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  CHAPTER 1


  Unfathomable Conditions: Beaver County’s Raymond T. Robinson


  The cars were snaked around the road for what felt like a half mile, though the dark made it hard to trust many specifics. Some cars had pulled just off the road, so that their passengers could fool around, steaming up the windows and defying the rules their parents had set for such behaviors. Some cars had come from miles away—some as far as Chicago. The journey wasn’t made to visit the seclusive make-out spot. They’d all come to Piney Fork Road in Pennsylvania’s South Park Township to make their way toward the tunnel located under the old Baltimore and Ohio (B&O) railroad track. While its official name was Piney Fork Tunnel, anyone who knew anything called it by its real name: Green Man Tunnel.


  Beaver County high schoolers in the 1960s were practiced at perpetuating the lore of what you might see near the tunnel, or—if you were brave enough—whom you might encounter if you drove in. Someone always knew someone who had seen him. He had knocked on the windows of one car to stop someone’s neighbor
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  from making out inside. He had stumbled into another person’s car, glowing iridescent green before he found his footing. He had touched so-and-so’s car, electrifying it on the spot, didn’t you hear? In almost every instance, everyone was reported to have held their breath for what felt like forever, until he disappeared back into the night.


  By these accounts, repeated over and over around campfires and as cautionary stories to dissuade young couples from parking out by the railroad tracks, the Green Man was the boogeyman. Some called him the Monster of Beaver County. Others, Charlie No-Face. His moniker mattered less than the anxiety and subsequent thrill the prospect of seeing him offered. And forget about the cultural capital of having actually interfaced with him—this catapulted someone to the top of any enthusiastic gossip.


  As photos surfaced of teenagers hanging out with him, the lore of the Green Man transformed from urban legend to stated fact: He existed, regularly roaming Route 351, always by himself but often drawing a crowd. He had a voice and a name and a home. His wasn’t the story of some shadowy apparition, deranged or unhinged. His was the story of childhood injury and a life created within the confines of isolation.


  Born in Beaver County, Pennsylvania, on October 29, 1910, to Robert Van Kirk Robinson and Louise (Lulu) Henrietta (Winnail) Robinson, Raymond Theodore Robinson was the couple’s first son. Ray had two older sisters, born in 1904 and 1906, and would go on to have one younger sister (1913). Ray was only seven years old when his father, who had been a stone mason, passed away. By 1920, Ray’s uncle—his father’s brother—had moved in with the family, having lost his own wife six months prior to Ray’s father’s death. Orin Newton Robinson had four children of his own, though census records do not reflect them moving in to the house located at 59 Route 354 when Orin did so.


  While both Lulu and Orin, who was a carpenter in a steel mill, had stopped their own schooling in eighth grade, Ray’s younger sister, Valda, went on to attend four years of high school and later worked as a store clerk, suggesting that the family valued education. Ray completed only first grade, perhaps attributable to a horrific accident he experienced when he was just eight years old.


  On June 18, 1919, Ray was with some friends when they decided to investigate a bird’s nest located on the Wallace Run Bridge. The bridge carried active freight and passenger cars for the Pittsburgh, Harmony, Butler, and New Castle Railway (colloquially called the Harmony Line), a trolley service that was in operation from 1908 to 1931, powered by 1,200 volts DC. The line running between Ellwood City and Beaver Falls ended soon after crossing the Wallace Run Bridge. This stretch, which opened in 1914, also featured a main transmission line carrying 22,000 volts AC.


  In June 1919, Ray and his friends began to play on the bridge, doing so only nine months after a ten-year-old Beaver Falls boy, Robert Littell, died after being electrocuted while playing on the bridge. Robert’s death certificate indicates that, after experiencing severe burns due to the electrocution, the boy’s left arm and leg were amputated before he succumbed to sepsis. In 1920, Beaver Falls had a population of 12,802—while certainly not a small town, it reasons that news of Robert’s death traveled among residents, perhaps especially among families with kids of similar ages.


  According to a story running in the Beavers Falls Evening Tribune, on June 18 it was Ray’s idea to climb a girder to count the number of birds in the nest the friends spied, and he had done so after other kids had refused, citing Littell’s death as the deterrent. In reaching for the bird’s nest, Ray’s hand touched a lightning arrester, thus creating a “blinding flash” as he was “hurled to the ground.”


  Like Robert Littell, Ray was horribly burned on Wallace Run Bridge. As a Beaver County newspaper, The Daily Times, reported on August 16, 1919—after Ray had been in the Providence hospital in Beaver Falls for nearly two months—“Raymond Robinson, aged 8, his eyes burned out and his body mangled . . . holes are left where his eyes were. One of his hands is gone and both arms are in bad shape. The upper part of his body shows marks of serious burns.”


  The thrust of the news article was that Ray’s story was a near miracle unfolding in real time: Despite teetering between life and death during his multimonth hospital stay, Ray was going to live. Those who interacted with him were also quick to share that, despite all of the certain discomfort, he remained in good humor, though he did not speak about the accident.


  The years following Ray’s immediate recovery are not well documented. When interviewed decades later, his nephew shared that Ray spent time in and out of Pittsburgh hospitals, undergoing surgeries designed to better reconstruct his face. At the time, plastic and reconstructive surgery was still a nascent field in the United States. While the first cleft palate operation is said to have been conducted in 1827, it was not until 2008 that the first human face transplant was performed in the US (the first ever human face transplant was in 2005 in France). The fact that Ray’s life had been saved was a marvel in and of itself—asking for any more was an impossibility for the time.


  Following his accident and hospitalization, things must have felt incredibly unsettled for Ray—in a two-year time-span, he had lost his father, lost his vision, presumably lost the ability to attend school, and certainly lost any sense of normalcy in his life. On top of this, by 1920 his uncle had assumed the role of the head of the family’s household and, while not particularly uncommon, the practice of Levirate marriage is likely to feel strange to a child, especially one whose world had just so recently been turned upside down.


  By all accounts, Ray remained in Beaver Falls for the duration of his life, with most of those years spent in his childhood house. As he grew up, he learned Braille and was said to have taught himself how to weave rubber door mats and make leather wallets and belts, in addition to enjoying metal brain teaser puzzles. Ray also loved listening to the radio, especially to Pittsburgh Pirates games. Some told tales that his family shunned him—that they wouldn’t eat meals with him or that they forbade him from leaving the house, but no reliable accounts confirmed as such.


  His family did seem to prefer that Ray stay close to home, however, likely because it would worry them if he was out on his own. It seems hard to imagine his mother, in particular, being able to shed any of the deep worry that almost losing him would have created.


  But what kind of life is it to live, feeling held captive by your own circumstances? Whether in an effort to break out of those confines, or perhaps simply because he enjoyed it, Ray began taking walks and hikes around the house, using a stick to feel around, and guiding himself by walking with one foot on a path and the other just on the edge of it.


  At first, it seems that his walks were simply outings to get fresh air. But, once he began venturing out late in the evening, often around 10 p.m., and word started to get out about a figure who looked like no other ambling down Route 351, Ray’s activity started to become the stuff of legend.
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  In defense of the curiosity, if you were out driving around New Galilee Road at night and Ray—with his prosthetic nose affixed to his dark glasses, or perhaps with no face covering at all—came in front of your headlights, it would cause a natural double take. It might even be the kind of thing that you’d tell your neighbors and friends later, using words to describe him that, while accurate, would reasonably create a morbid desire to see for yourself: faceless, staggering, glowing. And so the stories of Ray spottings took on lives of their own—traveling quickly through word-of-mouth grapevines.


  The moniker The Green Man may have come from Ray often wearing plaid shirts, which some said appeared iridescent when faced with lamp after lamp of headlights. Others suggested that Ray’s nose was often infected, and thus glowed green under bright lights. Still others were convinced that his skin held onto a green hue, years and years after it was burned so badly when he was electrocuted. The other name Ray was called regularly was Charlie No Face, which no one seems to be able to explain. One guess is that, driven by teenagers who were facing down the draft for the Vietnam War, the threat of Ray harkened that of the enemy. As it stands, the reason and origin behind the nickname will never be known.


  From the 1940s through the 1970s, finding Ray on one of his late-night walkabouts was a standard form of recreation for kids in the area who had access to a car. They’d drive toward Piney Fork Tunnel and along Route 351 in hopes of catching a glimpse of him and, if their nerves allowed, maybe even get out to talk. The flow of traffic around his route was sometimes so steady that some nights Beaver Falls placed police cars in the area, to help move things along.


  From available accounts, it seemed that going to see Ray was a highly social activity, where small crowds would pile into a car and go out searching for him. To a certain extent, it probably felt like a social event for Ray as well because, besides his family and what the radio offered, he was otherwise cut off from the world.


  By reports it seemed that there was some natural hesitancy on Ray’s part as cars approached. He is described as hiding behind trees or elsewhere along the road, emerging only after he was able to get to know passengers a bit. And while he would make small talk, some said that it was sometimes challenging to understand him. From accounts of those who regularly saw Ray, a consistent through-line was that no one brought up his accident or the state it left his body in, and Ray certainly did not discuss it. Unlike those who spend a lifetime rehashing the events that altered their life forever, Ray did not want to talk about June 1919.


  When word got out that Ray liked beer and cigarettes, voyeurs began bringing both along with them during their drives to Piney Fork Tunnel. While some kids may have wanted to treat him—offer something in exchange for the conversation and photo opportunities (though it is unknown whether Ray consented or was even aware that his photo was being taken)—it seemed that others purchased the beer and cigarettes more as a form of bait. And these interlopers, the ones who saw Ray as nothing more than a sideshow, were not kind. It is said that some would beat him up, and that others invited him into their cars, only to drive and leave him stranded in spots unknown. After Ray discovered that some had given him beer bottles filled with urine, he began accepting only unopened bottles.


  That Ray was willing to make adjustments to his routine to counteract such malintent—instead of forgoing his walks altogether—says something about his view of the world and his opinion of others. And, by the way folks spoke about their interactions with him, it seems that his good nature was unshaken. While there were nights that he had too many beers and, the next day, he had to be collected from the side of the road or from neighboring farmland, largely it appears that Ray’s routine was one that he welcomed, night after night.


  Ray’s late-night walks did cause his family—his mother, in particular—great worry. Reports from one of Ray’s nephews portray Lulu as regularly begging Ray not to be out at night and, if he did want to walk, to at least return by 11 p.m. But, even if these requests were heard, it seems that they did little to thwart the opportunity Ray had carved out to exercise true freedom. The family also had to contend with those who had discovered where they lived, and who boldly appeared at the house hoping to catch sight of him. Ray’s nephew told of a time when the owner of a local carnival appeared, asking for Ray to join the outfit’s so-called freak show. Needless to say, that person was forcefully told to leave, immediately. For the most part, however, it seemed that these brash visitors were much less common than the folks who were willing to just let the Robinson family be, and for whom Ray was just another neighbor, albeit one who was famous in his own way.


  Raymond Theodore Robinson passed away on June 11, 1985, and is buried in Grandview Cemetery in a plot alongside his father. Also buried in the cemetery is Robert Littell, the Beaver Falls boy who did not recover from having been electrocuted on the Wallace Run Bridge. Wallace Run Bridge can be seen from the cemetery.






  CHAPTER 2


  Unfathomable Conditions: Centralia’s Burning Mine Fire


  February 14, 1981, began normally enough. The sun was spilling generously over Centralia, a small town located just over one hundred miles northwest of Philadelphia. The neighborhood knew its own, as most of its residents were second- or third-generation citizens. On this particular Saturday, the town was playing host to some outsiders: Congressperson James Nelligan, Senator Edward Helfrick, and the acting director of the Office of Surface Mining, Andrew Bailey. The men had convened at Nelligan’s behest, based upon the newly elected Congress member’s hope that they could help Centralia begin to suffocate the mine fire that had been burning under the town since 1962.


  Curious about who these men in suits were, and what their business in town was, Todd Domboski’s mother sent her twelve-year-old son out on foot, angling to figure out what, exactly, was going on. En route he encountered a cousin who happened to be fixing a flat tire in their grandmother’s backyard. As Todd consulted with his cousin, Erik, the boys noticed a stream of smoke snaking out from the ground, not too far from where they were standing. In an investigative mindset, Todd approached the smoke, not knowing that he was, in the truest sense, playing with fire.


  As the story was later told, within thirty seconds the ground had completely dropped out from beneath Domboski. Like a mossy quicksand, the earth sucked his feet and crawled up his shins, inching toward his knees with alarming speed. By the time he heard himself calling out to Erik, he was already waist deep, sinking into the mud and drawing ever closer to the fire burning beneath his feet. Feeling helpless against gravity’s ominous pull, Todd struggled against the soil, grasping for anything that would help slow his plummet. The smoke and steam were raging hot below his feet, stinking of sulfur. This was a disaster in the making.


  It must have looked like a lost cause when Erik came to his cousin’s rescue. Here Todd was, almost fully buried in the sinking earth, emersed in the foggy haze created by the boiling earth as it rose closer to the ground’s surface. As journalist Joan Quigley recounts, “Erik sprinted over and dropped to his stomach. Peering into the hole, two feet wide and swirling with hot white vapors, he could barely discern the outlines of Todd’s orange hat, about six feet down.” Todd was doing his best to hold strong, with both his back and his feet braced against the sides of the hole. It was from this position that Todd and Erik were able to lock hands, using strength beyond themselves to extricate Todd from the dangerous well. And, to their shock, despite being muddy and quite shaken, not an inch of Todd’s body was burned.


  In the late nineteenth century, Centralia was an idyllic coal town whose population registered just under 2,800. However, while the tiny town was initially celebrated for the anthracite coal that sits underneath its rolling hills, this blessing would soon turn into the town’s biggest curse. It reasons to be impossible to reverse your fate when you’re dealing with a fire that just won’t quit.


  Anthracite coal is unique due to its high carbon content. As a substance, it is much harder and blacker than more common variants of coal. While physicists and geologists could smartly detail all of anthracite coal’s characteristics, for the purposes of evaluating its presence in and around Centralia, three basic facts should be noted: Anthracite coal is rare in the United States (only scant quantities exist outside of Eastern Pennsylvania); it burns cleaner than other variants of coal and is therefore a more desirable source of power; and it sells for double or even triple the price of more common bituminous types of coal.


  The discovery of anthracite coal in Northeast Pennsylvania prompted miners and employees of the Locust Mountain Coal and Iron Company to settle in the area now known as Centralia. Founded in 1866 (and originally given the name Centerville), Centralia grew according to the needs of its residents, peaking in the late nineteenth century with a population just under three thousand.


  The men and boys who worked in the fourteen mines that were created in the area had incredibly difficult jobs. Author Michael Hannon estimated that, between “the years 1870–1901, the number of those killed in the anthracite industry was 10,318, while the number of those nonfatally injured during the same period was 27,311.” The dangerous conditions certainly contributed to the anthracite coal strike of 1902, which lasted 163 days and concluded only after federal intervention (this labor struggle is addressed at greater length in Chapter Six). While miners were breathing a collective sigh of relief after negotiations yielded shorter working days and somewhat improved safety regulations, hindsight tells us that Centralia had reason to brace for the bad times that would follow.


  The stock market crash of 1929 resulted in the demise of Lehigh Valley Coal Company, thereby destroying one of Centralia’s largest employers at the time. As a result, many out-of-work miners accepted short-term work, strip-mining for coal companies. The work was labor intensive even though these strip-mining operations were temporary jobs. As author Joan Quigley describes, the strip miners “deployed steam shovels into coal seams at the easy-to-reach surface. Where mountains had once stood, laced with pines, birch trees, and mountain laurel, the strip miners left behind piles of black waste, often towering several stories high, and hollowed-out basins, some as long as football fields.” Centralia’s serene, small-town feel was quickly being replaced by evidence of how everyone was scraping just to get by.


  While the strip miners were devastating what was left of Centralia’s pastoral countryside, the earth below the town was beginning to resemble a complicated ant farm, laying the groundwork for the fire that would eventually ravage the area. Kevin Krajick, a journalist for Smithsonian Magazine, writes, “In the 19th and early 20th centuries, miners reached the anthracite deposits through mazes of tunnels, shafts and gangways. If a fire got started in them, miners were usually able to extinguish it before it spread. Then oil and gas replaced anthracite as premier home heating fuels. By the 1950s, most Pennsylvania anthracite mines had been abandoned. Entrances caved in; tunnels began to fill with rubble. Later, strip miners with modern equipment came at the coal from the surface, but they could never reach it all. The result was a landscape of stony debris on top of leftover underground coal laced by interconnected airways—a perfect setting for a coal fire.”


  The exact origin of Centralia’s biggest (and still burning) mine fire is the cause of some dispute. Most agree that it began in the entrance of a mine, near Odd Fellows Cemetery, when piles of garbage were lit on fire. Most Centralians also acknowledge that, at the time, the site was being used as a town dump, brimming with mounds of flammable materials, ranging from soiled paper to discarded bed frames. The consensus is that the fire in question was first ignited on May 27, 1962. What is up for debate, however, is specifically who started the fire, and under what circumstances.


  Some believe that locals, in the habit of burning their own trash, had started the blaze as a consequence of routine. Others believe that it was the local sanitation workers who set the landfill on fire. In fact, at least one historical source names Curly Stasulevich, a “commercial hauler,” as having started the blaze when he dumped hot ashes onto the communal trash heap. Still others contend that the fire was purposefully set into motion by government officials, at the request of trustees from the nearby cemetery, who wanted the dump eradicated of its vermin and foul odors before the Memorial Day holiday.


  No matter whose coals or match lit the blaze, no one felt an immediate sense of concern or urgency when they saw the dump on fire. Not only were garbage fires commonplace, they were sanctioned. During the first few months of 1962, the site had passed a Commonwealth inspection and was certified as a safe space to house Centralia’s new landfill. The permit was issued after holes created by previous mining attempts were filled with “incombustible materials.” What was not discovered during said inspection is the fifteen-foot hole that happened to catch fire during the May blaze. This undetected chute, whose cavern remained unplugged, formed the groundwork for the disaster that would slowly demolish the entire town.


  The folks in Centralia were, by all accounts, unfazed by the 1962 fire. As Smithsonian journalist Kevin Krajick detailed, that May they watched as local volunteer firefighters attempted to “flush” the mine’s holes with a mixture of “wet sand, gravel, slurries of cement and fly ash to cut off oxygen.” And, when the flames still burned, they stood by when small trenches were dug in unsuccessful efforts to head off the growing fire. In truth, most residents admittedly didn’t even think much about the closing of nearby mines due to concerns about high underground carbon monoxide levels. Really, from all available accounts, life in Centralia after the 1962 fire moved forward with only the slightest of changes.


  Some residents now talk about the initial ramifications of the burning fire with a bit of humor, telling how their vegetable gardens flourished well beyond summer months, and how fewer driveways needed to be plowed during the winter thanks to the heat radiating from below. Sure, the sight of officials from the Department of Environmental Resources was more common as a result of the landfill fire. And, while some suspected that the holes these workers drilled to monitor the fire’s expanse and temperature might have actually contributed to the strength of the blaze, during those early years no one thought to interrupt official business.


  Hindsight tells us that if attempts to suffocate the fire had been made during the months and even the years following May 1962, stifling the fire would have been a feasible operation. But no such moves were made, even though the town had entertained some creative approaches. In August 1962, a local strip miner named Alonzo Sanchez offered to dig trenches to isolate the fire when it was still in its infancy. But Sanchez’s proposal was rejected under the auspices that the state was going to assume responsibility for extinguishing the fire. According to author David DeKok, Sanchez’s additional proposition to “dig a pit three-quarters of a mile long and deep as a forty-five-story building, would have cost $660 million, more than the value of the property of the town,” so it, too, was ignored. Therefore, without the intervention and/or financial assistance from government officials outside of Centralia, the town was left to muddle through, unprepared for its future.


  The first real sign of concern came during May 1969, when the fire—now burning for seven straight years—forced three Centralia families out of their homes. Oddly, the town had (finally) started digging trenches earlier that month, but their progress was too slow to make any real progress. As Centralian Tony Gaughan would later remark, “If the trench had been dug in three shifts per day instead of one, and if they had worked through the Labor Day holiday, the fire would have been contained [in 1969].” But, as with most preventative measures, because no immediate danger was noted, no immediate assistance was provided.


  The mandated exodus of three families was certainly tangible in a small, close-knit community like Centralia, but it was nothing compared to the national spotlight the town earned after the earth tried to swallow up Todd Domboski. All of a sudden, anyone who had been paying attention had plenty of evidence of the horrors awaiting the residents of Centralia. While Domboski’s story is fixed on Valentine’s Day 1981, John Coddington’s day hit just one month later, on March 19. Coddington, the former mayor of Centralia, was well known in the community. Having worked in the mines directly following high school, he had saved up enough money to open his own gas station, which he ran while he and his wife, Isabelle, raised their son Joe. His years underground had given John a case of black lung, resulting in shortness of breath that was common among those who had cashed steady paychecks from big coal companies.


  John and his family lived in an apartment located above his gas station on South Locust Avenue (just across the street from Todd Domboski’s grandmother’s house). Thanks to their proximity to the fire, the Coddingtons were among the Centralia residents whose homes had been outfitted with carbon monoxide monitors. For at least fifteen years, the machines had continuously printed receipts reflecting gas levels. The Coddingtons were used to it; indeed, most residents thought the electronic hum of the monitor was much less disruptive than the regular visits from state gas inspectors.


  On March 19, the Coddingtons had gone out to dinner, returning home before the outside temperature dropped to about fifteen degrees. Notably, that evening the humidity was high, near 85 percent, which was dangerous in Centralia, as the heavy air held the fire’s noxious gases close to the ground. John Coddington had fallen asleep early by the television before his son encouraged him to just call it a night. Shortly before ten o’clock, Isabelle and Joe heard a thud coming from the bedroom; John had fallen from the bed and was gasping for air. Convinced he had suffered a heart attack, Isabelle Coddington called the ambulance and also some neighbors, who reported to the house without delay.


  Upon the arrival of friends and medical personnel, someone had the wherewithal to check the oxygen level in the Coddingtons’ house: It was at 18 percent, which should have triggered their monitor’s alarm system (the system rang whenever levels dipped below 19.5). This information helped the doctor determine that, even though Coddington was exhibiting stroke-like symptoms, he was actually suffering from oxygen deprivation. While the course of the evening’s events certainly gave the Coddingtons a scare, his falling out of bed had turned him into the canary in the coal mine. As state inspector Edward Narcavage told Isabelle and Joe later that night, “You’re lucky John fell off the bed. If he hadn’t, and you’d just gone to bed, I don’t think any of you would have woken up again.”


  As John Coddington proved, in Centralia it had become dangerous just to go to sleep in your home, thanks to the insidious levels of carbon monoxide that crept into basements and up to bedrooms. But it was arguably just as perilous to try to escape Centralia, as Route 61—the town’s main traffic artery—had sunk eight feet since it was paved, causing the asphalt to buckle as milky steam rose from the dramatic fissures. Repairs in the early 1980s did little to prevent longstanding damage to the road, which was ultimately shut down to vehicular traffic
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