
  1: A Bad Day


  SOMETHING 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 small-town 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 thirteen-year-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.1 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 of Mines 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 forty-five 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,2 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 Terry Burge 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 lucky John 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.”


  Footnotes


  1 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 ofthe 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.


  2: Badlands


  FIRES 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,3 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 of the 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 (1844– 1927), 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, largely because 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 I. 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 Colliery from Lehigh Valley. One of his 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.4 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.5


  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.


  Footnotes



  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.


  5 The 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.


  3: Council’s Fire


  THE FIRE BEGAN, ONE CAN ARGUE, AT THE MAY 7, 1962, MEETING 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 KoschoffSr., 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 of June 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 working—and 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 day—went 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, 1962,7 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 coal-hauling 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, a fire 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.


  Footnotes



  6 Of 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.


  4: Natural Forces


  WHILE THE MEN OF CENTRALIA COUNCIL WAITED TO FIND OUT 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.9

  


  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
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