the Fulton Bank Building. The legislator accompanied them.47  
The meeting had already begun when they arrived. Belfanti asked the receptionist to summon Duncan from the meeting. She did, and the secretary emerged to tell him that OSM did not want him there, and Larkin and Lamb that they could not attend because technical information being discussed "might be misinterpreted."
Belfanti apologized to the Centralians, saying he could do no more. Larkin and Lamb stared at the closed door, hearing muffled voices from the other room. After fifteen minutes the affront became intolerable; with considerable trepidation, they opened the door and walked inside, accompanied by a News-Item reporter who was with them that day.
Everything stopped. The reporter stated his belief that the Federal Open Meeting Act gave the public the right to attend and listen. J. Steven Griles, who was Dean Hunt's deputy at OSM, said the meeting was to discuss a contract and working relationship between two governmental bodies and thus did not have to be open. The reporter insisted the law did apply. Griles invited the trio to call the Office of the Solicitor at OSM for what surely would have been a predictable opinion. He denied that anyone at the meeting had anything to hide and demanded the intruders leave. No one else at the table spoke, and Griles refused further comment. The Centralians and the reporter turned and left, each deciding further argument with Griles would be useless.
Griles is much better known today than he was in 1982, mainly for his guilty plea to obstruction of justice in 2007 for lying to Congress about his relationship with the lobbyist Jack Abramoff. Griles was deputy secretary 
of the Interior in the George W. Bush administration and was Abramoff's 
"man inside Interior," according to Interior Department Inspector General 
Earl E. Devaney. Abramoff and his Indian gaming clients donated $500,000 
to an advocacy group run by Griles's girlfriend. Griles was sentenced to ten 
months in federal prison and fined $30,000. Environmental groups had 
been nearly apoplectic when he was nominated in 2001 to the Interior post, 
accusing him, among other things, of trying to gut the enforcement efforts 
of the Office of Surface Mining while deputy director from 1981 to 1983.


Eleven days after the January 5 meeting, the News-Item found out why OSM was so insistent the meeting be closed. A damning memorandum written by David Simpson, chief of the Bureau of Mines in Wilkes-Barre, who had been at the meeting, arrived in the mail at the newspaper. Simpson was not the sender-it arrived in a plain white envelope with a Washington postmark and no return address-but admitted writing it. The leaker's identity was never discovered, although one suspects OSM expended a great deal of effort to find out.
Simpson wrote that Griles threatened Pennsylvania officials with a cutoff of funds for the home gas monitoring in Centralia unless the state agreed to (1) accept the $850,000 from OSM, (2) carry out the exploratory drilling itself, and (3) accept responsibility for paying for any further attempts to attack the mine fire. Simpson did not record the reaction of state officials to this vile attempt at bureaucratic blackmail.
Griles, through OSM spokesman Frank Kelly, denied making any threat, and state spokesman Kirk Wilson said none of the state officials at the meeting interpreted what Griles said as a threat. General Smith, however, told a different story. Asked whether Griles threatened the state, he said, "I would have said there was a hint of that in the air. I can't remember if it was direct or oblique. But there was a hint of that in the air." Smith said he was "aghast" when he came out of the meeting.48  
Centralians and Thornburgh administration officials alike were aghast when they read the January 28 report by OSM to Congress that stated how it planned to carry out the Centralia drilling and protect the lives and property of the people there. Instead of finding the boundaries of the now 
twenty-year-old fire, OSM proposed to use part of the $850,000 to drill ten 
to fifteen boreholes to gather data for a study of whether the mine fire could 
be extinguished by cutting off its air supply. Any remaining money from 
the grant would be used to implement the air cutoff plan-there seemed 
to be no way for the bureau to convince OSM this idea would not work at 
Centralia-or would be turned over to the state for "additional drilling."


OSM believed the full-scale drilling project of 85 to 109 boreholes 
favored by the bureau and DER was necessary only for an excavation 
project, which it vehemently opposed. The report to Congress strongly 
implied Pennsylvania would not get that remaining money unless it accepted 
responsibility for paying the cost of that excavation.
OSM's proposal for study of an air cutoff plan seems particularly 
odious in light of Congress's mandate to the agency to protect the lives and 
property of the people of Centralia. An option paper dated January 4 made 
it quite clear that such a plan would do nothing to make Centralia safer and 
would actually increase the danger. OSM officials believed, according to 
the option paper, that cutting off the major sources of air would "let carbon 
dioxide, an inert gas, fill the entire chamber of the underground gob area 
and extinguish the fire."
The problem was that closing the air portals would also close natural 
chimneys that vented part of the huge volume of carbon monoxide generated 
bythe mine fire. There would be a "potential forbuild-up of carbon monoxide 
content in the mine atmosphere into the explosive range." The lighter-thanair deadly gas would seek new avenues to the surface "through undiscovered 
fissures and cracks in the overburden above the fire zone." Some of those led 
to Centralia homes.
Not surprisingly, OSM did not report the more perilous part of its 
Centralia plan to Congress. One suspects that Hunt and Griles never expected 
to implement the plan, that they expected to bludgeon Pennsylvania into 
doing their bidding. If so, they were wrong.
There was quick and almost universal censure of the OSM plan. Both 
Centralia Council and Concerned Citizens condemned it, and the citizen 
group staged a protest rally on the first anniversary of Todd Domboski's fall 
into the subsidence to petition Secretary Watt for a better plan. Over sixty 
persons attended.
"We ask you to support our council;' Larkin told the rally. "We ask you 
to unite behind Council and show the powers that be that we will no longer 
remain silent, but shout loudly that we demand the right to have a voice in 
the decisions that will so affect our future."


A commitment was made, a commitment was broken," State Representative Belfanti said. "The secretary of the Interior must be made to realize something must be done in Centralia.'
Nelligan and Specter publicly criticized the OSM plan, and Specter sent a letter to Watt asking why the plan was approved without consulting the citizens of Centralia, particularly those in Concerned Citizens. Only Thornburgh remained silent, failing to send even his customary fingerwagging letter to Secretary Watt.49  
I think we sell Centralia down the drain if we don't fight for the borehole project," said Joan Girolami during an argument one evening in February with Helen Womer, who had pleaded with Concerned Citizens to stop criticizing the OSM proposal for fear the agency would simply abandon Centralia. "It's either slowly die or fight for what we feel is right."
On March 3 Girolami's older daughter, Denise Pasipanko, received an extraordinary letter from OSM in response to a letter she had sent protesting the agency's decision against a full-scale drilling plan. The letter, signed February 25 by Acting Director Thomas Butler, said OSM would present a full-scale drilling plan at a public meeting in Centralia prior to the awarding of a contract. Mrs. Girolami, jubilant, telephoned the News-Item.
Soon after the newspaper began making calls to confirm the story, OSM Director James R. Harris (Harris was away from his office the day the letter went out) issued a statement claiming the letter was erroneous. It was not erroneous, however, only premature. Thornburgh made a splashy announcement on March 4 that OSM had agreed to revise its plan and find the boundaries of the fire, although the agency still planned to study an air cutoff plan. The pressure from Congress and the citizenry had forced OSM to back down.
One clause in the agreement between OSM and the state received little attention at the time, probably because it appeared so harmless. "A major concern throughout the project will be keeping citizens and local government officials informed;' Thornburgh said in his March 4 statement. As part of this cooperative agreement, the state will provide primary liaison." This would mean that any discoveries ofpublic interest during the borehole project-such as how far the fire had penetrated into Centralia-could onlybe released, and more importantly, interpreted, by the Thornburgh administration, not OSM. In an administration obsessed with secrecy and news management, whose own Health Department for too long had shown more interest in covering 
up the seriousness of the gas problem than protecting the public health in 
Centralia, the potential for mischief this presented was great, particularly in a 
year when Thornburgh had to face the voters.


One worry the Thornburgh administration did not have in 1982 was that Centralia Council might, during the heat of the governor's reelection campaign, speak out against the governor's handling ofthe Centralia problem. The election ofJohn Koschoff as Council president gave the administration a Centralia Council that would be subordinate to Harrisburg and remain silent about the governor, unlike when Polites and Lazarski were in charge.
General Smith says the state wanted to shape a Centralia Council that would be the voice of all Centralia. Smith says he envisioned Council and Concerned Citizens working together in a common front, although with a clear understanding that Council would represent Centralia to the outside world. "I was anxious to get a new Council in there and I was anxious to make them function," he said later. In private he admired Tom Larkin, the president of Concerned Citizens, saying he "strikes me as being genuinely interested in the welfare of the community." He wanted the state's main contacts to be with "duly elected officials," but recommended that the state not go out of its way to antagonize Concerned Citizens.so  
It is difficult to believe unity was the Thornburgh administration's main concern when it made Centralia Council a junior partner in 1982, and it is hard to think of anyone less likely than Koschoff to unify Centralia. Koschoff had little tolerance for anyone who disagreed with him.
Only twenty-five years old, immature, and inexperienced in the ways of governing, he brought the brutal politics of the schoolyard to Centralia Council. He often claimed his first goal was to protect the health and safety of Centralia residents, but he never did a thing for families with gas problems. His second goal, he would say, was to preserve as much of Centralia intact as possible. That meant anyone who supported relocation was an enemy. Indeed, Koschoff appeared to have strong feelings about only one thing: smashing Concerned Citizens. He made no secret of his feelings, which were aggravated by the group's support of relocation and, says an insider, by jealousy of the favorable publicity the group received and its access to topranking public officials.
Koschoff enjoyed loyal support from Councilmen Edward Gusick and Kenneth Wagner, and acquiescence from the rest, at least at first. He persuaded Council to hire Wayne Rapkin, a Centralia lawyer, as solicitors'   Rapkin was married to Koschoff's sister Helen, also a lawyer and an aggressive defender of her younger brother's interests.


Concerned Citizens made every effort to cooperate with Council, 
sharing documents and inviting members of Council to attend their meetings. 
Their efforts met with failure. Koschoff and his associates, along with Mayor 
Wondoloski-none of whom lived in the impact zone or had any apparent 
appreciation for the problems faced by those who did-treated Concerned 
Citizens with increasingly open hostility.
The Thornburgh administration, far from trying to end the persecution 
of Concerned Citizens, aided and abetted it. Council demanded that the state 
stop providing information to Concerned Citizens, says former Councilman 
Roy Kroh. In line with Smith's new policy, the state willingly complied.
Kroh says he, Koschoff, and Rapkin attended a meeting in Harrisburg 
about the mine fire early in 1982. He knew none of the Thornburgh 
administration officials at the meeting, Kroh says, but Koschoff and Rapkin 
greeted them like old friends. It struck him as odd that they obviously knew 
everybody in the room.
The leaders of Concerned Citizens were facing up to the bleak 
realization that fighting for a just solution to Centralia's plight had won 
them powerful enemies in their hometown. Instead of support from the 
community, which they expected, they were attacked inside and outside 
council chambers. Concerned Citizens was accused of dividing the 
community, of wanting to sell the town.
"Do you know of any town that's not divided over a problem?" Joan 
Girolami said in an interview that spring. "I'd bet a lot of the division 
wouldn't be here if officials had taken the proper action. Council plays with 
it. They tell the citizens they shouldn't be here, that they [council members] 
run the town. Concerned Citizens has only been together a year. The town's 
been divided a lot longer than that.
"John Koschoff says he has to do what is best for the whole town, but 
some people need help now," she continued. "The rest of the town won't let 
the south side go. They say we make up our gases, that it's okay to live on top 
of six-hundred-degree temperatures. It's not their home and it's not their 
families."


No longer was it only a matter of Concerned Citizens battling the federal and state governments for help for Centralia. It was increasingly a battle with Helen Womer and her supporters, which included the Koschoff faction on Centralia Council as well as people like Mary Lou Gaughan and Leon and Elaine Jurgill. In between was an uncommitted bloc that probably included about 70 percent of Centralia's residents.
In political terms, the members of Concerned Citizens were revolutionaries who had organized a political front after watching their lives and property, or those of friends and relatives, become endangered because of incompetence and shameful neglect by the federal, state, and local governments. To them, Centralia was Babylon, a place from which to escape if, as seemed likely, the fire and gases could not be stopped.
Helen Womer and her supporters were attempting to launch a counterrevolution. They were dedicated to preserving Centralia intact and often seemed oblivious to the advancing mine fire. In their minds Centralia was still the wonderful village they remembered from their childhood, a Brigadoon of the Anthracite Region.52   The fire was outside the village, possibly now moving in the opposite direction. The gas problem was an exaggeration by people who wanted only to profit on the sale of their homes to the government. Unknown forces from the outside were preventing a simple solution to the fire and gas problem and would move in and grab Centralia's coal wealth after the village was destroyed. That was how they thought, and they searched out and clung to shreds of evidence that seemed to prove their case.
Concerned Citizens was at the beginning of a crisis. Its cause was just and would survive, but its leaders would find themselves unable to cope with the personal abuse and intimidation that were the only weapons available to their enemies. The war with OSM and the state was a civil sort of thing; the Centralia civil war was not.
It was May, and DER inspectors Dennis Wolfe and Wayne Readly discovered carbon monoxide was entering impact-zone homes through the sewer system. Their monitoring device found high readings in kitchen sinks, shower stalls, and bathtub drains. The problem was worst along the 200 block of Locust Avenue, although Joan Girolami's house on East Park Street was also affected.


Most families kept their gas alarms in the basement, where the gas entered through cracks in the foundation. There was speculation that was why the sink and drain readings had not been discovered until now. No one could rule out the possibility, though, that some recent change in the mine fire had caused the gases to infiltrate the Centralia sewer system.
The readings continued into the summer, bad on some days, nonexistent on others. Boreholes were opened and closed as needed in an attempt to draw away the gases. The readings ranged from a few parts per million to sixty-five ppm. The regular alarms did not stop, either.
Fire officials in Conyngham Township worried about the mine-fire outbreak site along Big Mine Run Road. A forest fire started at the site on April 25 and burned about an acre before firefighters brought it under control. It was surmised that dead leaves had blown onto the hot rocks and ignited.
Flames from the mine fire were no longer visible at night, although the heat was still there, causing huge pieces of the cliff to split off and fall into the forest below. Trees were dying on the hill above the cliff, and some had sprawled forward like dead men, bleached boney white by the heat and burned off at the roots.
People waited for the beginning of the exploratory drilling with a mixture of eagerness and dread.
Robert Brennan, one of OSM's best engineers, faced a difficult task in finding the boundaries of the mine fire, much like that of the blind men trying to describe an elephant. Each of the 85 to 109 boreholes would tell him a little about the nature of the fire, but none would tell the entire story. One borehole could tell him the fire had reached the mines beneath his feet, but it could not tell him how large an area the fire covered in that sector of Centralia. It was up to him to assemble the puzzle."   The temperature in the borehole, of course, was of prime importance.
Brennan planned to begin drilling at the outer limits of the conceivable fire area to find out "where the fire isn't" One drill rig would work on the Centralia side of the mountain, another on the Byrnesville side. Once the cold perimeter was discovered-normal mine temperature being about fifty-five degrees-the drillers would move toward the fire's known hot areas.


Next in importance among the borehole data was air pressure-was air being forced up and out of the borehole or pulled down into the mine? Brennan knew if air was being forced out of a borehole, the fire was near. If there was a downdraft, it meant air was flowing through the mine on its way to a fire elsewhere.
Then there were the gases found in a borehole. If Brennan found an oxygen volume of below 19 percent (normal was 20.95 percent), it meant a large fire close by was generating other gases. If a high volume of carbon monoxide was found, it would indicate a smoldering fire. A low volume of the deadly gas, on the other hand, meant the fire was very hot-in excess of one thousand degrees-and liberating hydrogen from the anthracite coal. It was the reason mining engineers did not like to pour water on a mine fire. The intense heat could break down the water into hydrogen and oxygen and cause powerful explosions.
Brennan worked through the spring and summer of 1982 on the plans for the drilling at Centralia. Once the drilling began, he would have six months to complete the work. That had been agreed to by OSM and DER. He would turn over the drilling data to a private consulting firm that would have four months to analyze his work and recommend how best to stop the mine fire. OSM did not want former bureau engineers deciding that.
Brennan lived in Mount Carmel and knew many of the Centralia people.54   Brennan was an engineer who resisted attempts to make him anything else. If you asked him a question, he would give you an honest answer, even if it got him into trouble. The Thornburgh administration would learn that to its sorrow.
The House Mines and Energy Management Committee, at the request of State Representative Belfanti, was holding another hearing in Centralia. It was a hot July day, much different from the committee's last visit in March 1981. That was not the only difference. No Republican members of the committee had come to Centralia. After the committee's initial visit of the day to Shamokin, to see a successful experiment in using anthracite culm to generate cheap steam energy, the Republican members of the committee mumbled excuses and returned to Harrisburg. Even committee chairman James Wright beat a hasty exit.
"I didn't know until the day before the Republicans weren't going to come," Belfanti said. "Now it seemed to me, and to other members who were Democrats, that it was a boycott. Somebody from the administration put the word out, let this thing stay low-key-we don't want to make a big deal out of Centralia. Because I don't think the Governor's Office had made any decision whatsoever about what they were going to do about this problem, other than continually blame the federal government for not taking action. And that was a cop-out."55  


Spiegel and McDiarmid lawyers had continued to study the Centralia 
problem for Concerned Citizens, and had found a promising angle for 
a lawsuit on behalf of the people of the impact zone based on OSM's 
own regulations. As lawyer Dan Guttman explained it at a July 19 public 
meeting in Centralia, OSM violated those regulations by relocating sixtyeight residents of the impact zone and then taking no action to reclaim the 
land, that is, to extinguish the mine fire. It was an angle Franklin Kury, the 
lawyer approached by Polites and Lazarski the previous year, had missed. 
Unfortunately, it seemed that Concerned Citizens could do or propose 
nothing that would not be denounced by Centralia Council.
Almost before Guttman finished speaking, Council members 
condemned the proposal. Koschoff insisted it would be "premature" to 
file a lawsuit before the borehole project was completed, that it would risk 
losing the project entirely. Although Concerned Citizens members agreed 
with Koschoff that it would be better to wait until they knew the full threat 
posed by the fire, Centralia Council and Mayor Wondoloski issued a public 
statement on July 23 denouncing the proposed lawsuit and Concerned 
Citizens in strong terms. It mattered not at all that Concerned Citizens had 
made no decision about a lawsuit and had invited council members to hear 
the lawyers' presentation. Matters were beginning to turn ugly.
If the proposed lawsuit provoked hot anger from Council, however, 
the $30,000 grant to Concerned Citizens from the Campaign for Human 
Development pushed the Koschoff faction over the edge. Concerned 
Citizens intended to use the grant to mobilize Centralia citizens to fight for 
an end to the mine fire threat. They also planned to hire a project coordinator, 
open an office, and find a medical researcher willing to study the effects of 
the gases. Larkin believes the subsequent campaign against the group was 
led by Mayor Wondoloski, Koschoff, his sister Helen, and Helen Womer. 
Calling it a campaign does not fully suggest the hate that was in the air.


At the September 8 council meeting, Koschoff and his sister raged 
against Concerned Citizens, questioning their motives for obtaining the 
$30,000 and accusing the group of attempting to usurp the functions of 
Council. Koschoff demanded a copy of the application, which Joan Girolami 
refused to turn over. "I'm appalled the people in the Catholic Church 
who approve such grants would give this money to Concerned Citizens;' 
Koschoff said. "This money should go to needy causes, like buying food and 
clothing for poor people:'
Koschoff accused Concerned Citizens of not representing the 
majority of Centralia residents and of making no effort to get along with 
Council. "Borough council runs the town and represents the majority of 
the townspeople," he said. "Concerned Citizens represents only themselves. 
The name of your organization is appropriate. All residents of this town have 
a right to be concerned about your organization:'
Helen Koschoff attacked Joan Girolami for her support for relocation 
of families endangered by the gases, asserting there was no evidence to show 
that any Centralia resident was endangered by the mine fire. "Are borehole 
temperatures showing there is a mine fire in our town?" she demanded, 
referring to early results from the drilling project. "Did the Department of 
Health declare any health hazards exist?" Helen Koschoff and her husband 
taunted the citizens to report any "mine fire hazards" to borough officials.
Koschoff's harassment of Concerned Citizens finally became too 
much for officials in Harrisburg. They secretly contacted Koschoff in 
September and asked him to stop his attacks, but it did little good.
All this might have passed as the foolishness of small minds but for the 
harassing telephone calls and death threats made to the officers of Concerned 
Citizens. No one ever found out who made them. The calls began at the time 
of the $30,000 grant controversy and continued for months. Tom Larkin's 
death threat came at 4 a.m. one morning in September. The caller said Larkin 
would die if Concerned Citizens accepted the CHD grant. He was shaken, 
very shaken. The calls continued on succeeding nights. More often than not 
he heard only heavy breathing on the other end of the line.
Theresa Gasperetti, angered by Helen Koschoff's statement that no 
one in Centralia was endangered bythe mine fire, appeared at the September 
14 council meeting and made a tearful defense of her own family and others 
who struggled with the gas danger. All it got her was a place on the call list. 
The calls came at all hours of the day and night, and at night the phone 
would ring and ring and ring until she or her husband answered it in those 
days before the availability of voice mail or the common use of answering 
machines.


David Lamb would pick up the phone and hear a torrent of obscenities, 
the breather, or a voice warning him he would not leave Centralia alive. 
Lamb, who was separated from his wife, lived alone in an apartment above 
his motorcycle shop at the main intersection in Centralia.
No matter what the members of Concerned Citizens said in their own 
defense, the criticism from Wondoloski, Helen Womer, and the Koschoffs 
was unrelenting. They accused Concerned Citizens of wanting only to 
destroy Centralia. "The overwhelming mistrust that the people have of the 
Concerned Citizens is to me the reason for our division in the community," 
Helen Womer said at a Concerned Citizens meeting on September 23. "Talk 
of relocation is premature and destructive. This is our position."
But it is helpful to remember that it was not the position of a vast 
majority of Centralia residents, who had voted by wide margins in the 
May 1981 referendum and in the News-Item coupon poll in favor of either 
relocation or a major excavation that would result in relocation for many. 
The bullying tactics of Helen Womer and the leaders of Centralia Council 
represented the effort of a minority to shout down and intimidate the 
majority.
Concerned Citizens tried to carry on, but the abuse was taking a toll. 
Larkin developed a duodenal ulcer that his doctor blamed on severe stress. 
Some of his own relatives in Centralia would avoid him when they saw him 
coming down the sidewalk. His weight ballooned.
Joan Girolami, too, developed an ulcer, and like several of her women friends in the impact zone had begun taking a few tranquilizers to get 
through the day. Unlike them, she refused to use Valium and was privately 
horrified at the extent of its use in the impact zone. Her two daughters, 
Denise and Lori, resented the amount of time she spent on the mine fire.
On the morning of Friday, October 1, 1982, a Centralia woman who 
refused to identify herself called the News-Item. One of the drill rigs had just 
been moved from behind the Smolocks' house, which was near SS Peter 
and Paul Russian Orthodox Church on East Park Street, and she had seen 
tar melting off the drill, it was that hot. The reporter telephoned Robert 
Brennan at his field trailer, and by luck he was there. Brennan said the crew 
had just finished drilling borehole N-21. Its temperature was 220 degrees, 
hotter than any borehole drilled to date in the current project. Then he 
hesitated.
"I guess you know we have a 500-degree hole up there," Brennan said 
in his typically deadpan voice. M-2 was located about midway between 
Tony Gaughan's house and the Russian church, Brennan continued. It was 
one of the boreholes drilled many years ago to give warning if the fly ash barrier failed and the fire was coming through. OSM inspectors discovered 
in late May that M-2 had jumped 308 degrees, from 194 to 502 degrees, in 
a little over five weeks. Since May it ranged between 470 and 502 degrees, 
which could only mean fire, Brennan said. This fire breakthrough might well 
account for the upsurge of gas incidents-the sink and drain readings-that 
began in May in houses two blocks west of M-2 along the 200 block of South 
Locust Avenue.


The reporter knew nothing of any of this, and neither, he suspected, did 
anyone in Centralia. It was a major news story, the biggest since the collapse 
of John Coddington. This is what the people of Centralia had longed to 
know, whether the barrier was intact. No one with access to this information 
could have been ignorant of its importance-or political danger. Someone 
had buried it, he thought.
There had, in fact, been a cover-up, but he was wrong-someone in 
Centralia did know about M-2 and participated in what has to be one of 
the more unsavory actions by government during the long history of the 
Centralia problem. After the OSM inspectors told their superiors about 
M-2, a decision was made to make no public announcement and to simply 
follow long-standing policy regarding the temperature reports. That, said 
David Simpson of OSM, was to mail copies to Koschoff and DER. Centralia 
Council or DER could break the bad news, if so inclined. Neither chose to 
release the information.
The News-Item story on October 1 had an electric effect on the people 
of Centralia, no matter where they stood on the fire issue. A follow-up story 
in the newspaper the next day revealed the extent of the cover-up, and public 
outrage at Koschoff and DER-but particularly at the council presidentbegan to swell.
Brennan revealed on Monday, October 4, that new boreholes drilled 
in the neighborhood of M-2 showed the fire advancing into Centralia along 
a two-hundred-foot front. A borehole drilled only fifty feet south of the 
Russian church found a 580-degree temperature. Brennan recommended 
that DER place a gas alarm in the church basement.
The Associated Press in Harrisburg picked up on the story that 
afternoon from the News-Item. Brennan told the wire service what he had 
told the newspaper that morning and added that drilling results showed 
the fire advancing on Byrnesville along an eight-hundred-foot front. 
He said if the fire continued on its present course, it would pass directly 
under Byrnesville. Not only that, he told the News-Item later, the fire 
near Byrnesville was also headed straight for Route 61. A two-hundredfoot section of the highway was only fifty feet above the Buck vein and at one point less than twenty feet of cover separated the highway from the 
old mines. Large clouds of steam already rose from both sides of Route 
61. "PennDOT has been alerted," Brennan said, referring to the state 
Department of Transportation. "They're very concerned about this."


The News-Item reached DER press secretary Bill Pennewill to ask why the M-2 discovery had been withheld from the public."   Pennewill avoided the question. ("You're saying we withheld the information? Is that your opinion, that we withheld the information?") before finally answering that DER did not make the finding public because "one borehole is not significant enough to answer any questions." Reelection politics was probably the reason the Thornburgh administration suppressed the M-2 discovery. At the time OSM sent out its report to DER on the borehole, the administration was smarting from recent attacks on the Centralia issue by Congressman Allen E. Ertel, the Democratic nominee for governor.
It was Koschoff's bad luck to have to chair a Centralia Council meeting the evening of October 5, before public anger had a chance to subside. He had not told the other members of Council about M-2, and in a closed-door session before the meeting, they demanded to know why.
Councilman Kroh says Koschoff told them he was preoccupied with the impending death of his father at the time the report arrived and failed to realize its significance. John Koschoff Sr., who was borough secretary when the mine fire started in 1962, died in June 1982. Kroh urged Koschoff to confess to the public and apologize. That Koschoff would not do. He went into the meeting room and told Concerned Citizens that no one ever informed him the borehole had shot up 306 degrees. No one believed him. Theresa Gasperetti and Catharene Jurgill had obtained copies of the report OSM had sent him.
"You wouldn't even have to go over the whole paper, John," Gasperetti said. "We're telling you here. This one paper, right here. Right here! M-2. In the borough! Five hundred and two degrees!"
"I'm telling you I wasn't aware of it," Koschoff said.
They demanded his resignation, but he did not oblige them.
Robert Brennan believes his troubles began when Governor Thornburgh picked up the Harrisburg Patriot the morning of October 5 and read the Associated Press story about the fire breakthrough. It was the newspaper's top story, running six columns across the top of page one. It is 
his understanding the governor then telephoned DER to find out what had 
happened.


DER and PEMA were furious with Brennan about his disclosures 
to the press. Thornburgh was in an unexpectedly tight election race with 
Ertel, and this sort of news leak was not supposed to happen. Under the 
agreement signed with OSM, the state had sole control of information from 
the Centralia project. Now Brennan had divulged what a clear and present 
threat the mine fire was to the people of Centralia and Byrnesville. The coverup of M-2 had been exposed, and the state had egg on its face. Someone in 
the upper reaches of the Thornburgh administration called OSM director 
James R. Harris and complained bitterly about Brennan's disclosures. Harris 
dispatched Dean Hunt to Centralia with orders to fire Brennan on the spot, 
the intended victim said later.
Hunt arrived in Centralia Tuesday afternoon, as did a contingent of 
DER and PEMA officials. Brennan survived the showdown, convincing 
Hunt that all he did was answer questions from a news reporter. He did not 
go to the newspaper with the information. The officials tried to persuade 
him to shade the truth when he talked to the press, but Brennan refused. "It 
only comes out one way," he said.
DER and PEMA then demanded he be gagged, and Hunt agreed. 
Brennan would refer any press inquiries to John Comey, the PEMA press 
secretary. OSM would send Art Anderson, another engineer, to supervise 
Brennan.
When the News-Item reporter on the story heard about the gag order 
from Brennan, he called Comey to find out why. Comey told him that there 
was no gag order. "It's an effort to coordinate our statements. We want to 
make sure the state and the borough get the information before the press 
does." A day later, after a furor erupted over the gag order, he added, "As far 
as the state is concerned, we have no gag order. OSM is free to say what it 
likes. But Bob Brennan will not interpret the borehole data:'
Sixty-seven-year-old Agnes Owens had a ticklish problem. She lived 
alone on East Park Street next to the Russian church, and the drillers had 
found a 580-degree temperature ten feet from her back door. When they 
pulled the drill bit from the hole, a geyser of steam shot out.
There had been a carbon monoxide alarm in her house since 1979, 
and in recent months it had sounded with ever-greater frequency. Once it 
sounded while an elderly friend was visiting, and the woman fainted dead 
away. Owens revived her with smelling salts. Although the house had been 
her home since birth and she did not want to leave, Mrs. Owens realized how bad the situation was getting and decided it would be best to move to 
an evacuation trailer.


The problem was the state Health Department, whose doctors would still-even in the wake of the December 10 memo to Smith-not certify any Centralia homes were dangerous. By their own admission, they did not take carbon monoxide into account in making that decision.
It had reached the point where her alarm was sounding several times each week, then several times each day. DER technicians replaced her alarm, believing it defective, but the new alarm behaved no differently. "She was getting all those gases and her alarm was going off and they were saying the poor lady's nuts, she just hears bells ring," Brennan said later. "Like hell, she was. We had 700 degrees under her house!"
Councilman Kroh was walking past Agnes Owens's house the morning of October 7 when he heard her alarm go off. He investigated the matter, speaking to both Owens and Brennan, and then called General Smith to ask if she could move to a trailer. Her gas alarm sounded twenty times that day.
General Smith approved a trailer for her that afternoon, explaining in an October 21 memo to Thornburgh that it was "perhaps without medical justification but at least because she was frightened bywhat drill holes bored near her home recently revealed, and because she has been a good Scout about this for a long while, and because I thought the time had come to show a little public compassion"   57 Comey stressed to the press that the move was approved onlybecause of Owens's age, because she lived alone, and because of her concern [emphasis added] about her close proximity to the mine fire. It was not because of the carbon monoxide, twenty alarms apparently not being enough to warrant state concern. Thornburgh's public relations game was despicable, and Smith, for all the good he did, too often went along like a "good Scout."
Kroh incurred the wrath of the Koschoff faction for helping Mrs. Owens. They already loathed him for talking to the press.
It was, by all accounts, the most chaotic council meeting in Centralia's history. The warfare between the Koschoff faction and Concerned Citizens reached its peak on November 1 at some point during a three-and-a-halfhour meeting punctuated by screaming, name-calling on both sides, and demands for Koschoff's resignation.
Koschoff, mocking the complaint by Concerned Citizens that he withheld the report on M-2, ordered that every piece of correspondence be read aloud, including the entire text of a story about Centralia in the 
Philadelphia Inquirer. Councilman Michael Lupatsky protested finally that 
the meeting was becoming a farce. "I thought they wanted everything read;' 
Koschoff said in mock surprise.


Concerned Citizens members stalked out of the meeting near the end 
to express their displeasure with the council president. It seemed there was 
nothing else they could do. Koschoff held the upper hand, and state officials 
backed him to the hilt.
David Lamb awoke with a start in his apartment above his motorcycle 
shop. There was a frantic pounding on his door. It was 4:14 a.m., November 
3, and Lamb wondered if this was another attempt at harassment. He opened 
the door and a young man screamed at him to get out. His motorcycle shop 
was on fire.
Lamb ran back inside and dragged his ten-year-old son out of bed and 
to safety outside. He unlocked the door and ran inside his store. Waist-high 
flames were rising off the carpeted floor between two motorcycles. Lamb 
grabbed a fire extinguisher and managed to beat down the flames. Lying 
on the floor was a crude Molotov cocktail that had been hurled through 
a window. Gasoline spilled out and ignited when the bottle hit the floor, 
but the bomb did not explode. An explosion might well have started a 
conflagration that Lamb and his son would not have escaped.
The man who warned him was a passing motorist. State police 
investigators never solved the crime, and Lamb was never certain if the 
bomber was someone who opposed Concerned Citizens or who disliked 
him for some other reason. In any case the bombing terrified Concerned 
Citizens. Larkin and Mrs. Girolami resigned shortly thereafter, and so did 
Lamb, Clara Gaughan, Eleanor O'Hearn, and Alice Rooney. Concerned 
Citizens was not dead-a few members remained-but it was in shambles.
"We gave what we could," Larkin said. "Joan's health was in jeopardy, 
my health was on the verge of being in jeopardy. I guess because of these 
factors and some others we felt it was time for somebody else to pick up the 
ball. We carried the ball a long way." Asked if he thought Concerned Citizens 
failed to define its goals well enough to the community, Larkin answered in 
the affirmative. 'Apparently we must have [failed]," he said. `And apparently, 
those who were violently opposed to us were able to spread their animosity 
and their hatred far better than we were able to spread our purpose. Even 
though over, and over, and over again we said we're not out to sell, we want 
to save the town. If we can save it, let's save it."
Thornburgh defeated Allen Ertel by slightly over one hundred 
thousand votes, but Ertel did better than many expected, especially in the black areas, against an incumbent governor who outspent him 
considerably and who refused to debate. Centralia did not become a major 
issue. Congressman Nelligan lost his bid for a second term to Democrat 
Frank Harrison, a Wilkes-Barre lawyer who had promised to make helping 
Centralia a top priority. Nelligan lost Centralia, as most Republicans 
do, but had the satisfaction of knowing he did much better there than 
Thornburgh.
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families in the impact zone for whom the clanging of the gas alarm 
was as familiar as the crunch of boots in the snow on Locust Avenue. The 
worst of the Koschoff faction's campaign against Concerned Citizens was 
over, but there was no end in sight to the mine fire. State and federal officials 
said repeatedly that nothing could or would be done until the final report 
based on the borehole project was released that summer.
The mine fire was racing toward Route 61 and the Penn Fuels natural 
gas pipeline that paralleled the highway. It appeared to Robert Brennan that 
the fire would be under both in a matter of days, as he predicted in October. 
Moving along the Buck vein on the Byrnesville side of the mountain, the fire 
was advancing several feet per day-the speed of light in mine-fire terms. 
Here on the south side, where the mine support pillars were intact and the 
way mostly clear, the fire could move much faster than on the Centralia side, 
where the fire had to pick its way through much collapsed roof rock.
Once it reached the highway, then what? State transportation officials, 
among them Secretary Thomas Larson, worried the fire would cause 
subsidences. Theywere told by OSM and DER that the fire was burning near 
the Buck outcrop and that dangerous subsidences were far more likely here 
than further down the mountain. At one point near the Centralia borough 
line, less than six feet of cover lay between the highway and an eleven-footdeep mine chamber. The fire would heat the roof rock, causing it to expand 
and tighten. When the fire moved on, the rock would cool and contract. 
"That's when the subsidence problems start," PennDOT engineer James 
Kendter warned.
If a car, school bus, or other vehicle plunged into a subsidence, though 
the drop would be relatively short, the driver and passengers might well be 
injured, even killed by the impact. Poisonous gases from the mine fire might 
kill any survivors before help arrived, particularly if the accident occurred in 
the middle of the night.
Larson began discussions with General Smith about the impending 
crisis. In a letter ofDecember 30, he proposed asking OSM officials to declare 
the highway threat an emergency and proceed with a federal project to make the road safe for the motoring public. It was none too soon. Temperatures 
had risen steadily during December in the boreholes near Route 61. Proof 
the mine fire was under the highway came on January 5, 1983, when OSM 
inspectors discovered the temperature in borehole DT-3, located on the 
west berm of Route 61, had risen to 770 degrees. Three weeks earlier it had 
been 149 degrees.


DER, OSM, PennDOT, Columbia County, and Penn Fuels representatives held an emergency meeting on January 6 in Centralia. DER 
decided safety would not allow a wait for OSM to approve emergency 
funding and announced that the state would pay for the work itself. "We 
have a pretty nasty situation for a short stretch along Route 61," said Michael 
Bielo, who worked in DERs Office of Resources Management. "There's not 
a lot of cover, there's a big void and high temperatures. We want to get it 
filled up quickly."
DER planned to pour crushed rock and water into the mine voids 
beneath the highway to shore up the surface. This would be done not only 
south of Centralia, where the fire had crossed Route 61, but also under a 
four-hundred-foot section of Locust Avenue, chiefly in the 100 and 200 
blocks. Many families lived along the 200 block, and there was concern 
the drilling and flushing might force greater volumes of gas into adjoining 
homes. "I really doubt that," Bielo said. "It's such a small, isolated area. It's a 
possibility, but it's remote'
Penn Fuels officials insisted the natural gas pipeline was not presently 
endangered by the mine fire. During the coming days and weeks, they would 
resist well-meaning pressure from Centralia's new congressman, Frank 
Harrison, Representative Belfanti, and others to move the pipeline away 
from the mine fire. Although the situation appeared dangerous to the casual 
observer and was the subject of much morbid speculation in Centralia, and 
although one can question the wisdom of Penn Fuels's decision in 1964 
to build a pipeline across the ultimate path of the mine fire, in 1983 the 
company had good arguments to support its contention the pipeline was 
unlikely to rupture or explode.
The pipeline is only three feet below the surface along the east berm 
of the highway. Because the Buck vein slopes downward, the only point 
of vulnerability for the pipeline was that section of the highway where 
thin cover separated the road from a mine void. Even this minimal cover 
insulated the pipeline from the full fury of the fire below. On the day DT-3 
was measured at 770 degrees, the warmest temperature around the pipeline 
was 64 degrees. That was unusual for a cold January day, but it posed no danger. According to information provided by Penn Fuels, the pipeline 
valves could withstand up to 900 degrees at 400 pounds of pressure. The 
pipeline welds could withstand up to 1000 degrees.


Damage to the pipeline by subsidence worried people as much as the 
heat, however. DER officials, noting the pipeline was made up of twentyfive-foot sections of pipe welded together, said it was unlikely any subsidence 
would be large enough to cause the pipeline to rupture.
If it did, Penn Fuels argued, there would be a fire but no explosion 
at the site of the break. Service to three thousand customers in Mount 
Carmel and Shamokin would be cut off if that happened, which could be 
quite unpleasant in the dead of winter. Penn Fuels had a contingency plan to 
move the pipeline, which officials estimated it would take forty-eight hours 
to implement, working around the clock, or four days if normal hours were 
followed. Later, they said the plan would be implemented if the temperature 
around the pipeline reached three hundred degrees, hot enough to melt 
the coating on the pipe. The company would shut off the gas at Ashland, 
then bring tankers of liquefied natural gas from Reading to Mount Carmel 
and feed it into the system there. The state Public Utilities Commission 
examined the evidence, sent its own inspector to the scene, and found the 
company's logic acceptable.
All the same, it was difficult not to feel apprehensive, particularly 
after Penn Fuels workers unearthed the pipeline one day to pack insulation 
around its most vulnerable points, and steam curled lazily from the walls of 
the trench.
Representative Belfanti telephoned Congressman Harrison in 
Washington the afternoon of Friday, January 7, to tell him serious problems 
had developed along Route 61 south of Centralia. He said the mine fire 
might cause the highway to collapse. Harrison had been in office only 
three days, although he was familiar with the general facts of the Centralia 
problem. He telephoned Louis McNay, chief of federal reclamation 
projects at OSM, and found out rather quickly how little clout a newly 
sworn congressman really has.
Harrison asked McNay for a briefing in Centralia on Sunday afternoon. 
McNay consulted his superiors and told the congressman they were not 
certain there was any need for such a briefing, and certainly not on so short 
a notice. Harrison became angry and threatened to go public with OSM's 
refusal. McNay agreed to discuss the matter further with his superiors, and 
Harrison spoke later that day with OSM director James R. Harris, who 
agreed to a meeting on Monday.


Over the weekend the situation worsened. A crack opened across 
the southbound lanes of Route 61. Safety dictated the highway be closed 
immediately, but the Thornburgh administration stubbornly refused to do 
so. An unexpected development on the morning of Monday, January 10, 
forced its hand, however. Steadily falling rain caused huge clouds of steam 
to rise from the burning areas adjacent to the highway. The steam mixed 
with natural fog to create a cloud so dense that headlights were useless, and 
drivers who entered the cloud became disoriented. Thankfully, only one 
collision occurred, and neither driver was injured.
Shortly after Harrison and Belfanti arrived in Centralia at 2 p.m. 
for their briefing, PennDOT closed the affected section of Route 61. The 
temperature beneath the highway had reached 853 degrees, and the crack 
had widened perceptibly. The highway would remain closed for five months. 
"It was pretty much that [day] that confirmed my decision that if there was 
one thing I was going to do in my term in the House, it was going to be to try 
and solve this problem," Harrison said.
The drama of January did not affect only Harrison. It had a profound 
effect on the people who had actively opposed Concerned Citizens. Mayor 
Wondoloski, John Koschoff, Mary Lou Gaughan, and Helen Womer, 
among others, awoke to the realization their village was on the verge of 
being destroyed by the mine fire. But they were still certain there must be 
something simple that government could do to save Centralia. They did not 
believe Concerned Citizens had been right to push for relocation; that was 
still a taboo subject, although the mayor did believe ten to fifteen houses 
might have to be "sacrificed;' as he put it, to excavate a small trench to stop 
the progress of the fire. The difference was that now they were willing to 
work with Concerned Citizens toward some kind of Centralia project, 
certain that their view of what should be done would prevail. Helen Womer 
wanted some kind of flushing project, preferably a sand and clay barrier.
Concerned Citizens had been so damaged by the persecution of the 
previous year that it never recovered. A subgroup, Centralia Committee 
for Human Development, organized by Concerned Citizens to administer 
the $30,000 grant from the Campaign for Human Development, absorbed 
much of the energy of the remaining members. Father Samuel Garula, the 
Russian Orthodox priest in Centralia, took over CCHD after the departure 
of Larkin and Girolami. He kept the group alive, but at the price of its energy 
and spunk. Garula believed Concerned Citizens had moved too fast for 
Centralia. He endeavored mightily to get along with the Koschoff faction 
and played down past associations with Concerned Citizens.


Representatives of all organizations in Centralia were invited to a January 20,1983, meeting to organize a common front. Concerned Citizens- CCHD sent a representative, as did such diverse groups as the American Legion and Centralia Teen Club. Other persons came simply because it seemed like a good idea. Rose Marquardt, who lived in the safe section of Centralia, was inspired to attend by Father Anthony McGinley, a retired Catholic priest who had recently moved back to Centralia after a career of teaching psychology at the college level. McGinley, who occasionally said Mass at St. Ignatius, urged the parishioners not to allow "a little group" to decide Centralia's fate. He encouraged them all to attend the meeting.
They became the United Centralia Area Mine Fire Task Force, and the first event they planned was Unity Day, intended to be a demonstration to the world that Centralia wanted and needed help. It was scheduled for Sunday, March 6, and was the brainchild of Helen Womer. She worked hard to make Unity Day a success, and not only because it was a logical extension of the community unity meeting she had proposed in 1981. Womer was more frightened of the mine fire than she would ever admit.
She had been stunned in October when Brennan announced the fire had broken through the fly ash barrier near her house and was moving into Centralia, and she sent a telegram to Thornburgh October 20 to "urgently request immediate installation of [an] extensive clay and sand barrier to protect lives and property of residents of Centralia and Byrnesville, as mandated by Congress." In November Womer telephoned DER to find out if her family was still eligible for relocation under the 1981 project, a project she had loudly and publicly condemned as unnecessary. DER referred her inquiry to OSM, which said the Womers and Gaughans were still eligible."  
As the weeks passed and it became clear the mine fire would bypass her house, Womer resumed her ridicule of the idea that anyone in Centralia was threatened by the gases. Indeed, she rejected the entreaties of state officials to take a monitor in her own home after first hinting to Koschoff that she might. She told the state it was their job to keep the gases out ofher house, and warned, "God help the state and federal governments," if anything happened to her or her family-'9   Womer was harshly critical of DERs decision early in 1983 to purchase a new carbon monoxide monitoring system for Centralia 
at a cost of $253,000, suggesting the money should have been used to fight 
the fire. Rose Marquardt says Womer remarked at one of the Unity Task 
Force meetings how wonderful it would be if everyone in Centralia who 
had a gas alarm unplugged it and gave it back to the government with the 
comment, "We don't want them. We want you to monitor the fire, we don't 
want you to monitor our lives."


Marquardt says no one on the Unity Task Force, including herself, 
believed anything drastic or overly harsh would need to be done to end 
the mine fire's threat to Centralia. They were certain there must be some 
palatable solution to it all.
Centralia never looked better than it did on Unity Day. The streets had 
been cleaned, and red, white, and blue ribbons were everywhere. Although 
the day was cold and overcast, with a threat of rain, this ensured that plenty 
of steam would gush out along the highway for reporters to see. News 
helicopters circled overhead, and reporters prowled the streets looking for 
quotes. Most residents were happy to oblige; the whole purpose of Unity 
Day, after all, was to influence the news media to help Centralia.
Walking through the crowd outside the church, one could see a 
host of politicians. Congressman Harrison was there, smiling, and so was 
Representative Belfanti. State Senator Helfrick carried a tepid message 
from Thornburgh in his pocket, and State Treasurer R. Budd Dwyer looked 
through the crowd for some of the Centralia residents, like Rose Marquardt, 
who worked in his office.
General Smith was there with his wife and daughter, fresh from his 
brief tenure as DER secretary. Thornburgh had appointed him to the post 
on January 16. Smith resigned on February 4 after finding out how little 
authority the Governor's Office would give him over hiring and firing. 
Belfanti invited him to be the principal speaker at Unity Day, and Smith was 
delighted to oblige. His popularity remained high in Centralia, if not in the 
Governor's Mansion.
Over five hundred persons attended an interfaith service at St. Ignatius 
Church; then they poured onto the street, where Unity Day volunteers 
handed out helium balloons and small American flags. The parade moved 
down Locust Avenue, balloons bobbing, signs waving, and the band playing. 
When the marchers reached the municipal building, they set the balloons 
free and crowded inside the main hall. Mayor John Wondoloski was the first 
speaker and one of the better ones:


Thank you for coming here today. By your presence here, you have shown 
to our nation that you join in our struggle to preserve the community we 
hold so dear.
For many of us, our roots go back three or four generations. And some 
of us were born in the same houses in which we live. We have always 
been a hard-working people, and our sons and daughters have readily 
responded when our country called. We have our differences, yet in many 
ways we are like a family. We share our joys, we share our sorrows. And 
we help each other when the need arises.
We believe the people of Centralia and Byrnesville are important. 
As important as any city of a million people. And we believe our 
communities are worth saving. Therefore, we ask all of you to continue 
to help us as you have today, to set Centralia and Byrnesville free in '83. 
Help us in our determined struggle to preserve our communities, so that 
we can return here together in future years to celebrate two towns that 
refused to die.
Manymore speakers followed, each lauding the people of Centralia and 
calling for action to stop the mine fire. Justine Grabowski, a thirteen-year-old 
who lived in the impact zone, read her letter to President Reagan that won 
first prize in a contest sponsored by Centralia Teen Club. Councilwoman 
Molly Darrah displayed some of the 18,636 signatures gathered on petitions 
the Unity Task Force promised would be delivered to the White House.
Unity Day was like an old-time political rally or Fourth of July picnic. 
With such spirit, such enthusiasm, how could they lose? They would save 
Centralia and Byrnesville! If anyone in the hall wondered if the fire could 
still be stopped without destroying much of Centralia, they kept those 
thoughts to themselves.
Congressman Harrison faced a special dilemma in his efforts to solve 
the Centralia problem. He did not know what sort of project to propose, 
and neither OSM nor DER officials were willing to discuss the matter. 
Wait until the study comes out this summer he was told time and again. 
By then it might be too late. Hearings on the Interior Department's fiscal 
1984 budget would be in early May. Once the budget bill left the House 
Interior Appropriations Subcommittee, it would be difficult to amend. Ron 
Ungvarsky, who did much of Harrison's staff work on Centralia, suspected 
the study was timed by OSM with that in mind.


There were other ways to get the money. Harrison could introduce a bill 
directing OSM to extinguish the mine fire, and if it passed, OSM would have 
to find the money in its budget or ask Congress for more. This method would 
be extremely difficult, especially for a freshman congressman. A second 
alternative would be to attach funding for Centralia to some other bill, but it 
had to be done while the bill was in the Appropriations Committee. Standing 
up on the floor of the House to introduce an amendment might work in the 
movies, Harrison said, but in real life it was well-nigh impossible.
There was another problem, potentially the most difficult of all. 
Harrison had no clout in Congress, no chits he could call in from years 
back. If he was not careful, other congressmen might see Centralia as simply 
another pork barrel project or earmark. He would need to persuade them 
this was a special case, a moral issue.
In his maiden speech to the Congress, delivered on February 28, 1983, 
Harrison reviewed the history of the mine fire and the failed attempts by the 
Pennsylvania and federal governments to bring it under control. He spoke 
late in the afternoon, during a period called "special orders." Only two other 
congressmen were in the chamber, the one who was presiding and the one 
waiting to speak. Attendance made little difference, however; the speech 
was broadcast on closed-circuit television into every congressional office. 
Harrison recalls the effect of his speech:
I was surprised over the next week or so how many guys caught me in 
the cloakroom or as we were mobbing in together to vote. One guy from 
Oklahoma said, that's a blankety-blank problem you've got up there, 
isn't it? I remember one older representative, I think he was a Republican. 
He caught me one day going in and said, are you that guy with the fire 
burning under a town? Then the Los Angeles Times ran that cartoon. 
The devil looking at people, and they thought it was Centralia. That 
made an impression. A couple of California people said to me they had 
seen it in the Times, and was I the guy who had that?
Nicholson Construction Company, headquartered in the western 
Pennsylvania community of Bridgeville, was selected to do the flushing 
work DER hoped would prevent subsidences under Route 61. Nicholson 
was directed to flush under the section of highway where the fire had 
crossed, and under a two-block section of Locust Avenue in Centralia that 
was directly in the path of the northern arm of the mine fire.


The company spent most of February pouring crushed rock mixed 
with water into the voids under the highway south of Centralia. Drilling of 
boreholes in the 100 and 200 blocks of Locust Avenue began the week after 
Unity Day in preparation for the second part of the project.
Company officials thought little of it when the boreholes gushed 
steam. They covered them with steel plates, but each plate had a hole in 
the center so it could be lifted with a grappling hook. The steam, with its 
sickening odor of sulfur, began drifting into houses along the street. When 
some of the people complained, they were told they would just have to put 
up with it until the end of March, when flushing would begin. After an angry 
meeting between Centralia officials and Nicholson personnel, the company 
agreed to provide better covers for the boreholes, but that was not the end 
of problems caused by the drilling.
The boreholes had somehow altered the flow of mine-fire gases, and 
two houses in the 200 block that never had high carbon monoxide levels 
now had a serious problem. Two elderly sisters, Elizabeth Gillespie and Kate 
Kane, lived at 210 South Locust, and David and Alice Glowatski, a young 
couple, lived next door.
Dr. Donald Reid of the state Health Department pronounced the 
gas readings in the homes "unacceptable" and said the residents should 
be evacuated if DER could not keep the fire gases out of the houses. Reid 
now claimed to accept the more stringent Environmental Protection 
Agency standards for human carbon monoxide exposure, as well as research 
findings that persons with chronic heart and lung conditions, or pregnant 
women, could be harmed by low concentrations of the poisonous gas. It was 
a surprising and welcome change of heart on the doctor's part, considering 
the Health Department's previous attitude toward the carbon monoxide 
problem. Asked why his opinion had changed, Reid insisted that earlier 
carbon monoxide incidents were not as long-lasting as those in the two 
houses. The Health Department, more than fifteen months after Smith 
received the memo from the secretary of health, had publicly acknowledged 
that carbon monoxide could be a problem.
DER canceled the Locust Avenue flushing at the end of March after 
conceding the drilling "may or may not" have been responsible for the 
upsurge in gas levels in the two houses. DER gas inspectors Dennis Wolfe 
and Wayne Readlyreopened a nearbyvent pipe, and the levels dropped off to 
normal. No one wanted to find out if the flushing would create a dam effect, 
forcing huge volumes of carbon monoxide to back up into basements.
It was a humiliating spring for DER. Earlier in March, it was forced to 
admit that one of the Nicholson drills had ignited a small, newmine fire south of where the main fire crossed the highway. Then there was the conflict over 
liability releases. DER lawyers demanded Centralia residents sign a broad 
release before they could receive one of the department's new, improved gas 
monitors. The monitors would be connected to a central computer at DER's 
office in Centralia Municipal Building, allowing instant readouts of the 
amount of carbon monoxide in a monitored home, in addition to sounding 
an alarm when the level exceeded thirty-five ppm. The releases would bar 
Centralia residents from suing DER or the Thornburgh administration for 
damages if the machines malfunctioned. No release had been required to 
receive one of the old gas alarms, and Theresa Gasperetti wondered if DER 
knew some terrible worsening of the gas problem lay ahead.


Most residents refused to sign. Vincent Flannery, a seventy-twoyear-old Byrnesville resident, gathered signatures in his village against the 
releases, then walked up the hill to Centralia and gathered some more. DER 
Secretary Nicholas DeBenedictis, who was appointed by Thornburgh after 
General Smith withdrew, decided finally the releases were not worth the 
trouble they were causing.
DERs troubles were far from over. A series of subsidences on or 
adjacent to Route 61 during April and May called into question whether 
the $333,000 flushing project had accomplished anything at all. One of the 
subsidences, on April 19, cut off Byrnesville's water supply.
DeBenedictis hoped he could soon turn matters around. He was young, 
energetic, an engineer, and had the complete confidence of Thornburgh, 
those who knew him said. One of the first things he did was seize upon a 
chance encounter with Secretary Watt to press the state's case for federal help 
for Centralia. DeBenedictis and Wattwere guest speakers at the Pennsylvania 
State Association of Township Supervisors convention in Philadelphia on 
April 20, the day after the subsidence cut off water to Byrnesville. The DER 
secretary was introduced to Watt and asked him for a meeting to discuss 
Centralia. Watt consented to see him for fifteen minutes.
"He was straight up," DeBenedictis said. "He said, do you think you are 
ready to go in and fight with us on this, do you think we can get the town to 
address the issue and be reasonable, and so on. I said, I think if we present 
the options, Pennsylvanians are reasonable people."
DeBenedictis told Watt the state was not interested in total excavation 
of the mine fire, which everyone knew would be the most expensive, 
although also the most effective method for extinguishing the fire. He also 
told Watt he believed digging out the entire mountain would be, in any case, 
a difficult feat of engineering. At that point;' the DER secretary said later, "I 
saw a decided shift."


Watt would never abandon his deep conviction that projects like Centralia were the responsibility of the states, not the Interior Department, but he could not ignore the politics of the situation. Public opinion favored federal help for Centralia, and so did increasing numbers of Congressmen.
That spring the mine fire erupted aboveground for the first time since 1981, creating a spectacular nighttime display. Flames had long since disappeared from the 1981 outbreak site, although the ground remained very hot. This new outbreak was perhaps two hundred yards south of the old one and at least three times as large.
Frances McKeefery, a member of Centralia Committee for Human Development who lived in the impact zone near St. Ignatius Church, had telephoned the News-Item on April 6 to report rumors in Centralia about a new surface outbreak. A reporter was dispatched to find it, and after a thirtyminute search through rugged terrain, located it in a ravine at the base of a three-hundred-foot cliff. During the day, one could look into a hole in the face of the cliff and see rock glowing orange. At night tongues of orange and blue flame flickered eerily among the rocks at the bottom of the ravine. A lone blue flame burned like a beacon fifty feet up the cliff. The scene was Hell itself.
OSM had to go before the House Interior Appropriations Subcommittee on May 4 to justify its budget for the next fiscal year and to answer questions congressmen had about OSM policies and performance. The agency was not popular on Capitol Hill, chiefly because in many cases, it failed to collect fines against coal operators who violated federal strip mine regulations. Its delegation could expect a thorough grilling.
Harrison had seen the interim report on the drilling project prepared by Robert Brennan and Art Anderson, but this report, while confirming the severity of the fire problem, did not provide any cost estimates or, for that matter, recommend any methods for stopping the fire.60   That was reserved for a study being prepared for OSM by GAI, Inc., a Pittsburgh-area geotechnical engineering firm, using information gathered during the drilling. It would not be released until July, and by that time the Interior Appropriations Bill would be out of committee and onto the House floor. Harrison decided to ask for an appointment with the subcommittee to explain why no money for Centralia could be requested at this time. He suspected the members would not second-guess the report's conclusions and hand him a blank check.


By good fortune, two veteran congressmen from the Pennsylvania coal 
regions sat on the subcommittee. One was Joseph McDade, a Republican 
from Scranton who had obtained over $100 million in Interior Department 
money for his district during his many years in Congress. He was the 
ranking Republican on the subcommittee. The other was John Murtha, a 
conservative Democrat from Johnstown. They would be key to Harrison's 
quest to win help for Centralia.
Harrison was not convinced members of the subcommittee really 
knew how bad the Centralia problem had become. That was all too common 
in Washington: One crisis blended into another, and anything could be 
viewed in the abstract. He believed if McDade or Murtha could be persuaded 
to visit Centralia, it would be impossible for them, and by extension, the 
subcommittee, to view Centralia as anything but a special problem requiring 
federal help. Murtha, who had seen mine fires before, was at first doubtful 
but agreed finally to go. McDade begged off, citing a prior commitment, but 
promised Harrison he would do all he could to help Centralia.
Harrison and Murtha flew to Centralia the morning of April 22, two 
days after DeBenedictis's impromptu meeting with Secretary Watt. It was a 
bright, sunny day, but there was plenty of steam-and anxious residentsfor Murtha to see. He admitted the fire was much worse than he ever 
imagined and promised Centralians he would attempt to put money in the 
federal budget for Centralia.
McDade kept his promise to help Harrison. Late in the afternoon 
of May 4, he walked into the subcommittee hearing and told the OSM 
delegation, led by Dean Hunt, that OSM was to help Centralia. Period. 
OSM feared few congressmen as much as McDade.
Harrison was granted five minutes before the subcommittee on May 5, 
the day set aside by the chairman, Sidney Yates (D-Illinois), to hear special 
funding requests from members. Yates was sympathetic when Harrison asked 
for a rain check, explaining he would be back for Centralia funding after the 
GAI report came out on July 12. Murtha's report had made an impact. "We 
made money available last year, and I'm sure we'll do it again this year," the 
Associated Press quoted Yates as telling Harrison. "We do recognize it as 
being a very serious, disastrous kind of thing. We are very much in accord 
with what you want to do. Nobody knows quite how to do it yet."
The engineers of GAI did not fully realize at first how large a project they 
had agreed to undertake. Soon after beginning work on December 13, 1982, 
they discovered how much data had been collected by the Bureau of Mines, 
OSM, and the state during twenty-one years of studying the Centralia mine fire. 
Stan Michalski, one of the leaders of the project, described what was involved:


We literally hauled all the office files out of Wilkes-Barre. We scoured the 
countryside. We got maps off of private citizens in Pottsville, maps that 
were held by people who retired.... We had a tremendous amount of 
data. It was literally a truckful.
We worked through all of the data in the first month or so that we 
were involved, part of January and part of February, and got a good 
feel on what was known about the fire up to that time. Based on that 
information, we began designing a monitoring pro gram that would yield 
data that would be of use to determine where the fire was, and other 
questions OSM had with regard to putting it out or getting it under 
control. They also made available to us a huge database that was put 
together by Compuserv out of Columbus, Ohio. It had all the thousands 
of boreholes that were drilled over the years, the fly ash holes and all that 
stuff that went back twenty years. They had all that information.
Throughout this whole project, particularly in the latter half, there 
were very frequent meetings with OSM. We had people coming in from 
Washington, literally from all over the country. There were things we were 
coming up with that people from OSM didn't necessarily agree with, 
and there were some very lively discussions at some of these meetings.
We insisted on having it our way, and we were not about to bend to 
anything OSM thought. We kept hammering at them that we wanted to 
dispel all preconceived notions regarding this fire. This was afresh look.
We didn't want to have anybody's opinion who was involved in this 
for twenty years. Eventually, we did have our way.
One thing they did tell us to do, they said that this fire, if we aimed 
to put it out or control it, that we must use technologies that are known 
to work. They didn't want us recommending any kind of esoteric 
experimental technology. So we had to use technologies that were known 
to work in the past, in the Anthracite coalfields.
Many of the "lively discussions" referred to by Michalski were with 
Robert Brennan, who found himself increasingly out in the cold when it 
came to deciding what was true about the mine fire and what was not.
One of the greatest fears of people in the impact zone, apart from 
the gases, was that OSM and DER would decide not to relocate them, 
possibly because the Koschoff faction on Centralia Council might claim relocation was opposed by a majority of Centralia residents. Unity Day, 
it now appeared, had been a temporary phenomenon at best. The 18,636 
signatures gathered for Unity Day collected dust in a display window of a 
shop along Locust Avenue. They quite obviously had not been delivered 
to President Reagan and never would be, probably because the Unity Task 
Force leadership feared the petition might lend support to relocation or 
some other unacceptable solution.


Charles Gasperetti, his wife Theresa, and Mary Ellen Lokitis were tired 
of being told to wait for the GAI report and were worried relocation might 
not come even then. They decided in May that they wanted to be relocated 
as soon as possible. Suspecting that many other impact-zone residents did, 
too, the two women went door-to-door in the impact zone the week of 
May 16, gathering signatures on a petition for immediate relocation. They 
obtained signatures from seventy of about one hundred adults who lived in 
the zone. Six refused to sign and the rest were not home, although some of 
these added their names later. It was a powerful statement.
Charles Gasperetti presented the petition to Centralia Council on May 
26. After Gasperetti finished his speech, council president John Koschoff 
attempted to adjourn the meeting, but shouted protests from the audience 
and objections from council members Michael Lupatsky and Molly Darrah 
forced him to back down. Council voted unanimously to accept and endorse 
the petition.
Koschoff then qualified his vote, saying no one should be relocated 
from the impact zone until the federal and state governments approved 
a plan to fight the fire. This prospect must have sent chills through those 
in the audience who recalled the history of government indecision on the 
mine fire. They might wait for years. "No way!" Theresa Gasperetti said. 
DER's response to the petition was even more disturbing. Spokesman David 
Mashek said it would be "more appropriate" to wait for the release of the 
GAI report in July "and then hold hearings to get the response of all the 
citizens.... Our department takes the same position and is in agreement 
with President Koschoff." Dr. Allen Perry, OSM's official spokesman on 
Centralia matters, simply repeated the party line-that relocation was a 
state, not federal, responsibility.
DERs statement may well have been mere lip service to the myth that 
Centralia Council was the only legitimate voice of the people of Centralia. After 
all, DeBenedictis had met with Watt to discuss funding of a major Centralia 
project. DER geologist Robert Oberman had raised the possibility of a trench 
to Centralia residents as early as January. Surely the Koschoff faction's opinion 
would not determine what would be done to stop the mine fire.


But what if Watt turned around and opposed a federal project, as 
his personal philosophy told him he should? What if Congress refused to 
provide funds or delayed them interminably? The state had its own share of 
the AML Fund, but that money was already committed to other projects. 
The political damage would be severe if they were canceled to fund a 
Centralia relocation. It would be much easier to defer to the "will of the 
people"-as determined by the Koschoff faction-and do nothing, or just 
a token project.
Centralia Committee for Human Development spent much of June 
trying to work with Centralia Council to set up a procedure for determining 
public opinion on what should be done about the fire. The Koschoff faction 
wanted to know how people felt, but wanted as little to do with CCHD as 
possible. Helen Koschoff, who had become borough solicitor in March, was 
particularly adamant about this, says Rose Marquardt.
Council, to cite one example, wanted to hire an independent engineer 
to evaluate the options in the upcoming GAI report, apparently out of 
distrust of OSM. CCHD offered to contribute $2,500 toward the cost of 
the work, which amounted to half the cost. Council accepted the offer, then 
announced at its June 21 meeting that CCHD would not be allowed an 
equal voice with Council in deciding how the analysis would be conducted. 
"The condition under which we gave the $2,500 is that we have input," said 
an angry Sister Honor Murphy, an energetic sixty-nine-year-old Dominican 
nun from Tennessee who became project manager of CCHD in June.
"You will, just like any other citizens of Centralia," John Koschoff 
said. "I don't think the amount of money makes any difference. As far as I'm 
concerned, someone who gives five dollars is the same as you. All we can do 
is assure you that when the final report is released, you'll get a copy at the 
same time as everybody else."
Sister Murphy announced the next day that CCHD's grant to Council 
had been canceled. The two sides did manage to agree to organize an Input 
Task Force to replace the Unity Task Force. The new group was directed to 
organize and supervise community forums at which all citizens of Centralia 
and Byrnesville could offer their opinions after the GAI report was released 
on July 12.
OSM maintained tight control over the report's contents, vowing to let 
no one see it before the day of release. Congressman Harrison telephoned 
Wattthe afternoon ofJuly 11, hoping he could find out at least a fewkey details 
of the report. He also hoped to arrange a meeting with Watt the next morning 
to discuss Centralia after the report was released. Watt returned the call at 7 
p.m. Harrison described the ensuing conversation as "very unpleasant."


Watt refused to tell him anything about the report. He insisted that 
Pennsylvania "has the lead" on Centralia, but that the Interior would provide 
money for a project through the AML Fund. He complained, according 
to Harrison's memorandum on the conversation, that Pennsylvania was 
already receiving a great deal of AML Fund monies. Several times during 
the conversation, Watt said he had served in the Department of the Interior 
fifteen years earlier and had been briefed on the Centralia mine fire by 
engineers who told him it would burn out in six months. Later, according 
to Harrison, Watt said he was not sure he had been briefed on Centralia, but 
that "those Pennsylvania mine fires keep coming at us:'
Watt said the people of Centralia had not decided what they wanted 
done about the mine fire. Some wanted it extinguished, regardless ofthe cost, 
and others wanted to relocate the town "and let the fire take care of itself." 
He asked Harrison where he stood on the question. Harrison told Watt he 
agreed the people were divided about the fire, and that he had not taken a 
position beyond wanting something done about the fire. Harrison asked the 
secretary how soon significant action could be expected at Centralia, and 
says Watt told him, "It will not be soon. I don't want to make promises to 
the people I can't keep." Watt noted the fire had been burning for more than 
twenty years and would take a long time to put out, but "the political reality 
is that we will have to do something."
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[image: ]S CONGRESSMAN HARRISON AND HIS AIDES SAT IN A DARKENED 
room of the Department of the Interior the morning of July 12, 1983, 
and watched the GAI report flash on a screen, they were stunned, then 
depressed by the findings, which foretold the death of Centralia.
There would be no escape from the fire for anyone who remained in 
Centralia, no matter whether they lived in the impact zone or on the north, 
or safe, side of town. If the fire did not directly threaten their lives and 
property, the project GAI suggested to save as much of Centralia as possible 
would turn their lives into a nightmare.
For years, people who lived on the north side of Centralia believed 
they were protected by an underground pool of mine water that lay beneath 
part of the town. The fire was assumed to be only in the Buck vein, and the 
Buck dipped into the water. GAI had shattered that assumption. There was 
evidence of the fire in the Skidmore, Seven Foot, and Buck Leader veins, 
from which it could reach the Mammoth, Four Foot, Holmes, and Primrose 
veins. This meant the fire could vault the mine pool.
This was the most controversial finding in the GAI report and had 
been the subject of fierce debate between Robert Brennan of OSM and 
Stan Michalski and the other GAI scientists. Laboratory tests and visual 
examination of core samples proved the fire was in the upper veins, the 
company insisted. Brennan believed that what GAI considered evidence of 
burning was simply natural discoloration of the coal.
Admittedly, it would take many years for the fire to reach the north 
side of Centralia, and natural obstacles might prevent the fire from vaulting 
the mine pool. But in the worst case, GAI said, the fire could expand from 
its present 195 acres to about 3,700 acres, enveloping Centralia, Byrnesville, 
and the eight-house hamlet of Germantown between Centralia and Ashland. 
Ashland, Big Mine Run, Girardville, Connerton, Lost Creek, and Raven 
Run were just beyond the prospective reach of the fire. Perhaps with a turn 
of bad luck, they would go, too.
The report made clear that saving even part of Centralia would be, at 
this late date, an expensive and difficult task. Eight possible methods for 
extinguishing or containing the fire were examined in the report. Many of 
these had been explored in the 1980 bureau report on Centralia, Problems in the Control of the Centralia Mine Fire, but there were a few new ones, like use 
of inert gases or various chemical agents to smother the flames. In keeping 
with GSM's directive, GAI treated seriously only methods already known to 
work in the Anthracite Region.


Just as in the 1980 report that OSM had tried so hard to discredit, excavation was the recommended method-but what an excavation! GAI said a trench to stop the fire from moving farther west under all of Centralia would need to be 3,700 feet long and 450 feet deep-the height of a fortyfive-story building-at its deepest point.61   Worse, if placed at its optimum location, the trench would snake through the middle of Centralia and destroy over half the community it was meant to save.
GAI said the trench could possibly be moved two hundred or three hundred feet farther east, to within a hundred feet of the fire. This would save more homes but would risk allowing the fire to race beyond a halfcompleted trench. A noncombustible gas might need to be sprayed at the fire to hold it back while excavation of the trench progressed, but GAI offered no guarantee this would work.
As much as anything, the GAI report showed the fiscal folly of the Scranton administration's refusal to take effective action against the fire in 1963 and the Bureau of Mines's decision in 1967 to replace a planned intercept trench with a fly ash barrier that it had strong reason to believe would fail. H. B. Charmbury, secretary of mines in the Scranton administration, had rejected a plan to encircle the fire with a trench that would have cost $277,490. The cost estimate for the bureau trench in 1965 was $2,225,000. The project was canceled when further study pushed the estimated cost to $4.5 million. The penny-wise, pound foolish bureau could not justify spending that amount to save a village with an assessed valuation of less than $500,000, as Columbia County officials were so helpful to point out. Yet each new trench cost estimate was exponentially higher than the one that came before it.
GAI projected the cost of the main trench at $62 million, a figure arrived at by calculating the amount and type of rock to be moved, then turning to standard construction guides for 1984. High inflation during the late 1970s and early 1980s and the need for a much larger trench to contain the mine fire in 1983 accounted for the huge increase in the cost.
This trench alone, unfortunately, could not contain all sections of the fire. GAI recommended a second trench one mile east of Centralia near the outbreak sites, a third one west of Byrnesville, and a fourth to the south of 
that village. The total bill for the four trenches would come to between $105 
million and $115 million. The bureau report in 1980 estimated the cost of 
a similar project at $41 million. OSM had believed that project and most 
others in the report would be extravagant wastes of the AML Fund and had 
pushed surface sealing as a low-cost, effective alternative.


GAI dismissed surface sealing so thoroughly that one must question 
whether OSM engineers like Charles Beasley truly believed in the method or 
recommended it only to avoid dealing with the harsh reality of the Centralia 
problem. GAI wrote:
Surface sealing is not considered a viable option at Centralia because of. 
1) the large surface area that would be involved, 2) the complexity of 
sealing a large number of strip pits and mine entries through which air 
could enter the mine workings, 3) the probability that all the structures 
in Byrnesville and a large portion of Centralia would require removal if a 
thorough job was to be done, and 4) the probable large-scale continuing 
maintenance effort required over an indefinite time period to preserve 
the integrity of the fire seal.
Total excavation of the fire-an option already rejected by DERwould cost a heart-stopping $660 million, GAI said, up from $107 million 
in the 1980 report. It had the greatest likelihood of success, but that did not 
outweigh the tremendous cost. A flushing project would cost an estimated 
$32 million, the report said, but as in the 1980 report, flushing was dismissed 
as unfeasible because of tortuous subsurface conditions and the method's 
record of failure.
If the federal or state government wanted to save Centralia and 
Byrnesville at the least possible cost, GAI recommended excavating the 
$62 million main trench through Centralia and flushing the mines under 
Byrnesville, where such work was believed to have a better chance of success 
than under Centralia, at a cost of $2.5 million. Byrnesville would become a 
safe island in a sea of fire.
GAI warned that the cost of preserving Centralia and Byrnesville 
would be great, both in dollars and in disruption of the quality of life 
caused by years of excavation. Those whose homes would not be destroyed 
by the trench might suffer in vain, because there was no guarantee the 
trench would be successful. Isolated pockets of fire might already be west 
of the main trench site, the report cautioned, or might ignite in the future by spontaneous combustion. "In view of these factors, the relocation of 
households and businesses in response to local conditions brought about 
by the fire would appear to be a course of action worthy of consideration," 
GAI concluded.


Harrison had been reluctant to go to Centralia that day, fearing 
someone would accuse him of seeking political gain, but the report had 
changed his mind. "The situation was far more serious and far more 
expensive than anybody had ever dreamed," said Ron Ungvarsky, Harrison's 
aide. Harrison suspected now that Centralia and Byrnesville residents 
would want to hear how he would try to help them.
Their mood on the flight to Centralia was somber; it had been a bad 
day all around. Congressman McDade had been given the advance look at 
the GAI report that Watt denied the Democrat Harrison, and McDade's 
staff had leaked the major findings to the News-Item. It made Harrison look 
like a nobody in the Congress, but in a brutal sense he was.
They arrived just in time for the 3 p.m. briefing for the press, which 
would be followed by a 6 p.m. briefing for local residents. DER secretary 
Nicholas DeBenedictis and Dr. Allen Perry of OSM were in charge. The bad 
news of the day was obvious. The good news was that Secretary Watt made 
it known through Perry that he was, indeed, willing to consider paying the 
lion's share of a Centralia project. But what kind of project? That was up to 
the people to decide, according to Perry and DeBenedictis. Few doubted, 
however, that whatever the residents chose would have to meet certain 
guidelines. "The immediate issue is the protection of the health of the 
residents most directly affected;' DeBenedictis said. "We are also looking 
for a long-term solution, which is to find the best way to put out the fire:'
Robert Lazarski, the former vice president of Centralia Council, asked 
the DER secretary whether the people would, in reality, be allowed to have 
the final say on what was done. "These people think they'll be deciding their 
own fate," he said.
"It may or may not be so, depending on which option they pick;' 
DeBenedictis said. "No one person will make that decision."
Charles Gasperetti raised the issue of mass relocation. He asked 
whether relocation of impact zone families could take place before winter, 
and whether families whose homes were not needed for a trench could be 
relocated anyway. The fear of being left behind was very great.
Harrison promised to discuss the question with the Interior 
Department. DeBenedictis refused to state whether there would be any 
relocation beyond that forced by a trench. The community, he said, would 
have to decide if relocation was necessary. Perry came the closest to endorsing relocation. He said the residents might well decide none of the 
options for containing or extinguishing the mine fire were worth the terrible 
environmental disruption they would carry in their wake.


They would have between two and fourweeks to decide, DeBenedictis 
said. Koschoff urged everyone to read the report, consider the options, and 
offer their opinions at the proper time and place. He would not answer a 
question from former council president Edward Polites as to what would 
constitute a consensus. "We're going to take a tally of what the people want 
after they have an opportunity to review the options," Koschoff said.
If there was any single theme that ran through the briefings July 12, 
it was that life would be unbearable during the five years it would take to 
excavate the main trench.
Only a handful of residents ventured to ask questions at the evening 
briefing. Most seemed overwhelmed by the magnitude of the problem. Even 
Helen Womer seemed subdued when she appeared with Father Garula of 
CCHD the next morning on NBC's Today show. "I think every one of us 
had the opinion we would get the government's attention, and they would 
do something about the fire," said Rose Marquardt. "Not the ultimatum that 
was given to us at the end. That was the farthest thing from our minds. We 
had thought, well maybe they'll do the sand and clay [barrier]. Never once 
were the trenches [or anything of that] magnitude ever mentioned. It was a 
shock. That was a shock to everyone."
As the meaning of the report sank in, the community became more 
bitterly divided than ever. The fragile consensus achieved for Unity Day 
disappeared completely amid old fears and new uncertainties.
Byrnesville, always distrustful of Centralia, decided to conclude a 
separate peace with the government. Twenty-seven of twenty-eight property 
owners in the village signed a petition in support of the flushing project 
proposed in the GAI report, even though it would leave Byrnesville isolated 
in a burning wasteland.
Those few in Centralia who bitterly opposed any relocation, and who 
did not believe a trench was necessary, clustered around Father Anthony 
McGinley. They included Helen Womer, Leon and Elaine Jurgill, Mary Lou 
Gaughan, and Anne Marie Devine. They called themselves Residents to 
Save the Borough of Centralia.
Joan Girolami came out of retirement, as it were, to resume her role 
as advocate. She insisted she was acting only for herself this time, but much 
of what she did influenced others, and many of the younger women in the 
impact zone looked to her for leadership. One question she raised was 
whether fair market value would be paid for houses acquired for a trench project or a general relocation, unlike in 1981, when the appraised value 
of a home was lowered because of the mine fire. No one would make any 
promises, but Belfanti said he and Harrison would try to make certain there 
was no penalty this time.


Relocation was discussed repeatedly in the weeks that followed the 
July 12 meeting. Perry said relocation "must be considered" to protect the 
health and safety of the people. DER geologist Robert Oberman said if 
relocation was chosen, the trench would be moved west, outside Centralia.
The Input Task Force held neighborhood meetings to allow all 
residents a chance to say how they wanted the fire fought, whether they 
wanted it fought at all, or whether they simply wanted to leave Centralia. 
A majority of persons who attended-about half the households were 
represented-chose relocation. Even persons who lived on the north side 
of Centralia favored relocation.
Centralia Council, perhaps sensing defeat and fearing that a majority 
vote for relocation would mean all would have to leave, announced on 
July 25 that it favored a "stay or leave" plan, whereby anyone who wanted 
to relocate could do so at government expense. The government would 
attempt to implement a "mutually acceptable" plan to protect from the fire 
anyone who wanted to stay.
After strong criticism from State Senator Helfrick and DER, Centralia 
Council backed away from the proposal and decided to hold a simple 
referendum on August 8, in which property owners could vote whether to 
endorse relocation. Since it was a non-binding referendum that did not fall 
under Pennsylvania's election laws, Council could draw up whatever rules 
it wanted.
Another controversy erupted in the meantime. Helen Womer 
announced August 4 that United Centralia Area Mine Fire Task Force-the 
old Unity Task Force-had gathered 333 signatures (this would eventually 
rise to 412) on a petition calling on the government to do nothing about the 
fire that would not leave Centralia intact.
We the undersigned request our community be kept intact and that an 
option be selected with the least disruption, if any, to our community 
to effectively contain the mine fire, thereby preventing its spread to our 
own and nearby communities. We also request that anyone in the mine 
fire-affected area whose health and welfare are legitimately [emphasis 
added] threatened be given an opportunity to relocate with fair market 
value and relocation funds.


People who signed this petition agreed, in effect, that the mine fire 
was still outside Centralia and questioned whether anyone's health was 
truly threatened by the fire. One wonders, in light of events before and after 
the petition was announced, how many people understood what they were 
signing.
Rose Marquardt questioned the wording of the petition at a meeting 
held at Helen Womer's house before the petition was circulated. She said it 
would be deceptive not to mention the proposed trench. People had a right 
to know what would happen if they chose not to relocate, and the statement 
created the impression there was still an easy solution to the fire. She said the 
others, who included Koschoff and Councilwoman Molly Darrah, refused 
to change the wording.
The tide was running toward relocation, but few were willing to bet 
on the outcome of the referendum. The anti-relocation forces played on the 
real affection Centralians felt for their community and raised fears about the 
outside world and how threatening it would be, never acknowledging how 
threatening Centralia itself had become for many.
When Marquardt refused to help circulate the petition, Elaine Jurgill 
accused her of not believing Centralia was worth saving. That is not the 
point, she retorted. The people have to be told what the future holds.
There can be little doubt the Thornburgh administration wanted 
Centralians to vote for relocation. In the days leading up to the August 
11 referendum, state officials spared no effort to portray how horrible 
and uncertain life would be for those who did not choose to leave. The 
Health Department described the dangers of living near a trench project. 
DERs Oberman assured them flushing would not stop the fire. DER press 
secretary Bruce Dallas told the Associated Press the morning of August 11 
(the story appeared in the News-Item in time for some voters to read it) that 
a trench would be dug regardless of how the vote went. The only question 
was where-in Centralia or west of the village.
Television crews and print reporters were waiting when the first voters 
arrived at Centralia Municipal Building, which itself was closed to the press, 
shortly after the polls opened at 8 a.m. Between nine hundred and a thousand 
property owners in Centralia were eligible to vote, Byrnesville having been 
excluded because of its petition in favor of flushing. Only persons who were 
listed on the Centralia property tax rolls, or who could prove they paid the 
taxes for someone else, like an aged parent, were allowed to vote. Inevitably 
there were problems. Beverly Gusick, one of two judges of election, said 
some people threw pencil stubs at election workers after being told they 
could not vote.


Mayor John Wondoloski came out of the municipal building at 8:45 
p.m. to announce the results. Relocation won, he said as television lights 
snapped on and cameras flashed. The margin was 345 votes to 200, or 63 
percent to 37 percent. Although Wondoloski did not say this, it was almost 
a two-to-one margin, the same as in the 1981 referendum when the vote 
had been 434-204. Wondoloski said that Centralia Council would work to 
implement relocation and that he would like to see a New Centralia arise 
somewhere but doubted it would ever happen.
Wondoloski, Helen Womer, and Joan Girolami appeared that night on 
ABC's Nightline, along with OSM director James R. Harris. Womer charged 
that relocation was approved only because a majority of Centralia property 
owners were scared into voting for it. Her petition had been signed by 412 
persons "who want to stay in the community." Asked why only two hundred 
persons then voted against relocation, she said the others became frightened 
by what state officials said at the August 8 Centralia Council meeting, after 
the petition was circulated.
Girolami told interviewer Lynn Sherr she was pleased by the vote 
but hoped the government would pay her fair market value for her home. 
She commended state officials for "laying the cards on the table" about the 
danger of remaining in Centralia and for telling people there would be no 
more appeasement projects.
Harris called the vote for relocation "probably the wise option" and 
predicted all Centralia residents would eventually have to move. He did 
not believe extensive trenching could be justified if only part of Centralia 
relocated, and he questioned whether Congress or the state would ever be 
willing to pay the tremendous cost of a trench.
Governor Thornburgh released a statement the following morning 
calling on Pennsylvania's congressional delegation to cosponsor legislation 
providing $50 million for the relocation of Centralia, a figure taken from the 
GAI report. In a separate statement, he took personal credit for initiating the 
exploratory drilling project and commended himself for allowing Centralia 
residents to hold the referendum. "I did not feel it was the government's 
place to dictate to our citizens a choice in a matter like this that so directly 
affected their family and community lives. We therefore asked the citizens 
of Centralia to meet and discuss and advise us what they wanted to do so 
that we might, in the best tradition of government, assist them to meet their 
desires and needs," the governor said.
In truth, OSM had decided before the referendum that relocation was 
the only acceptable means of dealing with the Centralia fire. Harris later 
explained that decision:


So then we arrived at the conclusion that, based on the economics of 
the situation, you could hardly justify spending some $64 million or 
$68 million to go in and excavate the fire ... when we didn't have any 
assurance that would clear it up. So then we arrived at the conclusion 
that the best thing for everybody involved was to offer the people the 
option of our purchasing their property and their moving to another 
location, which then of course was the policy we adopted, but didn't 
move on until such time as they had their referendum and the majority 
of the people in the town did vote for such a thing.
Harris perhaps overstates the situation in hindsight. The record shows 
that OSM was willing to give Centralia a relocation plan or a trench, but 
not both. There is no doubt that Harris, and presumably Secretary Watt, 
was greatly opposed to spending money on a trench. It was political reality, 
as Watt had put it, that required them to do something at Centralia. If the 
people of Centralia had asked for a trench, they would most likely have 
gotten it.
The real question was whether OSM would give Pennsylvania any 
money to fight the fire once the relocation was completed, and whether 
Pennsylvania would even ask for any-at least for a trench. State officials 
had convinced Centralia residents that there would be a trench project, but 
that may well have been a scare tactic to encourage less-costly relocation.
Dean Hunt, who was director of OSM and Harris's deputy, met 
with George Grode and Gwen King of Thornburgh's staff on August 4 in 
Washington at a meeting convened by the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency at Thornburgh's request. Hunt told them Pennsylvania could 
not expect OSM or Congress to approve simultaneous funding for both 
relocation and a trench. "OSM does not consider the expenditure of federal 
funds for both options to be in the best interests of the government or the 
taxpayers," wrote Joseph D. Winkle of FEMA in a long memorandum on 
the meeting. Once the people were moved out, then a trench would be 
considered, although the money would have to come from the state's $770 
million share of the AML Fund. There would be no special appropriation 
from Congress if OSM had anything to say about it. "He [Grode] said 
that he was in agreement with all the facts as presented by Dean Hunt and 
stressed the good working relationship that existed between the state and 
OSM," Winkle wrote.
With the people, or most of the people, out of Centralia, pressure for 
a project to stop the fire would drop precipitously. GAI believed the fire could not reach Mount Carmel, the closest town west of Centralia, because 
of barrier pillars in the mines and other geological factors. All that was left to 
save were minor reserves of anthracite coal that had little value in the market. 
Given these facts, it seems doubtful the state would spend $64 million to 
excavate the main trench, or that Congress would allow OSM to approve 
the project.


U.S. Senator Arlen Specter, who worked closely with Hunt and 
Thornburgh on the relocation funding, questioned as much in comments he 
made on October 14 at a public meeting in Centralia. "The issue of putting 
out the fire is not resolved," he said. "The cost figures are very, very high. In 
excess of $100 million. It's not even certain if that figure will be sufficient 
... so I do not think it is realistic to expect the federal government to both 
pay for ... more than half the town moving out, and pay for putting out the 
fire."
And if the federal government would not pay for it, who then? 
Thornburgh had shown no inclination to spend any state funds at Centralia. 
Even the salaries of the DER gas inspectors were reimbursed by OSM. State 
officials, however, continued to act as if a trench was a sure thing. Thornburgh 
had declared this would be a voluntary relocation, and they knew this was 
a crucial question for Centralians, one that would determine for many 
whether they stayed or relocated. One must raise the hard question: Was 
this a deliberate deception?
It was barely light the morning of November 18 when a bus carrying 
about three dozen present and former Centralia residents pulled away from 
the run-down storefront on North Locust Avenue that was the office of 
Centralia Homeowners Association. They rode through the steam at the 
south end of town and were off to Washington, D.C. Today would mark the 
beginning of the end. The House of Representatives was scheduled to take a 
final vote on a supplemental appropriations bill containing $42 million for 
the relocation of Centralia and Byrnesville. Congressman Harrison would 
be sitting in the Speaker's chair, presiding over it all.
Centralia Homeowners Association was organized in the wake of the 
relocation referendum and included former members of Concerned Citizens, 
Centralia Council, CCHD, and people who had no previous affiliation. 
About ninety families belonged to this new group, which hoped through 
organized effort to obtain the best deal possible from the government 
if relocation did occur. Sister Honor Murphy was executive director, and 
Robert Burge was president.
The selection of Burge was indeed ironic. This was the same Robert 
Burge who, twenty-one years earlier, had been president of Centralia Council when the dump was set on fire, subsequently igniting the mine fire. 
His actions or omissions and those of other members of that council, like 
Joseph Tighe, had played a part in getting Centralia into this tragic mess. 
Burge would now help lead his fellow citizens out of their fire-stricken 
community to better lives elsewhere.


Tighe, by contrast, had become increasingly bitter and defensive. He 
denied any wrongdoing, though not in a very convincing way, and vowed 
never to relocate, even though his house was in the 200 block of Locust 
Avenue, the heart of the impact zone. At the October 14 meeting with 
Specter, Tighe argued that onlypersons who had "legitimate" reasons should 
be allowed to relocate-a category he clearly did not think was very large. 
He said persons with high levels of mine-fire gases in their houses should be 
relocated, but added there were "no reports" of anyone in that predicament. 
It must have been a comforting delusion that Council's fire was really no 
problem at all.
The vote in Congress would, if favorable, almost conclude a legislative 
process that had begun at the previously mentioned FEMA meeting of 
August 4. Thornburgh had asked FEMA officials to convene a meeting of 
all federal agencies that might be able to fund all or part of the Centralia 
relocation. He did not want the relocation charged against Pennsylvania's 
$770 million share of the AML Fund. George Grode, Thornburgh's 
representative, explained why. According to Winkle's memorandum, Grode 
said it "would amount to a reprogramming of available funds, and thereby 
place the state in a position where it could not satisfy other established 
priorities."
It was true that Pennsylvania had $15 billion worth of abandoned 
mine land cleanup work ahead of it, by DERs estimate, but administration 
officials had described Centralia since 1981 as the worst abandoned mine 
land problem in the state, if not in the nation. Being number one apparently 
counted for nothing if one had no political clout.
Unfortunately for the governor, FEMA could see no reason why all the 
relocation money should not come out of the AML Fund, particularly since 
OSM had indicated a willingness to cooperate. None of the representatives 
of the other federal agencies at the meeting were optimistic they could help. 
It was a setback for Thornburgh, but he tried another tack. In his August 
12 letter to the Pennsylvania congressional delegation, he asked them to 
seek a special appropriation for the relocation in the fiscal 1984 budget, 
which was then being prepared. This was soon given up as impractical. Few 
bills introduced in any given session of Congress become law: Of 12,201 
introduced in the Ninety-eighth Congress (1983-84), only 2,670 would survive. Thornburgh reluctantly agreed to seek the money from the AML 
Fund.


Thornburgh and DeBenedictis met at the White House on September 
13 with Secretary Watt and two Reagan aides, Craig Fuller and Lee 
Verstandig. The president himself did not attend, nor did any of his senior 
aides. Watt reaffirmed his willingness to provide money from the AML Fund 
for the relocation. Fuller and Verstandig are believed to have agreed that 
the Office of Management and Budget would not oppose the expenditure. 
They also agreed to a Thornburgh request to appoint a federal task force on 
Centralia. The task force met only once, for forty-five minutes on September 
22, and one suspects it may have been a face-saving gesture to a Republican 
governor who had been denied what he wanted but who needed something 
to announce to the press when he came out of the meeting.
Congressman McDade, after consulting with Harrison, Murtha, 
Specter, Heinz, and members ofthe governor's staff, introduced a $42 million 
amendment to a supplemental appropriations bill on September 22. The bill 
had recently arrived at the Appropriations Committee and was adjudged 
the quickest vehicle to get the relocation money through Congress. The bill 
specified that the residents be paid fair market value for their homes with no 
penalty deducted for the mine fire. More important to the state, it specified 
that the $42 million would be taken off the top of the AML Fund and not 
charged to Pennsylvania's $770 million share, although the state would be 
responsible for a 10 percent matching share.
The amended bill was approved by the committee and the House and 
was not visibly affected by the resignation announcement of Secretary Watt 
on October9. But it ran into unexpected trouble in the Senate Appropriations 
Committee, of which Senator Specter was a member. Senator Walter 
Huddleston of Kentucky did not believe it was fair for the $42 million to 
be taken from the AML Fund but not charged to Pennsylvania's share. He 
feared, probably rightly, that it would mean less money for Kentucky. The bill 
was debated in committee on October 19. Specter left the hearing to vote on 
a bill making a federal holiday of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s birthday and 
did not return immediately. After the voting recess, Huddleston amended 
the bill. Now not only would the state have to pay 10 percent of the $42 
million from its own funds, but the remainder would come out of the state's 
$770 million share of the AML Fund.
Huddleston's amendment mayhave increased the cost of the project to 
Pennsylvania taxpayers, but its simple justice cannot be denied. Taking the 
funds off the top would mean that other states besides Pennsylvania would 
pay for a majority of the relocation. Pennsylvania bore a major share of the responsibility for allowing the fire to grow to almost uncontrollable size. It 
was only right that the state be made to pay.


The bus rolled through Harrisburg, past Baltimore, and then was in 
Washington. "On the way we where told they had added more [to the bill] 
and it had to go back again," Theresa Gasperetti said. "When we got there, 
we were really down in the dumps."
During the legislative process, other amendments had been hung 
on the bill, eventually making the $42 million for Centralia a small, 
uncontroversial part of the whole. One amendment added almost $9 billion 
for the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The Reagan administration 
strongly supported the amendment for the IMF, but a significant number of 
members of Congress did not. Many of the Centralians confused the IMF 
with the MX missile, an understandable error. To this day, many insist it was 
funding for the MX missile that almost spoiled their big day.
Speaker of the House Thomas P. O'Neill, aware of Harrison's interest 
in the supplemental appropriations bill, appointed him to chair the House 
when the bill came up for debate and vote.
Harrison's staff met the bus from Centralia and immediately began 
making apologies. It was far from certain the House would even begin debate 
on the bill that day. The group was taken on a brief tour of the Capitol and 
then to lunch. While they were eating, word came that debate had abruptly 
begun. They hurried to the visitor's gallery of the House. Harrison saw them 
enter and made a quick trip upstairs to brief the Centralians on what would 
happen. Later he explained:
I thought that unless they'd been carefully briefed on what was going 
on, they would think this was very strange. They had come down here to 
hear a debate on whether they should get some money to relocate.
Instead, they heard this violent debate about the debt crisis in 
Argentina and international bankers. By then, Centralia was a consensus 
part of the bill. Nobody was going to rip it out. The question was whether 
the bill passed or failed, and that question really revolved around how 
bitterly the people were opposed to the IMF.
Sister Murphy remembers the vote on the bill as being a "panicky time:' 
Members of the House voted electronically; a green star next to a name on 
the tally board meant a yes vote. A red star meant no. The voting was "nip 
and tuck" for a long time, she recalls.


Theresa Gasperetti was a bundle of nerves, afraid the bill would 
not pass and she would be confined to the impact zone forever. She saw 
green stars light up beside the names of Harrison, McDade, and Murtha. 
Then she was dismayed to see a red star light up beside the name of Gus 
Yatron (D-Reading, Pennsylvania), who represented a neighboring district 
and was well-known to all of them. His vote-apparently against the IMF 
rather than Centralia-left the Centralians confused and angry. It was a 
sobering lesson that not everyone considered their plight a top priority. 
Harrison's groundwork in the House and Specter's in the Senate had made 
the relocation possible. It was not a gift.
In the end they won, 226 to 186. Gasperetti grabbed herself to suppress 
a shriek of delight, which was forbidden in the visitor's gallery. Later Tom 
Larkin, former president of Concerned Citizens, said, "More than anything, I 
felt relieved that after several years of pushing for something, that something 
was finally achieved. By this time, I myself had realized they weren't going 
to do anything about the fire itself." Joan Girolami recalls feeling relieved 
the money had been approved "before someone died." She considered 
all that she and the others had done to bring about this day to have been 
worthwhile. "It was a shame we had to go through so much, and give up so 
much;' she added. Rose Marquardt, who joined CHA after her falling-out 
with the Unity Task Force over the petition, felt both happy and sad. "You 
had a feeling that, thank God it's over, but then you had a feeling that this is 
the beginning of the end;' she said.
Harrison aide Ron Ungvarsky escorted the Centralians out of the 
gallery to a previously planned celebration on the steps of the Capitol. Along 
the way he introduced them to whomever they met so they could revel in 
their temporary celebrity. No citizen group who comes to the Capitol with 
a large contingent of the press remains anonymous for very long. On the 
steps, former members of Concerned Citizens-Larkin, Girolami, Eva and 
Joe Moran, Eleanor O'Hearn, Mary McGinley, and Gasperetti-cut a red 
ribbon to celebrate their approaching freedom from the mine fire.
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[image: ]N TRUTH, THE CENTRALIA RELOCATION GOT UNDERWAY EVEN BEFORE 
Congress approved the $42 million. A small army of workers from the 
state Department of Community Affairs, Columbia County Redevelopment 
Authority, and OSM arrived in Centralia on August 17, 1983, to begin work 
on a crash survey of which families were inclined to leave Centralia and how 
much it might cost to acquire the approximately five hundred remaining 
homes and other properties in the town.
They were led by Jack Carling, disaster programs director for DCA, 
who from the sidelines had observed the Centralia drama for several years. 
He was a Scranton native who started his career on a local project to help 
a neighborhood threatened by mine subsidence and later worked on the 
Eynon Street Mine Fire Project in Scranton. More recently, Carling had 
handled the relocation of the village of Robindale in western Pennsylvania 
after a disastrous flood in 1977. He loved disaster work and was well suited 
for it: He was friendly, compassionate, good-humored, and slow to anger, 
qualities in short supply among many of the public officials Centralia had 
known in the preceding twenty-one years.
Carling would need these virtues to defuse the anger and fear 
remaining from OSM's administration of the 1981 relocation. At least 
this time Congress would ban the hated "mine fire penalty" of 20 percent 
deducted from appraisals in 1981. Byrnesville was included in his survey 
despite the professed sentiment there for a flushing project that would leave 
them an island above a sea of fire. DERhad decided flushing had little chance 
to protect the small village. He thought government should have declared 
eminent domain and moved everyone out of Centralia rather than having 
departure be voluntary, but those were the rules set by the Thornburgh 
administration.
When the survey was completed, 391 property owners had declared 
an interest in having their property appraised for the relocation, and just 76 
refused appraisals, a number that would steadily drop. Carling estimated the 
cost of the relocation at $41,831,000, a sum that included acquisition of four 
churches, a parochial school, and several businesses, including a complete 
garment factory.


For some families with children in the impact zone, such as the Gasperettis and Koguts, choosing relocation was anything but voluntary. The continuing threat of poisonous gas and subsidence made their departure mandatory. Many families outside the impact zone chose relocation because they feared living near a trench project for as long as five years. DER Secretary Nicholas DeBenedictis said this surprised him, but there was little doubt among the silent majority of Centralians-those who were not part of Joan Girolami's circle or Helen Womer's group, who tended to be more skeptical-that DER intended to dig that trench. Whether it ran through the middle of Centralia or west of the village made little difference. The blasting and truck traffic and dust would make their lives miserable.
One couple who eventually chose relocation for that reason were William and Janet Birster, who had fled their home on Wood Street in 1969 after the mine-fire gases inside rose to dangerous levels. The Birsters had relocated to a house on West Park Street. It was in the ultimate path of the fire, but far enough away, they believed, so the fire would never again disrupt their lives. They were wrong. "The trench was proposed for this end of town," Birster said. "We don't know just where.... When they start ripping it up, it's just as good to go as to be choked when they're digging. Going along with the tide, really."
Even after the referendum, DER left little doubt that trenching was a sure thing. Press Secretary Bruce Dallas was quoted by the Associated Press on August 13, 1983, as saying there would be no use of eminent domain in Centralia "except possibly in a few, isolated instances, for example, in the immediate trenching area." The story, which was carried in the News-Item, made other references to the certainty of a trench as well. They just didn't say when it would be dug.
Helen Womer and other opponents of "tearing the town apart" did not give up their fight after the relocation vote on August 11 went overwhelmingly against them. They turned their attention to trying to stop both a trench and a relocation by appealing to elected officials and bureaucrats to see things their way. Womer sent a letter to Governor Thornburgh a week after the vote telling him, An emergency, crises, or disaster does NOT exist to support relocation funding."62   Her group, although the formal leader was Father Anthony McGinley, began calling itself "Residents to Save Centralia." It put out a "Centralia Fact Sheet" on September 2,63   arguing among other things that the supposed majority vote for relocation on August 11 really wasn't a majority when non-voters and the excluded Byrnesville voters were included. They accused Thornburgh of using the trench threat as a scare tactic, and again tried to argue that temperatures proved the mine fire was not really under Centralia. The pamphlet made no mention of the poisonous gases or subsidences that threatened many in the impact zone, but did proclaim the group's interest in "preserving the historical, spiritual, and cultural values we have in Centralia." Their efforts, which ultimately came to naught, caused dread among the families who wanted to get away from the gas and subsidence threat. No one knew whether the federal government would seize upon their protests as an excuse to do nothing.


At the state level, certainly, their protests had little impact. Patrick J. 
Solano, a DER deputy secretary, responded to Womer's letter to Thornburgh 
noting that her opinion that no serious problem existed in Centralia "is 
contrary to the opinion of professionals who have thoroughly evaluated 
the data and have studied the problem at Centralia ... we will be guided in 
making a decision by the GAI Report."
Another regular writer who disputed the need for a trench or relocation was George P. Lokitis, a former miner and small mine operator who 
lived at 108 West Park Street. He wasn't leaving and neither was his son, 
John Lokitis, who lived in a modern home at the very end of East Park 
Street. But another son, George Jr., and his wife MaryEllen, did leave the 
impact zone, because they had small children. John's own son, John Lokitis 
Jr., grew up listening to his grandfather and father rail against Centralia's 
fate, and vowed never to leave.
Whenever possible, Bill Klink, executive director of the Columbia 
County Housing and Redevelopment Authority, hired veteran disaster 
workers for the Centralia relocation, people who had worked relocations 
elsewhere in the state and who understood the range of emotions they 
would encounter. "You really do have to have patience;' Klink said in a 2009 
interview. "You have to try as best you can, knowing that people are under 
a lot of stress ... and may not always be so pleasant. This is a tough decision 
for some people."
Public meetings in Centralia to explain the mechanics of the relocation 
began in January 1984, and the first nineteen offers to acquire homes went 
out May 18. The first families to actually leave were Charles and Theresa Gasperetti and their children and Margaret Chapman and her family. 
Governor Thornburgh put out a statement on May 29 wishing them well. 
The goal was to have the relocation completed by the end of December 
1986.


Centralia homeowners were presented the higher of two appraisals of 
their houses and had up to a year to decide whether to accept. In 1981 the 
initial time period had been ten days. Those who were dissatisfied, and there 
were a few, were entitled to a hearing before an administrative law judge 
appointed by the state Department of Community Affairs. There was no 
charge for the hearing, although if the owner wanted a lawyer to present 
his case, the expense was his own. Owners still dissatisfied after the hearing 
could make a final appeal to the secretary of Community Affairs.
If they had trouble finding a new home, they could sell the house to 
the redevelopment authority, bank the money, and rent the house back 
until they found suitable relocation housing. Interest payments were almost 
enough to cover the rent. Departing homeowners were permitted to salvage 
virtually anything from their house at no cost, and many stripped their 
houses of siding, energy-efficient windows, kitchen cupboards, and the like. 
Klink and Carling believed it may have been the most generous disaster 
relocation in American history.
Most Centralians, as it turned out, didn't want to move very far from 
Centralia. Most wanted to stay in the Mount Carmel-Kulpmont area, where 
they had friends and family and their children wouldn't have to change high 
schools. Nearly four times as many chose to resettle within an eight-mile 
radius of Centralia than picked homes farther out, in an eight to twentyfive-mile radius. Demand began boosting prices, and available homes often 
needed renovations to the point where building a new house wouldn't have 
been that much more expensive.
Carling had $3.1 million in the relocation budget for building new 
houses, so-called "last-resort housing." But while legal, it was controversial. 
The state and especially federal governments were reluctant to approve it. 
Klink and his deputy, Marge Thompson, had to prove there was not enough 
"decent, safe and sanitary housing" available in a ten-mile radius of Centralia. 
That wasn't much of a problem, but the U.S. Office of Surface Mining then 
demanded that a twenty-five-mile radius be used.
That would have placed Centralia residents, some of them elderly, in 
unfamiliar communities far from friends, family, jobs and doctors. With 
the area's mountainous terrain, twenty-five miles could be a burdensome 
journey, especially in winter. To someone who lives in a relatively flat area, 
the prospect of moving twenty or thirty miles might seem to be no issue at all. In mountainous central Pennsylvania, however, even five miles can 
bring one to a valley where the ethnic mix, predominant religion, and social 
attitudes are very different from the familiar ones of home.


Sister Honor Murphy and Centralia Homeowners Association, the successor to Centralia Committee for Human Development, began pushing for last-resort housing in the spring of 1984, even before the first two families left, hoping to keep as many Centralians as possible living together at a new location. They looked at several sites, including one near Kulpmont that became known unofficially as New Centralia and officially as DenMar Gardens. But just as there was no unanimity on what to do about the mine fire, there was none on re-creating Centralia somewhere else. Eventually last-resort housing morphed into an option to build a new housesomewhere-similar in size to the one a Centralia resident was leaving.
After much wrangling between the state and OSM, and intervention by U.S. Senator Arlen Specter and others, last-resort housing was approved late in the spring of 1985. Some families who had already moved resented being excluded, but OSM would not make the policy retroactive. For those who did qualify, it was a great deal. "We won, folks, we won it!" exclaimed Carling at a meeting in Centralia in the summer of 1985. Last-resort housing tilted the decision toward relocation for many who were on the fence.
Helen Womer continued to rage against the relocation and anything that reminded her-or the outside world-of the mine fire. In the fall of 1984, she demanded that DER cut down approximately nineteen borehole casings to street level, presumably to make them less visible. Robert C. Oberman, chief of the mine fire and subsidence section of the Bureau of Abandoned Mine Reclamation in DER, phoned her after the request landed on his desk. At one point in the conversation, she "flew off the cuff," Oberman wrote in a subsequent memo to Ronald O'Brien, Governor Thornburgh's special representative for Centralia issues.64   She charged that ever since the U.S. Office of Surface Mining had turned over the Centralia mine-fire project to the state, residents of Centralia "have had to live in and endure a police state."
She was fond of that sort of metaphor. Klink said that when Womer was president of Centralia Council, he talked to her frequently. "I remember one meeting where she came in and basically told me that I was a nice guy and was doing a good job with the people who wanted to leave, but unfortunately, when the history of this project was reported, I would be regarded as the Adolph Eichmann of the project. I just followed orders, and 
wait till the world found out what was really going on here in Centralia. I was 
the instrument for the coal grab."


The "conspiracy theory" never went away. Klink said Womer seemed 
almost proud of the people who were staying in Centralia because "theywere 
standing in the way of this big coal grab" He assured her that if the federal 
government really wanted the coal under Centralia, the few remaining 
residents wouldn't be allowed to stand in the way.
By the fall of 1986, fewer than fifty homes remained in Centralia. 
The rest had been bulldozed and the debris removed after their owners 
or tenants were relocated. Some of the remaining houses needed to be 
propped up with brick buttresses on either side after adjoining homes were 
demolished. The cost for the buttresses was about $100,000 per house, but 
the work was done to honor Governor Thornburgh's pledge of a voluntary 
relocation. Some buttressed homes were later demolished after the owners 
changed their minds and sold them to the redevelopment authority to take 
advantage of last-resort housing.
Perhaps the unluckiest people in Centralia were tenants who did not 
want to relocate. Unlike property owners, they had no right to stay. Several, 
including Father Anthony McGinley, the leader of Residents to Save 
Centralia, had their homes sold out from under them to the redevelopment 
authority. McGinley purchased a house in a nearby community after his 
landlord, John A. Labota, sold the house at 405 West Park Street in the fall 
of 1984. He received $4,000 in down payment assistance for the $29,600 
house. McGinley was despised by some families in the impact zone for his 
harsh personal criticism of their desire to relocate, and the laughter at his 
decision to leave was loud and bitter. The priest protested that he wanted to 
stay in Centralia, but there was no place there for him to buy or rent.
The most tragic tenant case was that of John and Bertha Mayernick, 
who lived in a house at 420 West Centre Street, a part of Centralia not yet 
reached by the mine fire. It was owned by Francis Kreisher until he sold it 
to the redevelopment authority on October 11, 1985. Bertha, sixty-seven, 
was a native Centralian, a member of the Mekosh family. Her family had 
operated a small grocery store in Centralia in the 1930s and 1940s. John, 
sixty-five, who moved to Centralia when he married Bertha, had been a coal 
shovel operator at a strip mine until suffering a mild stroke in his late fifties. 
The Mayernicks were allowed to continue renting the house, but were told 
by the redevelopment authority they could not stay there forever.
Neither of them wanted to go, but Bertha Mayernick was the more 
adamant about staying in Centralia. Klink says relocation quarrels between husbands and wives were less common than those between parents and 
adult children, who often saw the move as a financial boon for their parents. 
"People were averaging somewhere in the $70,000 range," he said, referring 
to total payments under the last-resort housing program to build new homes. 
"I would guess that was probably seven times what they could have gotten 
for property in Centralia at that time, if anyone would even be willing to buy 
it on the open market."


On May 12, 1987, Columbia County Redevelopment Authority sent eviction notices to twenty-two Centralia families, giving them ninety days to leave. They could stop the eviction by revealing specific plans to relocate. The redevelopment authority told the Mayernicks they would qualify for $4,000 in down payment assistance or a rent subsidy for four years if they rented a new home outside Centralia. Nineteen of them came forward and revealed their relocation plans, but the Mayernicks and two other tenants did not. The ninety days expired on August 12. The redevelopment authority gave them a thirty-day grace period, but also filed eviction complaints with the local magistrate. None of the tenants appeared for the hearing, so the magistrate mailed notices informing them that they would be evicted by the county sheriff in thirty days if they did not leave voluntarily."  
Bertha Mayernick tried to move back into her family homestead next door, which had been empty for years, but could not because it had already been sold to the redevelopment authority for $21,500 by the Mekosh Estate. She told a neighbor, Helen Tanis, that it was the "younger people ... the people who moved in," who were taking advantage of the relocation. "Not the older people who lived here all their lives." Her husband, she told Tanis, was "very upset.   "66 Meanwhile, John Mayernick told the redevelopment authority that he and Bertha would look for an apartment outside Centralia so they could get the rent subsidy. Neighbors later said they heard them arguing about relocation. She still refused to go.
On the afternoon of October 6, 1987, John and Bertha Mayernick began drinking and quarreling. At some point, John stabbed Bertha in the neck and chest as she raised her arms in a vain attempt to ward off the knife. She stumbled through the house, spattering blood as she went, and collapsed in a living room chair and died. John grabbed a can of gasoline and got in his car. He drove out into the badlands that surround Centralia, to the Lilly Pond not far from where Jane Benfield's body was found in 1961. There, he poured the gasoline on himself, lit a match, and died horribly.67  


Someone reported the burning car shortly before 5 p.m. It was identified as belonging to the Mayernicks from the license plate. Centralia police phoned family members, who went to the house and found Bertha's body.
The murder-suicide hit everyone involved in the Centralia relocation hard, recalled Jack Carling of the Department of Community Affairs, who oversaw the process for the state:
That really crushed me. I know we were pushing a lot of the families to get out. I had no idea this was festering over in that household. Apparently she was adamant about not moving. That's the way Klink had read it for me. When I heard it, I was a basket case for a couple days. The deputy secretary down in Harrisburg called and said, I don't want you anywhere near that town for two weeks. He said, Just go out and ... relax and think about something else. Well, I didn't think about a damn thing else. It really was a tough situation.... And it was tough on the staff. They were all screwed up for a couple weeks.
There was no more push of anybody at that point in time.68  
Klink didn't think there was anything that could have been done to prevent the tragedy. His staff was required to present the facts to people like the Mayernicks, he said, but deciding whether someone was on the verge of committing murder fell outside their capabilities. Perhaps it did. One can only be glad there was not more of this sort of tragedy from leaning on people, for however good a reason, to give up their longtime homes.
Far fewer people lived in Centralia at the end of the 1980s, only about thirty-seven households, but the mine fire itself was as dangerous as ever. The fire continued moving westward under Locust Avenue, now emptied of the dozens of homes once jammed into the fire's path. And there were more subsidences caused by the mine fire, especially in the area across the street from the Womer and Gaughan houses where Anne Maloney once had a house and yard. Maloney's yard had been the site of a minor subsidence on March 11, 1981. Her house and those of her neighbors on that side of South 
Street were acquired and demolished later in 1981, and a chain-link fence 
was erected around much of the cleared area. Now, eight years later, federal 
and state mining officials came rushing back.


Before dawn on March 22, 1989, Centralia Chief of Police Tom McGinley noticed that a new subsidence had occurred within the fenced-in area. This one was about thirty feet in diameter and approximately two feet deep, except in the middle where a hole about three feet across went down at least three feet deeper. Part of the sidewalk on the north side of Wood Street and the street itself visibly sagged, and a utility pole on the edge of the subsidence was teetering. Cracks extended across South Street toward the Womer house. Indeed, the whole mess was only about 20 feet away from the front doors of Carl and Helen Womer and Mary Lou Gaughan (Tony died in 1986), who had steadfastly refused to relocate.
Worse, the void in the middle of the subsidence and the new cracks around the edge were venting large quantities of steam from the mine fire. Roaring Creek Water Company, which served Centralia, announced that one of its mains was leaking into the mine fire, which accounted for the voluminous cloud of steam. U.S. Office of Surface Mining engineers noted in their report that the mine fire was just twenty feet down here, and that the venting steam was full of carbon monoxide.69  
The gushing steam aggravated the remaining Centralia residents, who believed it would only attract more tourists and media. "It makes for spectators," Gaughan said. "Florida, Iowa, Wisconsin. They want to see the fire burn. They want to see glow, they want to see flames," she said.70  
OSM declared the subsidence an emergency and began an abatement project on April 3. This included drilling seventeen boreholes, many of which encountered carbon monoxide, and backfilling the underground voids with crushed stone. During the backfilling, several more subsidences occurred. On April 13, for example, a subsidence hole approximately four feet in diameter and of an unknown depth opened along the north curb line of South Street. It vented steam, but did not contain any carbon monoxide.
Helen Womer and other borough officials leveled accusations that the state of Pennsylvania, which they distrusted far more than the federal government, was still trying to clear everyone out of Centralia, obviously to get the coal. Carling, who attended a meeting on the new subsidence at the town hall the night of March 23, acknowledged that some Centralia residents considered him a "vulture" who was "whooping and hollering" to get them out. But he said his only concern was for their safety and questioned what would happen to Helen Womer if the new subsidence grew larger and destroyed the foundation of her house."  


When the 1990 federal census results were released, Centralia was 
shown to have 63 citizens, down from 1,017 in the 1980 enumeration. Those 
who remained, by and large, were the diehards of the diehards, content 
in their anger and dedicated to the myth that one day Centralia would 
rise again. The fire is nothing, affecting no one, they argued, conveniently 
ignoring the fact that were the houses that once packed Locust Avenue still 
there, someone would very likely have died from the gases by now.
Centralia as a town had shrunk away to almost nothing, perhaps fortyfive houses of the original five hundred scattered oddly across the valley, like 
remnants of a bombed city after the rubble has been cleared away. The two 
main churches still stood, St. Ignatius Catholic Church at the southern end, 
on the edge of the impact zone, and Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
Ukrainian Catholic Church at the northern edge of town, far from danger. 
The stayers believed Governor Thornburgh's promise that they would be 
allowed to stay. But Thornburgh had not been governor since 1986. The 
new Democratic governor, Robert P. Casey, while Irish and Catholic and 
from the coal region, came to Centralia with a clean slate.
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[image: ]ACK CARLING OF DCA HAD BEEN LOBBYING FOR EMINENT DOMAIN in Centralia every chance he got, believing it made no sense to let the remaining sixty-three residents continue to live in harm's way. He had believed that from the start, but state policy under Governor Thornburgh had been that Centralians would not be forced out of their homes by government. Then came the new subsidence across from the Womer and Gaughan houses, and Carling's belief that it was dangerous to live in Centralia received a new impetus.
Early in the fall of 1989, Carling ran into James J. Haggerty at a cocktail partyin Scranton. For the past two years, Haggertyhad been Commonwealth secretary for Governor Robert P. Casey, doing everything from running elections to licensing morticians. Now he had moved up to general counsel for Casey, his old law partner. "I talked to him about it," Carling said. "I said, what are we leaving those people there for?" According to Carling, Haggerty agreed and delegated another high-ranking administration official to write a report on the eminent domain issue. That ultimately made its way to Casey's attention, but not until about 1991, after the governor had been reelected to a second term.72  
Klink said he was later told by Carling, DCA lawyer Joel Weisberg, and even Centralia Mayor Anne Marie Devine, who went to see the governor, that Casey had been willing to shut down the relocation and let the remaining residents stay. But his legal staff persuaded him that waivers don't work in a situation like this, because the state had been warning people for years that Centralia was dangerous. Klink described the legal reasoning thusly in 2008: "You are the Commonwealth, you are responsible for these people's safety. You have been sending out letter after letter through your minions ... telling everyone how unsafe it is, telling them they have to move.... You can't let them stay there, because you're definitely liable if anything happens.   "73
Mayor Devine, like Casey a deeply religious Irish Catholic, sought to use her background to curry Casey's favor on Centralia. But it didn't work. She and Centralia Council were left out of the discussions on eminent domain and had no idea it was coming. Klink did tip his hand in a December 29, interview in the Reading (Pa.) Eagle, saying the "rational people" in Centralia had moved long ago. Normally he kept his emotions in check, but this interview, conducted at a time he knew eminent domain was imminent, seemed to draw forth a well of anger. "Some of these people are too ignorant or too blind to feel fear," Klink said. "But there is real danger here. There are houses in town I wouldn't sleep in for one night."74  


Devine denied in the same article that Centralia was dangerous (she and her family lived on the opposite end of Centralia from the mine fire impact zone). In a letter, she unloaded on Klink for his comments, taunted him for the "failure" of the state effort to get them all out, and urged him to "graciously accept the things you cannot change""  
On February 19, 1992, Carling phoned Devine and council president Molly Darrah to let them know that each remaining Centralia property owner was about to receive a Declaration of Taking from Columbia County Redevelopment Authority in their mail slot at the Centralia Post Office. The document initiated the process of government taking private property, with fair compensation to the owner. By that point, Carling said, both seemed unsurprised. Devine made a phone call to Casey's office, leaving a message that he was in for "the fight of his life" before they would leave. The taking notices went to owners of forty-three houses, two businesses-Dee's Fashions, a dress factory, and The Speed Spot, Dave Lamb's motorcycle shop-and the Diocese of Harrisburg as owner of St. Ignatius Church. The Ukrainian Catholic church had been ruled to be outside the relocation area, defined as the area state officials believed the mine fire could reach on the basis of the GAI Report.
"They've always been, `well, if you don't like [it], so what?"' Devine said. "Well, we're not backing down.... They underestimated us and our will to survive.   "76
Mary Lou Gaughan defiantly told a reporter that the only relocation she planned was from her home on Wood Street to St. Ignatius Cemetery. "They might try to take houses, but they're not taking mine, not mine" She vowed not to give in to what she called a "government terrorist tactic." As to the mine-fire dangers used by the redevelopment authority as the basis for its eminent domain action, some of the remaining residents stated that the fire was actually moving away from Centralia, which it was only in the sense that part of it had passed on through. Darrah said there were no mine-fire gases and, "No one is getting sick."'  


Letters went to Casey demanding that he stop the eminent domain action. John Womer, who lived in suburban Harrisburg and was a son of Carl and Helen Womer, asked why agencies of the state "continue to persecute" the people of Centralia by trying to force his parents, sister, and grandmother from their homes. He demanded to know why no one has "the guts to get to the bottom of the corruption, dishonesty, and lies that are so prevalent concerning the Centralia mine fire and relocation process. Why, Mr. Casey? Why?"78  
Mayor Devine and council president Darrah sent a letter to Casey denying that Centralia was in any danger from the mine fire or ever would be. That drew a tart response from Raymond S. Angeli, deputy secretary for programs of the Department of Community Affairs. He told them their statements "are in error, are irresponsible, and do a disservice to your   "79 constituents.
The Columbia County Redevelopment Authority began the formal condemnation process in Centralia in the fall of 1992, but the process moved slowly and Centralia Council fought back with legal action intended to stop eminent domain and to protect the town against what they viewed as an attempt to grab the bonanza in coal that supposedly lay beneath Centralia.
Yet the legal proceedings had an unexpected effect, causing some of the most prominent diehards to reconsider whether they really wanted to fight it out. In the spring of 1993, tensions over relocation came to a head in Centralia Council. Council members Helen Womer, Helen Tanis, and John Comarnisky, who continued to oppose relocation, voted to remove Molly Darrah and Mary Lou Gaughan from their seats on Council for what in an earlier day might have been likened to treason. Darrah and Gaughan had committed the unforgivable sin of deciding to relocate. Devine had vetoed a similar move at a January reorganization meeting, but missed the April 5 meeting. She said the council vote was illegal. Nevertheless, Devine; 
her husband Robert, who was also on the council; Gaughan; and Darrah 
submitted their resignations from Council and moved forward with plans to 
leave Centralia. Womer became the new council president. Among actions 
taken in coming months that drew skeptical attention was a vote by Council 
to spend a state grant to repave a street that no longer had any houses along 
it. Centralia had become a land of make-believe.


The Columbia County Redevelopment Authority obtained court approval for taking the homes of the remaining Centralia residents who did not accept relocation. But they were never evicted. Governor Casey fell ill in the summer of 1993 and was replaced on an acting basis by Lieutenant Governor Mark Singel until the end of the year. Pennsylvania Supreme Court upheld the evictions in 1995, but the new Republican governor, Tom Ridge, had no interest in taking the heat for removing the Centralia diehards from their homes. Klink was disgusted.
What do you mean? We're going to have to throw them out? This wasn't even our decision. They were kind of upset about this. Basically, nothing to worry about, because they didn't do anything. They just basically delayed and delayed, tried to scare them with letters, but there were no additional incentives they could give. Then they started trying to take things away, like, well, we're no longer going to cut your grass, we're no longer going to clear your sidewalks, then the Centralians take the Commonwealth to court. All this good stuff back and forth. And finally, we're where we are today.'0  
There was an unexpected upside for the stayers. Money was set aside in interest-bearing accounts to pay for their homes, which they would get when they actually moved out. But until they did-and some were still there in 2009-they paid no rent or taxes.
Perhaps the most sensitive remaining issue in Centralia other than eminent domain was what to do about St. Ignatius Catholic Church. Historic and beautiful, it was cherished by generations of Centralians who had been baptized, married, and buried from its precincts. "Life here centers mostly around the church," Marguerite Chapman told a reporter in December 1987. "The church will stay. It would be very foolish to close the church because there are still people who support it, and they attend Mass faithfully.""   She had good reason for her confidence: Eighteen months earlier, Monsignor Hugh Overbaugh of the Diocese of Harrisburg told Columbia County Redevelopment Authority that Bishop William H. Keeler had no interest in selling the church.82   Keeler did authorize the sale of St. Ignatius School to the redevelopment authority for $133,000 in the spring of 1986, and the sale of the convent-home to the nuns who once taught at the schoolfor $68,000 a year later. The diocese appealed the offer of $74,351 for the rectory, garage, and stone grotto, arguing at a hearing that they ought to receive $137,000. But the Department of Community Affairs upheld the original offer.


A corollary issue was the fate of St. Ignatius Cemetery, directly behind the church, a lovely patch of shaded green pushing back the coal badlands that surround Centralia on all sides. By the late 1980s, steam from the Byrnesville arm of the mine fire gushed from the ground immediately south of the cemetery's iron fence,83   but not in the cemetery itself, which was believed to lie over unmined earth where the fire could not penetrate. Centralia residents assumed the cemetery would always be there, even if the church was demolished. Yet the record is clear that by the early 1990s, with a new bishop, Nicholas C. Datillo, in charge, diocesan officials wanted both church and cemetery off their hands, and in the cemetery's case, out of Centralia.
Datillo, who was from western Pennsylvania and had no ties to central Pennsylvania, was named bishop of Harrisburg in November 1989 after Keeler was named archbishop of Baltimore. Many Catholics in the Harrisburg Diocese came to believe that he was sent to central Pennsylvania primarily to close churches. Indeed, in one of Datillo's obituaries in 2004, it was noted that he reduced the number of churches in the Harrisburg diocese from 125 to 89 during his tenure, as the Catholic Church sought to deal with declining numbers of priests and parishioners. Many of the closings, mergers, and renamings caused anguish to members, especially when ethnic parishes were merged, and Datillo became highly unpopular in some quarters.S4  


Early in 1993, the diocese requested that St. Ignatius Cemetery be 
conveyed to the state of Pennsylvania, arguing that it had been "inversely 
condemned" because most of its potential customers had been relocated 
out of Centralia. Columbia County Redevelopment Authority didn't buy 
this reasoning, but continued to discuss acquisition with the diocese. But 
in the fall of that year, probably on October 12, although the date could not 
be pinned down with certainty, Bishop Datillo himself came to Centralia 
to press the issue with Bill Klink and Joe Larish, who ran the day-to-day 
relocation activities out of the authority's Centralia field office.
Klink and Larish say Datillo arrived by helicopter, which landed on 
the former site of St. Ignatius School in Centralia. This part of the story has 
been difficult to confirm, but there is no reason to doubt their account. He 
was picked up by a priest from Mount Carmel and driven the remaining 
three blocks to the field office for the meeting with the redevelopment 
authority. Joining him at the meeting, they say, was Edward Faraday, director 
of financial administration for the diocese. For all the drama, it was "a very 
short meeting and kind of unproductive," Klink recalled, "because they 
were talking to the wrong people." According to both men, the bishop and 
Faraday asked them to acquire St. Ignatius Cemetery and to move the graves, 
some dating back to the mid-nineteenth century, to All Saints Cemetery, a 
diocesan burial ground ten miles north of Centralia near Bear Gap.
Klink admitted to being impressed by the helicopter, which he decided 
was probably the intent of the expensive gesture. But he thought it a foolish 
exercise. "We don't make decisions like that," he recalled. Moving a cemetery 
meant emotional trauma for families with loved ones in the cemetery. There 
were legalities involved in exhuming graves, and he doubted there was 
enough money left in the relocation budget to carry out a project like this. 
His objections did not appear to deter the bishop or Faraday. "It was kind 
of interesting," Klink recalled. "We were told, well, I'll be speaking directly 
with the governor, I'll be speaking directly with this person, there was a lot of 
name-dropping from the bishop and the business manager." Larish recalled 
Faraday saying in front of everyone, "We will use our political power to 
make sure this happens."
But no one in Harrisburg wanted to take that on, either, it would 
appear. Former Lieutenant Governor Mark Singel, who served as acting governor between June 14 and December 13, 1993, while Governor Robert 
P. Casey recovered from a heart-liver transplant, recalled no meeting with 
Bishop Datillo or anyone else from the diocese on that issue during that 
period. Singel said Datillo was a friend and could have easily obtained a 
meeting with him had he telephoned.


A compromise proposal under discussion in December 1993 would have had the state acquire the cemetery and the diocese continue to administer and maintain it. In addition, and somewhat on the creepy side, the state would provide the diocese with annual reports that St. Ignatius Cemetery remained safe for funerals. "It would be understood that the Diocese of Harrisburg would be relying on this certification in allowing burials to continue at the St. Ignatius Cemetery. In the event the Diocese of Harrisburg would determine that a certification would be needed on a burial-by-burial basis, the Commonwealth would cooperate in obtaining said certification," a letter describing the proposal stated.85  
Nine months later the Columbia County Redevelopment Authority told the diocese that it would not acquire St. Ignatius Cemetery until the diocese and the state reached a written agreement on maintenance of the cemetery. Klink, Robert Spielman, solicitor for the redevelopment authority, and Terrence Kerwin, lawyer for the diocese, insist no agreement was ever reached. But Joe Aponick, communications director in 2009 for the diocese, said the state did take over the cemetery through eminent domain. Singel also recalled that this happened, but says it was after Casey resumed the governorship at the end of 1993.
Ownership of the cemetery might seem a meaningless issue except for this: By early 2008 it was obvious to anyone who visited the cemetery in the winter months that the heat of the fire, if not the fire itself, had penetrated the northeast corner of the cemetery. Wisps of steam could be seen rising from behind the fence, and an area of perhaps one hundred by one hundred feet in that corner quickly lost its snow cover even as the rest of the cemetery did not. No exploratory drilling had ever been conducted in the cemetery, and who knows what sort of bootleg mining might have occurred beneath it during the Great Depression? If the fire continues to move inside the cemetery walls, either the state or the diocese will face a difficult decision on whether to begin moving graves. Centralia's other two burial grounds, the Odd Fellows Cemetery and the Russian-Ukrainian cemetery, do not appear threatened at this time. No interest has been shown by their owners 
in a state takeover.


The Diocese of Harrisburg sold St. Ignatius Church and its bell, stained-glass windows, and other fixtures to the redevelopment authority in 1997. The building went for $142,000 and the fixtures for $77,565. Of that latter figure, the 1874 bronze bell-still in use-accounted for $30,000. The stained-glass windows, which were believed to have come from France, initially were appraised at $48,920. But during removal by the diocese, they were inadvertently damaged, reducing their value to $11,850 in a second appraisal.86   The historic church was demolished and Columbia County Redevelopment Authority auctioned off the fixtures. Some former parishioners were angry they were not allowed to buy keepsakes from St. Ignatius before the auction took place, according to Tom Larkin. Some of the red marble from the altar ended up in the renovated Our Lady of Mount Carmel Catholic Church in nearby Mount Carmel.
Centralia entered the new century with just twenty-one residents, according to the 2000 federal census. There was hardly anything left of the town, perhaps twenty to twenty-five houses, and that would drop by 2009 to about ten houses and ten to twelve people. Lamar Mervine, who was frail and in his eighties, became mayor of Centralia and was sought out by visiting journalists for a colorful quote or two about how the mine fire really wasn't a problem now and never was. Many of the remaining residents of Centralia were senior citizens, but not all. Of the younger set, the two most outspoken residents are John Lokitis Jr., who in 2009 was thirty-nine, and John Comarnisky, who was in his mid-fifties. Lokitis, who lives in the former house of his grandfather, George P. Lokitis, at 108 West Park Street, commutes sixty-five miles to a civilian job for the Pennsylvania State Police in Harrisburg. Comarnisky lives in a house his father built at 511 Troutwine Street, and is a science teacher at Schuylkill Haven High School, about twenty-three miles south of Centralia.
Comarnisky was one of the council members who in 1993 sought to purge Mary Lou Gaughan, Molly Darrah, and other council members for having decided to accept relocation from Centralia. He was interviewed in Centralia to Remember, a documentaryby Columbia UniversityprofessorYuri Gorokhovich produced in 2006, and talked of his belief that the relocation was part of an effort to grab the supposed Centralia coal bonanza.


Lokitis was the central character in the 2007 feature-length 
documentary The Town That Was, which played in competition at the 2007 
Los Angeles Film Festival and Philadelphia Film Festival, among others. 
Directed by Chris Perkel and Georgie Roland, and released to the public 
in May 2009 by Cinevolve, it portrayed Lokitis as a quixotic figure who 
would not accept that the Centralia he had known and loved was gone. Yet 
it also made clear why present and former residents pined for the town that 
was. It showed Lokitis mowing common area lawns and hanging Christmas 
decorations, all for a town with a dozen or so inhabitants and a very large 
mine fire. The audience at the Philadelphia Film Festival was generally 
sympathetic with the Centralia man, but sometimes laughter erupted. For 
example, they laughed at a scene where he proclaimed there was "no visible 
danger" when steam could be seen rising in the background. Lokitis has said 
on several occasions that he liked the film.
In the same manner as his grandfather, who died in 2002, Lokitis was 
an active letter writer to state officials on Centralia issues over the years. One 
of his zanier crusades, launched in 2002, was to save Centralia's 17927 zip 
code after the U.S. Postal Service proposed requiring Centralia residents to 
use Ashland as their community of residence along with its 17921 zip code. 
In the film he tells how he left work early and hurried back to Centralia, 
then summoned local newspapers and the television stations from Scranton 
and Wilkes-Barre to raise hell about this perfidy. The postal service let mail 
continue to be addressed to "Centralia," but eventually required use of the 
Ashland zip code.
"I can't imagine living anywhere else," Lokitis says in the film. "I don't 
think I'd be happy."
Yet the time in Centralia of John Lokitis Jr. and the others is fast 
drawing to a close. Steve Fishman, chief counsel of the Department of 
Community and Economic Development, said in an April 2009 interview 
with the author that the plan is to let the eminent domain process run its 
course, ending with the departure of the residents and the demolition of 
their homes. Governor Edward G. Rendell, a Democrat, has decided to 
finally pull the plug on Centralia.
Bill Klink of the Columbia County Redevelopment Authority had 
initiated the endgame in a conversation with John Estey, Rendell's chief of 
staff, on the volleyball court at the Eagle's Mere cottage colony in northern 
Pennsylvania one summer, where theyboth own homes. The redevelopment 
authority closed out its involvement in Centralia at the end of 2005, three 
years after Rendell took office. By then the relocation budget was down to $200,000 of the original $42 million. Klink said Estey set up a meeting, but 
that nothing came of it-at first.


In addition to John Lokitis Jr., the remaining residents are believed 
to include Lamar Mervine, John Comarnisky, Carl Womer (Helen died in 
2001, a week after John Coddington) and Kathi Womer (his daughter), 
Helen Tanis, Stephen Hynoski, Bonnie Hynoski, Janet Hynoski, Benjamin 
Hynoski, John Connoly, and Ed Cerr, who all signed a petition to Columbia 
County Court of Common Pleas in 2007 to have Centralia Council reduced 
from five to three members. The court granted the petition three months 
later, a rare nod to reality in the latter days of Centralia. Lokitis's parents may 
also still be living in Centralia.
In February 2009 Comarnisky received a thirty-day notice to vacate 
his house. It was clearly a "we mean business" letter, but he managed 
to extend his departure date until June 30, 2009. Following the court 
appeal, his mother's estate was to receive nearly $95,000 in real estate and 
relocation payments, which suggests the state had found more money for 
the settlements than what Klink said was left in 2005. Fishman said there 
were two accounts, one with more money than the other.
Ironically, the new television series Life After People, based on a History 
Channel film speculating what would happen to the world if all people 
suddenly disappeared, filmed an episode in Centralia in 2009. Fishman did 
not have a timetable for removing the last residents, saying it would depend 
on how quickly legal processes chugged along.
But unless someone does explore the idea of mining whatever coal is left 
under Centralia, which isn't likely, we can imagine that in a few decades the 
valley between the mountains that once was Centralia will look somewhat 
like it did when the first white explorers saw it well over two centuries ago, 
albeit with paved roads. Grass will grow, followed by shrubs, then trees, as 
nature seeks to paper over the scars of civilization and coal mining.
Centralia will live on for a time in the memories of its former residents, 
but eventually they, too, will die. Only the written and filmic record will 
remain to tell this story of how the rape of the land created conditions for 
the town's destruction, how human misjudgment struck the match, and how 
bureaucracy let the Centralia mine fire burn, unable to figure out how to 
stop it. It was indeed a tragedy.


 


[image: ]
No one in the Anthracite Region of Pennsylvania, where the potential for new mine fire is as great as ever, will soon forget the tragedy of Centralia and how hard it was for its people to obtain justice. Whenever a new mine fire is discovered, the cry goes up from people who live nearby that they do not want their community to become "another Centralia." It is a phrase that appears to strike fear into the hearts of elected officials and bureaucrats alike. Action against new mine fires tends to be quick and brutal.
That is the lesson of Centralia for the Anthracite Region, and indeed for any coal region in Pennsylvania or elsewhere. It seems so obvious today, but it took many painful years for citizens and public officials to fully understand that you must try at all costs to prevent a mine fire from igniting, but if one does ignite, you must attack it ruthlessly until it is gone.
In December 2008, for example, public concern erupted about an underground coal refuse fire burning two hundred yards from homes in the town of Palo Alto in Schuylkill County, about twenty miles southeast of Centralia. The fire had been burning since June but managed to draw no one's attention until November. But once it became known, action to contain the danger it posed was swift.
"I've heard about Centralia. That's the first thing I think of," local resident Leo Dalton told a journalist."  
By the third week in January 2009, the U.S. Office of Surface Mining in Wilkes-Barre reported that the fire was contained on all sides. A project to extinguish the fire, at a projected cost of $500,000, was about to go out for bid. Times had changed.
Yet the Centralia mine fire itself was by no means extinguished or contained, and state mining engineers believed it had a clear path to Mount Carmel, three miles to the west along Route 61. The GAI Report in 1983 had discounted the possibility, but by the spring of 1985, the state Department of Environmental Resources knew that was in error. Robert C. Oberman, chief of the mine fire and subsidence section in the Bureau of Abandoned Mine Reclamation (BAMR), while preparing for expected work on controlling the Centralia mine fire, discovered an ancient mine map not available to the engineers who drew up the GAI Report.
And what a map. It mainly showed the Buck Mountain workings of the Locust Run Colliery, but "also included on the map is an undiscovered mined seam called the Buck Mountain Underlap. This mined seam, associated rock 
tunnels and the bootleg and `dog hole' workings in it and the Buck Mountain 
Seam constitute a total breach of any hypothetical mine barrier that would 
limit the spread of the fire to the west. The conclusion is that there is no 
barrier to the western movement of the fire into Mount Carmel.... This 
conclusion has been studied and is supported by Walter Vicinelly," wrote 
Oberman in a memo to Richard J. Bielicki, director of BAMR. Vicinelly was 
a respected DER mining regulator.


Oberman wrote that no longer could the Centralia mine fire be allowed to burn to a "natural" western boundary. He said that if Mount Carmel was to be protected from the mine fire, a trench several hundred feet long should be excavated.88   DER thought enough of the discovery that Patrick J. Solano, deputy secretary for resources management, officially reported it to Robert J. Biggi, chief of the Harrisburg Field Office of the U.S. Office of Surface Mining, in the summer of 1985.59   Yet nothing was ever done to excavate this admittedly costly trench, and the mine fire continues to move west from Centralia toward Mount Carmel. It will be many years until it reaches the other town, but to do nothing would be as shortsighted and foolish as the actions and inactions that let the fire destroy Centralia.
The state did not completely ignore the threat. After first allowing relocating Centralians to build new houses or buy existing ones along the Centralia-Mount Carmel highway, the rules were changed and no further relocations there were allowed. Only vague reasons were provided, but they were enough to prompt the people who lived in those houses, led by Thomas Lynott, to demand relocation themselves, sometimes for a second time. About a dozen homes were involved, according to Bill Klink of Columbia County Redevelopment Authority.90   Lynott's request was turned down by the Department of CommunityAffairs. He then appealed to Commonwealth Court, the court in Pennsylvania that hears appeals from the actions of state agencies, and lost there as well. But an appeal to U.S. Representative Paul Kanjorski, the Democrat who was the latest to hold Congressman Daniel Flood's former seat, proved fruitful. Kanjorski, Klink says, prevailed on the state to expand the Centralia project boundaries to include these homes, and away they went.


Somewhere far down the road, residents of Mount Carmel will need to 
face up to the lessons of Centralia and begin taking an active role in seeking 
an effective government project to halt the Centralia mine fire from getting 
close enough to their community to do damage. How soon might that be? 
Melissa A. Nolter and Dr. Daniel H. Vice, in their 2003 paper Change in the 
Centralia Coal Fire Over Time, say the fire advanced an average of seventy-five 
feet per year since 1962. If it is three miles, or 15,840 feet, between Centralia 
and Mount Carmel, assuming that rate of advance continues, it would take 
211 years for the fire to arrive at the first Mount Carmel homes. That seems 
an absurdly long time, which is why bureaucrats are more likely than not to 
avoid doing anything about it for a few more generations.
But if the Mount Carmel residents want earlier action, they have the 
power to do so if they are willing to scream their heads off. A much more 
important, though less obvious, lesson of Centralia was that citizens can 
force government to heed their will, if-and this is important-they have 
the courage and determination to do so. Lois Gibbs, who organized her 
neighbors in the Love Canal area of Niagara Falls, New York, to fight for 
government relocation of families endangered by toxic waste there in the 
late 1970s, believed that was the central lesson to be drawn from Centralia, 
Love Canal, and the toxic waste disaster at Times Beach, Missouri, in the 
early 1980s. "You can't fight it scientifically and you can't fight it legally," she 
said.
After her own relocation from Love Canal, Gibbs helped establish the 
Citizens Clearinghouse for Hazardous Waste. Headquartered in a suburb of 
Washington, D.C., the group disseminates information about toxic waste and 
helps citizens around the country organize to fight for government cleanup 
of toxic waste sites. Gibbs, who is president of Citizens Clearinghouse, 
worked with a citizens group at Times Beach and with Concerned Citizens 
Against the Centralia Mine Fire and Centralia Homeowners Association. 
Centralia was not a "You've got to go out and talk to your neighbors, and 
you've got to fight it with an organized political front;' Gibbs said. "That's 
probably the hardest thing for people to accept. Nothing's ever, ever going to 
move until they go after elected officials with the issue." Just as Tom Lynott 
did with Congressman Kanjorski.
It was a lesson the citizens of Centralia learned too late to save their 
community. Concerned Citizens organized in 1981, but by then the fire 
had burned for nineteen years and was probably too large and too close to 
populated areas to bring under control without destroying a major portion 
of the town. Tom Larkin, who was president of Concerned Citizens, believed 
there was still hope in 1981 but agreed that any possibility of saving Centralia vanished shortly thereafter. The best Concerned Citizens could do-and 
this was no mean feat-was to make the best of a bad situation. Concerned 
Citizens worked hard to persuade bureaucrats and elected officials to help 
Centralia, bombarding them with letters and phone calls. More important, 
Joan Girolami and Larkin stressed in their many interviews with journalists 
that Centralia needed help, and very likely someone was going to die if that 
help didn't arrive soon. The constant flow of news stories about Centralia, 
even after Concerned Citizens fell apart, made it impossible for state and 
federal officials to ignore the problem, which they probably would have 
otherwise. Relocation was the eventual result.


Gibbs believes Concerned Citizens did not apply enough pressure. She 
believes the group should have staged news events aimed at embarrassing 
key public officials, like Governor Thornburgh, over their failure to help 
Centralia. Indeed, with Thornburgh facing reelection in 1982, Concerned 
Citizens passed up a key opportunity to perhaps bring a speedier resolution 
to the problem. "When you affect politicians' public image, then they act," 
Gibbs said during a speech in Centralia in the fall of 1983. "We went out and 
organized just like you did here. We created political pressure. We picketed 
city hall. The governor [Hugh Carey] could not stand the pressure. Always 
remember that politicians are your employees."
One thing that must still be done for the people who have left 
Centralia is a health study of the long-term effects of the mine-fire gases. The 
Pennsylvania Department of Health did a baseline health study of Centralia 
residents in 1984-85 and just over three hundred residents participated. 
There has been no follow-up study, despite anecdotal reports by some of the 
residents who relocated of early deaths of family members exposed to the 
gases. While it will be difficult to separate out those effects from those of a 
regional lifestyle that often tends toward the unhealthy, the effort should be 
made. The results will be of use both to the Centralia families and to people 
elsewhere who are exposed to mine-fire gases. All of the original health 
surveys from 1984-85 are on file at the Pennsylvania State Archives [Series 
11.39] in Harrisburg but may be accessed only by the person who filled out 
each survey or members of their immediate families.
The people of Centralia will never completely escape the mine fire, but 
the author's hope is that telling their story will help others avoid a similar 
hell on Earth.
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David DeKok has been reporting on the Centralia mine fire for more 
than thirty years. As a young journalist for the News-Item in Shamokin, 
Pennsylvania, from 1975 to 1987, he wrote more than five hundred stories 
about the plight of Centralia. His reporting led to a decision by the federal 
and Pennsylvania governments to relocate nearly all Centralia residents 
to get them away from the underground fire. The Sunday New York Times 
Book Review said his 1986 edition of this book, entitled Unseen Danger: 
A Tragedy of People, Government, and the Centralia Mine Fire, had "enough 
bureaucratic villains to fill a Dickens novel." This updated edition, retitled 
Fire Underground: The Ongoing Tragedy of the Centralia Mine Fire, adds new 
information and continues the story to the present time. David DeKok is 
a native of Holland, Michigan. He lives along the Susquehanna River in 
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, with his wife, Lisa Brittingham, and daughters 
Elizabeth and Lydia.


i A mine gangway is a relatively level tunnel that connects mine breasts, offshoot tunnels that 
follow the anthracite veins up or down at steep angles.


2 Dr. Joseph Weber agreed to be interviewed for this book at the request of the Coddingtons, but 
insisted that John Coddington be present during the interview. Dr. Weber said he does not discuss 
his patients' cases in most instances, but was extremely helpful and informative after his conditions 
were met.


3 Centralia mine fire activist Tom Larkin, who has studied his Irish roots, said in a 2009 interview 
with the author that some of the nineteenth-century Irish immigrants in Centralia came from the 
Castlecomer area in County Kilkenny. Much anthracite was mined in Castlecomer for over three 
hundred years, ending in 1969. Other Irish immigrants to Centralia came from the counties of 
Donegal, Mayo, and Galway in Ireland, Larkin said.


4 A story in the Pocono Record on March 5, 1971, described in wonder how one Centralia 
resident, Joseph Zinda, commuted eighty miles daily to the Tobyhanna Army Depot in northeastern 
Pennsylvania. He had previously commuted about seventy-five miles to the former Olmstead Air 
Force Base in Middletown, Pennsylvania, and before that to a job in New Jersey.


SThe sentence was never carried out because of appellate court rulings regarding the death penalty. 
Senk spent the rest of his life in prison, save for a brief escape in 1977. He was transferred to the 
state prison at Graterford after recapture, and died there in 1992.


6Of the other firemen listed in the June 4 minutes, Leiby does not recall if he was at the landfill on 
May 27, 1962, although he says it was possible. Krupinski remembers putting water on a fire at 
the landfill, but little else. Krolick has since died. Leiby agrees with Francis Goncalves that it was the 
practice then to clean the dumps by temporarily setting them on fire.


7 Scovack and Leiby were in the search party that found Jane Benfield's body on July 12, 1961, as 
was Goncalves.


8 In her 2007 book, The Day the Earth Caved In, former SEC lawyer Joan Quigley, who had relatives 
in Centralia, offered a different, and I believe incorrect, explanation of how the mine fire started, 
claiming a local trash hauler dumped hot ashes in the town landfill on May 26, 1962. Although 
she named the trash hauler in her book, she did not indicate that she interviewed him or his family. 
Quigley did not name her sources for the hot ashes theory, dramatically claiming they "feared 
reprisal in the community," but stated that everyone she interviewed told her that. In the wake of a 
published review by me noting her lack of sourcing, she added information to the chapter notes on 
her book Web site claiming "multiple sources" for the hot ashes theory but naming only one, Mary 
Lou Gaughan, who is frequently quoted in her book. Interestingly, former Centralia fire chief James 
Cleary told Quigley that the five firemen hired by the borough council (and named in my book) did 
set a cleanup fire in the landfill on May 27, 1962, seemingly an odd action if it was already on fire 
from the hot ashes. Cleary, whom I also interviewed, told me he was not there that day, although 
borough records showed otherwise. All of my sources about how the mine fire started are named, 
and none have suffered any reprisals.


9 Letter, Maurice K. Goddard to R. Paul Schreiber, April 13, 1977. DEP Archives.


10 With only a few exceptions, DMMI documents on the Centralia mine fire from the years 1962 to 
1970 have been lost or discarded.


11 Final cost of the first Centralia project was $27,658. At some point during the work, Secretary 
Evans authorized an additional $7,644 beyond the original bid price.


12 Culm is a by-product of raw coal after it is processed through a breaker. It is a mixture of coal, 
rock, and dirt. Huge piles of culm dot the Anthracite Region and occasionally catch fire.


13The Bureau of Mines had experienced Flood's wrath the previous year, when through no 
fault of the bureau, Senator Hugh Scott of Pennsylvania, a Republican, beat Flood to the punch 
in announcing the $4 million Laurel Run mine-fire project. A lengthy Bureau of Mines internal 
memorandum, written June 9, 1965, the day of the offense, speculated that Pennsylvania's 
representative to the Appalachian Regional Commission, a Republican appointed by Governor 
Scranton, had leaked the news. The memorandum author worried that Flood's distress might be felt 
by the Johnson administration in general.


14Today fly ash is known to be a highly toxic substance, full of cancer-causing heavy metals and 
arsenic. The exact composition varies depending on the coal that was burned to create it. It 
has many uses, especially as an additive to concrete, but is no longer supposed to be placed in 
direct contact with the earth, where its toxic metals can leech into the water supply. The specific 
environmental impact of the Centralia fly ash barrier has never been studied, but ought to be. The 
torrential rains of Tropical Storm Agnes in June 1972 in the Centralia area-as much as eighteen 
inches in nearby Shamokin-are said to have washed some of the fly ash barrier out the Centralia 
mine drainage tunnel, which ran black for days.


is Mrs. Ryan presumably suffered the same symptoms as Marion Laughlin and the Birsters, because 
she eventually abandoned her home. She declined to be interviewed for this book.


16 Memo from Leonard W. Rogers, mine inspector, Sixth Anthracite District, to James J. Shober Jr., 
director, Anthracite Regional Mine Safety, Department of Environmental Resources, April 16, 1976, 
DEP Archives; "Board will discuss Centralia cave-in," The News-Item, Shamokin, Pennsylvania, April 
21, 1976.


17 The Department of Environmental Resources in Pennsylvania was created in 1970 from the 
Department of Mines and Mineral Industries and several other state agencies.


18 Letter from Rev. John J. Suknaic to Dr. Maurice K. Goddard, Secretary of Environmental 
Resources, July 10, 1976, DEP Archives.


19 This James Shober is the son of the James Shober discussed in chapter 3.


20 Summary Notes, Aug. 17, 1976, DEP Archives.


21 Private notes of Robert Brennan, June 3, 1977, in possession of his family.


22 Letter from Malcolm Magnuson to author, Sept. 15, 1988.


23 Letter, Tom Kroh to Donald Fowler, Department of Environmental Resources, Dec. 16, 1979. DEP 
Archives.


24 Edward Rubenstein, M.D., F.A.C.P., "Carbon Monoxide and Smoke Inhalation," Medicine 2, 
edited by Rubenstein, (1984): 8:IV:1-2 (a publication of Scientific American).


25 National Ambient Air Quality Standards, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, http://epa.gov/air/ 
criteria.html, Feb. 20, 2009.


26 Conversation with the author, March 1981.


27, Are Kerosene Heaters Safe?" Consumer Reports 47 (Oct. 1982): 499-507.


28Quotes from John Coddington in this chapter come from an interview conducted by the author 
on March 19, 1981, a day more fully described in chapter 1. Coddington looked and sounded ill 
during the interview.


29 Robins and Associates, "Socioeconomic Impact Analysis, Centralia Mine Fire Abatement 
Alternatives," Final Report, Dec. 12, 1980.


30Author interview with Todd Domboski, May 16, 2002.


31 That apparently included his own. Helfrick's construction firm, K&H Excavating, carried out but 
of course did not design the second state project at Centralia in 1962. Helfrick was not an elected 
official at the time.


32 Author interview with Todd Domboski, May 16, 2002.


33 Author's interview with Dewitt C. Smith, May 6, 2002.


34Aliceann Glowatski to Gov. Dick Thornburgh, March 22, 1981. Thornburgh Papers, Pennsylvania 
State Archives, Harrisburg.


35 Dr. Evan Riehl, the Health Department official charged with monitoring the Centralia situation, 
claimed in March 1981 that the only information on carbon monoxide he possessed was the 1963 
Surgeon General report on cigarette smoking.


36"Centralia Mine Fire," unsigned broadsheet postmarked June 8, 1981, Thornburgh Papers, 
Pennsylvania State Archives, Harrisburg.


37 Memo, Dewitt C. Smith, director of the Pennsylvania Emergency Management Agency, to Robert 
C. Wilburn, secretary of budget and administration, Aug. 20, 1981.


38Thornburgh's dislike of the press was legendary in Harrisburg, and his attitude was reflected in 
the often shabby treatment reporters received from the governor's Press Office. Thornburgh rarely 
gave unrestricted press conferences and was known to lash out at reporters whose questions he 
disliked, despite the fact that he generally received very fair coverage.


39 The AML Fund contained $681 million on September 30, 1981, according to OSM records. Of 
that, half, or about $340 million, was reserved for the coal-producing states. The other half was 
reserved for the federal government. Of the federal share, about $136 million was reserved for the 
Interior Department to spend on mine-fire and other AML projects at Secretary Watt's discretion.


40 Former State Senator Franklin Kury, who left office in 1980 and was now a Harrisburg lawyer and 
respected environmentalist, advised Polites a lawsuit was impossible because the law left fighting 
mine fires to Watt's discretion. "I regret we cannot give you better news, because I would love to be 
able to bring the kind of lawsuit you contemplated," he wrote in a May 11, 1981, letter to Polites. 
Kury had represented Centralia as a senator and had gone to bat for the town on more than one 
occasion.


41 The Health Department would not provide any information about carbon monoxide to Centralia 
residents, rebuffing even pleas from General Smith. The doctors did have this information, as is 
evidenced by a December 1984 press release headlined "Carbon Monoxide-Kills!" by Dr. Fox 
about the dangers of carbon monoxide produced by a home heating system. The release describes, 
among other things, the symptoms of carbon monoxide exposure as "yawning, headache, nausea, 
dizziness, ringing in the ears, and abdominal pain. Gaspy breathing and unconsciousness quickly 
follow." Apparently home heating was politically safe.


42 D'Amato was an acquaintance of a man who was married to a cousin of Francis O'Hearn, a 
member of Concerned Citizens.


43 Hodel became Interior secretary in 1985 after the resignation of William Clark at the end of 
Reagan's first term. He later served terms as president of the Christian Coalition and Focus on the 
Family.


44 Memo, H. Arnold Muller, M.D., secretary of health, to Dewitt C. Smith Jr., director, Pennsylvania 
Emergency Management Agency, Dec. 10, 1981. DEP Archives. The memo was discovered after 
Smith's death, so there was no opportunity to question him about it.


45 The Larksville mine fire ignited around 1977. Like the Centralia fire, it originated in a landfill, this 
one made up of furniture, clothing, and other combustible debris from the terrible Hurricane Agnes 
flood that ravaged Wilkes-Barre and many other communities along the Susquehanna River in 
1972. The Bureau of Mines began a project to extinguish the Larksville fire in 1981.


45 Horton wrote in his Nov. 30, 1981, memorandum, "As I have tried to emphasize-the Centralia 
mine fire, and particularly BOM vs. OSM, is a very sensitive issue. Discussions with reporters, 
indications we will not do as Congress directs, views counter to OSM's-are not helpful."


47 Belfanti had persuaded state reapportionment officials to place Centralia in his realigned 107th 
District. His first opportunity to face the electorate would be in November 1982. Centralia remained 
in State Representative Ted Stuban's district until the end of 1982.


48A document found in the DEP Archives in 2009, a preliminary draft of a letter to OSM dated 
Jan. 13, 1982, confirmed the basic details of the threat. OSM, meaning Griles, had demanded 
that a Centralia air-monitoring cooperative agreement, which was supposed to be effective on 
Jan. 1, 1982, be delayed until the drilling project details were concluded. State officials protested 
that "uninterrupted monitoring of the air quality in the homes and businesses of Centralia is of 
fundamental importance to the health, safety, and emotional well-being of the residents." So much 
for press office denials. Wilson is now the mayor of Carlisle, Pennsylvania.


49 DER Secretary Peter Duncan sent a letter condemning the plan to, of all people, State Senator 
Edward Helfrick. One of the senator's aides released the letter to the press. Helfrick insisted the 
letter should be viewed the same as if it came from Thornburgh.


so Memo, Smith to Robert S. "Robin" Ross, deputy general counsel, Governor's Office, Jan. 6, 1982. 
DEP Archives.


51 The News-Item checked to see if this violated the state ethics code for public officials. It did not. 
Helen Koschoff served as counsel for the Pennsylvania Commission for Women from 1980 to 1982. 
Thornburgh appointed her a member of the commission on June 20, 1983.


52 Helen Womer, for example, told the Washington Post in 1982, "This was once a model 
community, it was so close-knit, and we had so much fun, we'd have town picnics and everybody 
would show up."


53 Brennan, who lived in nearby Mount Carmel and received his engineering training at Pennsylvania 
State University, worked for the Bureau of Mines for most of his career and did not join OSM until 
Feb. 1, 1982, the day most bureau personnel who worked in abandoned mine land reclamation 
were transferred to OSM, which now controlled the bulk of available funding for reclamation work.


54 Brennan's wife and daughter had a scary encounter with murderer Frank Earl Senk on the day 
Jane Benfield's body was found in 1961, as described in chapter 2.


55 Belfanti was correct-the Republican exit was entirely political. A July 9, 1982, memo in the DEP 
Archives from Kenneth R. Lamison, director of response and recovery for PEMA, to General Smith 
states that he was told by Fred Taylor, a Republican analyst for the Mines and Energy Committee, 
that Rep. Ivan Itkin "wants to embarass the governor" with the Centralia trip. Lamison said Mary 
Webber, the governor's legislative liaison on Centralia issues, was "working on a meeting in 
Centralia that would preempt Itkin's trip. Details to follow."


56 One of the strictest Thornburgh administration information control policies was that reporters 
were not allowed to talk to state employees-except perhaps agency heads-unless a public 
relations person cleared it, which they often did not. If they did, they often listened in on the 
interview. It was the governor's belief that his administration should "speak with one voice."


57 Smith to Thornburgh, Oct. 21, 1982. DEP Archives.


58 The Womer telegram, along with a series of DER and OSM letters, turned up in response to a 
general Freedom of Information request filed by the News-Item in 1983. The documents were used 
in a story published on June 1, 1983.


59 Memorandum for Record, Joseph K. Hoffman, assistant director, Bureau of Resources Planning, 
Department of Environmental Resources, Oct. 26, 1982.


60 Brennan and Anderson were ordered not to include "recommendations or interpretations" in 
their interim and final reports, according to an OSM memorandum dated Jan. 14, 1983.


61 This trench and all others mentioned in the GAI report would be backfilled with incombustible 
material upon completion.


62 Womer to Thornburgh, Aug. 18, 1983. DEP Archives.


63 Centralia Fact Sheet, Sept. 29, 1983, DEP Archives.


64 Robert C. Oberman to Ronald O'Brien, Oct. 4, 1984, DEP Archives.


65 Iseman, David. "Evicted couple didn't heed government warnings," Press-Enterprise, Bloomsburg, 
Pa., Oct. 8, 1987.


66lseman, David. "Neighbors convinced that pressure to make move contributed to deaths," PressEnterprise, Bloomsburg, Pa., Oct. 8, 1987.


67 Reports of Coroner, Deaths of Bertha and John Mayernick on Oct. 6, 1987, Columbia County 
Prothonotary's Office, Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania.


68 Interview with Jack Carling, Dec. 29, 2008.


69 Briefing, Centralia Subsidence Incident, U.S. Office of Surface Mining, Wilkes-Barre Office Report, 
March 23, 1989.


70 Brook, Susan. "Officials face off over tree plan," Press-Enterprise, Bloomsburg, Pa., March 24, 
1989.


71 Brook, Susan. "Authorities promise help: Centralians still worried about community's fate," PressEnterprise, Bloomsburg, Pa., March 24, 1989.


72 Carling interview with the author, Dec. 29, 2008.


73 Klink interview with the author, Dec. 17, 2008.


74Rohland, Pamela. "Town loyalists criticized: Relocation director warns of dangers for those 
remaining," Reading, Pa., Eagle, Dec. 29, 1991.


75 Devine to Klink, Jan. 3, 1992, Gov. Robert P. Casey Papers, Pennsylvania State Archives.


76 Rhoads, Patty. "Centralia officials will fight state order: Mayor, council president: We'll take the 
issue to court," The News-Item, Shamokin, Pa., Feb. 20, 1992.


77 Feeley, Mike. "Stubborn Centralians won't leave: Government pressure angers town." The 
Patriot, Harrisburg, Pa., Feb. 21, 1992.


78 Womer to Casey, March 27, 1992, Gov. Robert P. Casey Papers, Pennsylvania State Archives.


79Angeli to Devine, July 28, 1992. Gov. Robert P. Casey Papers, Pennsylvania State Archives.


80 Bill Klink interview with the author, Dec. 17, 2008.


81 The Associated Press, "Town still alive in memory and church during Christmas," Dec. 23, 1987, 
printed in Valley Independent, Monessen, Pa.


82 Overbaugh to Joseph Larish, acquisition specialist, Columbia County Redevelopment Authority, 
Aug. 6, 1986. St. Ignatius File, Records of the Centralia Relocation, Pennsylvania Department of 
Community and Economic Development (DCED) Archives.


83The author escorted the now well-known Bill O'Reilly, then-anchor of the tabloid news show 
Inside Edition, on a televised walk across this particular patch of steaming ground around 1988.


84 Obituary of Bishop Nicholas C. Datillo, Catholic New York, www.cny.org/archive/ob/ob040104 
.htm, updated April 2004, viewed on April 6, 2009.


'STerrence J. Kerwin, lawyer for the Diocese of Harrisburg, to Joel Weisberg, chief counsel, 
Department of Community Affairs, Dec. 10, 1993. St. Ignatius File, Records of the Centralia 
Relocation, DCED Archives.


86 Phillip G. Barrho, Technical Evaluation Consultants, to Joseph Larish, real estate acquisition 
specialist, Columbia County Redevelopment Authority, St. Ignatius File, Records of the Centralia 
Relocation, DCED Archives.


87 Wolfgang, Ben. Pottsville Republican and Herald, Dec. 31, 2008.


88 Oberman to Bielicki, March 14, 1985, DEP Archives.


89 Letter, Solano to Biggi, July 5. 1985, DEP Archives


90 Bill Klink interview with the author, Jan. 7, 2009.


[image: ]


[image: ]
img0001.jpg
fire
UNDERGROUND





img0002.jpg
UNDERGROUND

The Ongoing Tragedy of the Centralia Mine Fire

David DeKok

&P

Guiford, Connecticut





img0000.jpg
,“0

UNDERGROUND

The Ongoing Tragedy ofthe Centralia Mine Fire

David DeKok





img0028.jpg





img0029.jpg





img0003.jpg





img0030.jpg





img0004.jpg





cover.jpeg
UNDERGROUND

‘The Ongoing Tragedy of the Centralia Mine Fire

David DeKok





img0023.jpg





img0022.jpg
Dureasol ine e i Wil B and.
Wi e Kb ety oot 3
Ay comd ol ks resb s it
o Boing o St

T
o ekl
e 0 he
b oot
sy Lo
o

P
dngine oo e e
otch thovaghthe et e

iy 1960 Toe U, Baresnst
N g e g ol

Wil s e e e
b, e Ryt
. Ty cscsed heehame
beorehe st b





img0025.jpg
Thekbupry conden demeor
Tomborgs b

porteeht ke
gy g

[
By Tony
g o s





img0024.jpg





img0027.jpg





img0026.jpg





img0033.jpg





img0035.jpg





img0034.jpg





img0037.jpg





img0036.jpg





img0031.jpg





img0032.jpg





img0042.jpg
ot St vl
Lo Armer oy

e
b sy






img0043.jpg





img0044.jpg





img0045.jpg





img0039.jpg





img0038.jpg





img0041.jpg
e ——
it Coddogons g s

Coy et o

—
e rmiing






img0040.jpg





img0047.jpg





img0048.jpg





img0046.jpg





img0005.jpg





img0009.jpg





img0006.jpg





img0007.jpg





img0050.jpg





img0049.jpg
How a modern-day mine disaster
turned a Pennsylvania community into a ghost town

“DeKok has oo ol epetedande
Howsnunderground

he it happen

andin ense, o ll of . A thoughtfol nd thorughly cogrosing e

—LisaScontoline authorof Diry Blande, feionalstoey about Cntralia

Priscortheoriioa 195 dion, Unscen Daer
Enough bureacratcvilans o il Dickens novel”

New Yok TimesBeok Review.

e complling e hand sccoun o
dektroyed Cental bt e cven s s an nstony o how,
dsnd anlyses s mplictons o one commoriy,

entralls Pennsylani, v anddid by snhiact cou. T ownepopalation pesked at
2761 1590, ot b 1981 hd dwindled st vee 000 ot sl o s Peayrania
miing o, Bt oday Centrala ha no mare than 3 dosen nhabitans 3 thy are
expected o b gone before o, The reason 4 underground iretht has borned e
1962 inthe Lbyrinth o sbndoned cos mines beheth Centrals, making prts o the
town umihabasble

By 1981 the s was ving dsdlygases o Bonne, makig i ik o one G
1 by dropped it  seaming ol and almos died 5. U, congresman

toured nesdby. David DeKiok describe how the fir began and how the mjoky of
Centrali esdents fvght for 1nd finaly btaned relocation froms the town, ven 3¢
e ofthet neghborscamed thre was n thrat. He evels what happened t the
e remaining dichards s the hicthanoivesary fhe e bepianingneurs:

Davkd DeKok bas been sporting 0 the Centrlls mins e fo more than thirty years.
Whicareporterfothe Nows e in Shamokin, Penmylvi,froo 197310 1987 hewrote
mor than $00stoiesahout Centrla'plight. He e in Harrsbarg, Pennsyhani,

US $1895/CAN'S2395 frien i

Jnm

180

i






img0008.jpg





img0014.jpg





img0015.jpg





img0010.jpg





img0011.jpg





img0012.jpg





img0013.jpg





img0019.jpg





img0021.jpg





img0020.jpg





img0016.jpg





img0017.jpg





img0018.jpg





