
Black Water, Human Hands:

Buffalo Creek and the Moral Geography of Disaster

Timothy Lesaca

Copyright 2026 Timothy Lesaca

All rights reserved.

This is a work of nonfiction. It draws on public records, engineering and hydrological studies, legal proceedings, psychiatric research, documentary film, oral history, and published survivor accounts. Quotations and recollections are attributed in the text or references.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Author's Note

A Note on Sources

The Morning Began with Pancakes

The Shape of the Hollow

Coal Country's Bargain

Before the Water: A Day in Buffalo Creek

Waste Made into a Dam

Law Without Protection

Warnings in Plain Sight

The Last Night

The Roar Through the Hollow

Lives in the Mud

The Dead and the Missing

What the Investigations Found

Who Owned the Danger?

The Language of Escape

The Lawsuit and the Law's Limits

Trauma in Persons and Places

What the Long Follow-Up Changed

Recovery Without Return

Memory, Film, and the Creek's Return

What Changed After Buffalo Creek

What Buffalo Creek Still Asks

References

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Author's Note
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I approach Buffalo Creek as a psychiatrist trained in West Virginia. I was not in the hollow on February 26, 1972. I did not lose a home, a neighbor, or a member of my family there. That distance should remain visible. The people who endured the flood possess an authority that no later writer can borrow.

My connection is different. West Virginia shaped my medical education, and psychiatry taught me to listen for the relation between private suffering and the systems that surround it. In clinical work, a diagnosis can identify part of an injury while concealing the conditions that produced it. Fear after an avoidable catastrophe is not simply a trait of the frightened person. Grief after forced displacement is not detached from housing policy. A child's nightmares do not begin and end inside the child when a company, a regulator, and a failed warning system have helped place that child in danger.

Buffalo Creek brings those relations into unusually sharp focus. The engineering record, the legal record, the psychiatric record, and the survivors' accounts describe the same event from different distances. Read separately, each record is incomplete. Read together, they show how industrial risk was built, normalized, released, named, litigated, treated, and remembered.

I have tried to keep the human story in the foreground and to use technical detail only when it clarifies responsibility. I have also tried to avoid treating the residents of Buffalo Creek as passive figures in someone else's cautionary tale. They warned officials, rescued neighbors, testified, sued, rebuilt, organized, cleaned the creek, raised children, and carried memory forward. Their endurance does not reduce the harm. It enlarges the obligation to understand what was done and why it was allowed to happen.
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A Note on Sources
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The official record of Buffalo Creek is extensive and sometimes internally inconsistent. Early reports listed 118 confirmed deaths and seven missing. The final death toll is 125. Sources also vary in their count of affected settlements, using sixteen or seventeen depending on where boundaries were drawn. Measurements of Dam No. 3 differ because investigators described different elevations, construction stages, and portions of the refuse complex. These variations do not alter the central findings. A large volume of impounded water and coal waste was held above populated communities by structures that lacked accepted engineering safeguards.

The principal primary source used here is the 1973 report of the Governor's Ad Hoc Commission of Inquiry. It is read alongside the U.S. Geological Survey study, the National Research Council report, the NOAA disaster survey, U.S. Senate hearings, court opinions, and contemporary regulatory records. Survivor recollections are drawn from attributed broadcasts, oral histories, documentary work, and community publications. Memory can preserve detail with extraordinary force, but accounts given years later may differ in sequence or wording. Where a detail rests on remembered testimony rather than a contemporaneous record, the text says so.

The psychiatric literature requires similar care. The first Buffalo Creek studies were conducted in the language and clinical culture of the 1970s, often among people involved in litigation. Their observations were influential, but their samples and methods do not permit every conclusion later writers have drawn from them. Long-term follow-up research showed both persistent injury and substantial recovery. This book presents both findings.

Federal regulations, the National Inventory of Dams, and the status of the Global Tailings Management Institute cited in the final chapters were reviewed in July 2026. Regulations, inventories, and institutional programs can change. Their inclusion is historical and explanatory, not legal advice.
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The Morning Began with Pancakes
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The morning began with pancakes. On Saturday, February 26, 1972, Barbara Brunty went into the kitchen of her home in Lundale, West Virginia, to make breakfast for her four-year-old daughter, Donna. Rain had fallen through the night. It had fallen for days. Rain was familiar in Buffalo Creek Hollow, where water ran beside the road and gathered every fold of the surrounding hills. The creek was part of the ordinary map of life.

Brunty began lifting things from the floor and setting them on the counter. She looked through the window and realized she could see the creek from the house. Earlier, she could not. The water had risen into view. She went to the bedroom and woke her husband, Arthur. The family moved toward higher ground. Soon their house was lifted from its foundation and carried into a black current of water, coal slurry, mud, timber, metal, and household wreckage. While his own home drifted away, Arthur Brunty turned toward neighbors stranded on the back porch of a floating house and tried to help them (West Virginia Public Broadcasting, 2022).

There is no engineering term for the distance between a pancake breakfast and the loss of a home. Hydrology can calculate the volume released. Geology can describe the foundation beneath the impoundment. Psychiatry can name symptoms that follow terror. Law can assign categories of injury. None of these disciplines begins where Barbara Brunty began, in a kitchen, watching a familiar creek become visible from the wrong place.

Disasters are often reduced to the view from above. Aerial photographs show the course of a flood. Maps mark communities in a line. Cross sections display an embankment, a pool, and the weak material beneath them. Those views are necessary, but they can make catastrophe appear clean. The flood at Buffalo Creek entered bedrooms, kitchens, churches, schools, stores, roads, and yards. It separated parents from children and neighbors from one another. It turned the spaces that organized ordinary life into instruments of danger.

Just before eight that morning, Dam No. 3 on the Middle Fork of Buffalo Creek failed. The release overwhelmed the two impoundments below it and sent an estimated 17.6 million cubic feet, roughly 132 million gallons, through the valley. The wave moved for about seventeen miles and spent nearly three hours tearing through a chain of communities before reaching the Guyandotte River. The final toll was 125 dead. More than one thousand people were injured. More than four thousand were left without homes. Hundreds of houses were swept away, demolished, or damaged beyond repair (Davies, Bailey, & Kelly, 1972; West Virginia Ad Hoc Commission of Inquiry, 1973).

The flood was quickly placed inside competing explanations. Pittston, the corporate owner of Buffalo Mining Company, described the event as an act of God. The phrase offered a complete defense in three words. It shifted attention from a refuse embankment to the sky, from construction to rainfall, from managerial judgment to divine force. The official investigations rejected that account. The rain was heavy, but it was not beyond reasonable engineering anticipation. The dams lacked the design, foundation preparation, spillway capacity, drainage, instrumentation, and supervision expected of structures holding water and slurry above a populated valley (National Research Council, 1972; West Virginia Ad Hoc Commission of Inquiry, 1973).

Rain fell, but rain did not place a preparation plant at the head of Middle Fork. Water rose, but water did not choose coal refuse as structural material. The mountains narrowed the path of destruction, but the mountains did not decide that an impoundment could be built without a qualified design or an effective emergency plan. The event cannot be understood by choosing between nature and human action as if they were separate worlds. Rain supplied water. Topography supplied speed and confinement. Human institutions supplied the hazard.

I return to the Brunty kitchen because it fixes the scale of the story. Buffalo Creek is an engineering failure, a legal case, a landmark in disaster psychiatry, and a chapter in the history of coal regulation. Before it is any of those things, it is a morning when a mother looked out a window and saw that the landscape had changed. The entire record follows from that moment. Someone had built a danger above her, and the systems charged with seeing it had failed to turn knowledge into protection.
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