history of centralia pennsylvania

History of Centralia Pennsylvania: The Town That Went Up in Smoke

history of centralia pennsylvania is a story unlike any other in American history—a tale of a small mining
town that transformed from a bustling community into an almost ghostly wasteland due to an underground
coal fire that has been burning for decades. Nestled in Columbia County, Pennsylvania, Centralia’s past is
intertwined with the broader narrative of coal mining in the northeastern United States. Exploring this
history reveals not only the rise and fall of a town but also the environmental and societal impacts that

continue to resonate today.

Early Beginnings: The Birth of a Mining Town

The history of Centralia Pennsylvania begins in the mid-19th century during the height of America’s coal
boom. Founded in 1866, the town quickly became a center for anthracite coal mining, attracting workers
and their families seeking economic opportunity. Anthracite coal, known for its high carbon content and

clean burn, was in great demand to fuel the nation’s industries and railroads.

Centralia’s location was strategic—built atop vast coal veins that promised prosperity. The town’s population
grew steadily, reaching around 2,700 by the mid-20th century. Life in Centralia was typical of many coal
towns: close-knit communities, company-owned homes, and a culture shaped by hard labor and shared
struggles. Churches, schools, and local businesses thrived alongside the mines, making Centralia a vibrant

place to live.

Coal Mining’s Role in Shaping Centralia

Coal mining wasn’t just the economic backbone of Centralia; it defined its identity. The town’s miners
worked in dangerous conditions, often facing hazards like cave-ins, explosions, and black lung disease. Yet,

their labor fueled the industrial revolution in nearby cities and beyond.
The mines beneath Centralia were part of the larger anthracite coal region in Pennsylvania, which

supplied fuel for steel mills, factories, and railroads. The importance of coal mining in the area cannot be

overstated—it was a way of life and the primary source of livelihood.

The Centralia Mine Fire: A Town’s Turning Point



One of the most defining events in the history of Centralia Pennsylvania is the underground coal mine fire
that started in 1962. What began as a small brush fire in a landfill near the town’s open coal pit soon ignited

a coal seam underground—a fire that has been burning ever since.

How the Underground Fire Started

According to historical accounts, on May 27, 1962, a fire was set in the town landfill, possibly to clean up
trash. Unfortunately, the fire spread to a coal vein through an unsealed opening in the landfill. Attempts to

extinguish the fire failed as it spread through the labyrinth of abandoned mine tunnels beneath Centralia.

The fire’s ignition was not immediately recognized as a major threat, but over the years the underground
blaze released dangerous gases, caused the ground to become unstable, and created toxic conditions that

threatened residents’ health and safety.

The Impact of the Fire on Residents and Infrastructure

As the fire raged underground, residents began to notice alarming signs—smoke and steam rising from
cracks in the streets, subsidence causing sinkholes, and the smell of noxious gases. In 1981, a 12-year-old boy

fell into a sinkhole created by the fire, bringing national attention to Centralia’s crisis.

Government agencies conducted studies and found the fire was uncontrollable with the technology
available at the time. Over the following decades, efforts to relocate residents and contain the fire proved

largely unsuccessful.

The Decline and Near Abandonment of Centralia

By the 1980s and 1990s, the history of Centralia Pennsylvania had taken a tragic turn. The environmental
hazard made the town increasingly uninhabitable, and the government began offering buyouts to residents

to relocate elsewhere.

Government Response and Evacuations

In 1984, the Pennsylvania government condemned the town, and over the next two decades, most
residents accepted buyout offers and moved away. Schools and businesses closed, and roads were shut down

due to dangerous sinkholes and gas emissions.



Today, only a handful of residents remain, holding on to their homes despite relocation offers. The

population has dwindled from thousands to fewer than a dozen.

The Legacy of a Ghost Town

Centralia is often referred to as a “ghost town,” a haunting reminder of the dangers of industrial activity
and environmental neglect. The fire beneath Centralia continues to burn more than 60 years later, with no
end in sight. This persistent blaze serves as a cautionary tale and has drawn visitors, urban explorers, and

researchers fascinated by its unique history.

Preserving the Memory: Centralia in Popular Culture and

Education

The story of Centralia’s rise and fall has permeated popular culture and academic discourse, becoming a

symbol of environmental disaster and human resilience.

Centralia’s Influence on Media and Literature

Centralia inspired numerous documentaries, books, and even movies. The eerie atmosphere of the
abandoned town and the mysterious smoke rising from beneath the earth have captured imaginations
worldwide. For instance, the 2006 horror film “Silent Hill” drew from Centralia’s desolation and

underground fires to create its unsettling setting.

Educational Lessons from Centralia’s History

Beyond entertainment, Centralia’s history offers valuable insights into mining safety, environmental
management, and urban planning. Scholars and policymakers study Centralia to understand the long-term

impacts of mining and the importance of proactive measures to prevent similar disasters.

Visiting Centralia Today: What Remains

While much of Centralia has been demolished or reclaimed by nature, some remnants still tell the story of

its past.



The Famous Graffiti Highway

One of the most iconic sights in Centralia was the Graffiti Highway, a stretch of the old Route 61 covered
in colorful street art. This road became a symbol of the town’s deserted state and attracted tourists and
photographers alike. Although the highway was closed off and covered in 2020 to discourage trespassing, its

memory lives on as part of Centralia’s unique legacy.

What Visitors Should Know

For those intrigued by the history of Centralia Pennsylvania, visiting the site offers a glimpse into a once-
thriving town now reclaimed by time and fire. However, safety warnings about unstable ground and toxic

gases remain in effect, so visitors are advised to exercise caution and respect local regulations.

Reflections on the History of Centralia Pennsylvania

Centralia’s story is more than just an environmental tragedy; it’s a human story of community, industry,
and resilience in the face of adversity. The town’s history encapsulates the complex relationship between

natural resources and human activity, and the unforeseen consequences that can arise.

As the underground fire burns on, Centralia remains a powerful symbol—a reminder of the need for
environmental stewardship and the enduring spirit of those who once called it home. Exploring this
history offers lessons not only about the past but also about how communities can adapt and respond to

challenges ahead.

Frequently Asked Questions

What caused the Centralia, Pennsylvania mine fire?

The Centralia mine fire started in 1962, believed to have been ignited by an accidental fire in the town

landfill which spread to the underlying coal mines.

How long has the Centralia mine fire been burning?

The Centralia mine fire has been burning continuously since 1962, making it over 60 years old.



What impact did the mine fire have on the residents of Centralia?

The mine fire caused dangerous levels of carbon monoxide and ground subsidence, leading to the

evacuation and relocation of nearly all residents and effectively turning Centralia into a ghost town.

Why was Centralia, Pennsylvania once a thriving town?

Centralia was once a thriving coal mining town founded in the 19th century, with a population supported

by the local anthracite coal industry.

Is Centralia, Pennsylvania completely abandoned today?

‘While most of Centralia was abandoned due to the mine fire, a small number of residents still remain,

although the town is largely deserted and considered a near-ghost town.

Additional Resources

The History of Centralia Pennsylvania: A Town Lost to Fire

History of Centralia Pennsylvania is a compelling narrative that intertwines industrial boom,
environmental disaster, and human resilience. Once a thriving coal mining town, Centralia’s story is
marked by its rise in the 19th century and a catastrophic underground mine fire that has dramatically
altered its fate. This article explores the chronological progression of Centralia, its significance in
Pennsylvania’s coal mining heritage, and the consequences of the infamous mine fire that led to the near-

abandonment of the town.

Origins and Development of Centralia

Centralia, Pennsylvania, was established in 1866 and originally named “Centreville.” It was strategically
located in Columbia County, amid the rich anthracite coal fields of the Appalachian Mountains. The town’s
location was ideal for the booming coal industry, which was the economic backbone of much of

northeastern Pennsylvania during the 19th and early 20th centuries.

Economic Boom and Coal Mining

Anthracite coal mining was Centralia’s lifeblood. The discovery and exploitation of coal seams attracted
workers and businesses, transforming the area into a vibrant community. Centralia featured typical small-
town amenities of the era, including schools, churches, stores, and a bustling main street. By the early

1900s, the town’s population had grown into the thousands, driven largely by immigrants seeking work in



the mines.

The coal extracted here was crucial not only for local use but also for fueling industries and railroads across
the eastern United States. Centralia’s mines were part of a larger network that contributed significantly to

Pennsylvania’s status as a leading coal producer.

The Centralia Mine Fire: An Environmental Catastrophe

The defining event in the history of Centralia Pennsylvania is undoubtedly the underground mine fire
that began in 1962. The fire was initially ignited by a trash burn in a former strip mine pit. Despite early
attempts to extinguish it, the fire spread through an extensive labyrinth of abandoned coal mines beneath

the town.

Origins and Spread of the Fire

The fire started on May 27, 1962, when the borough’s landfill was set ablaze in an attempt to clean up
garbage. However, it is believed that the fire reached a coal seam through an opening in the mine tunnels,
which allowed the flames to spread underground. The fire’s unchecked movement created enormous

challenges for containment, given the complexity of the mine network.

Over the next several decades, the fire gradually consumed more of the coal seams beneath Centralia. It
generated dangerous levels of carbon monoxide and other toxic gases, causing subsidence and sinkholes on
the surface. The hazards extended beyond environmental damage, directly threatening the health and

safety of residents.

Government Intervention and Evacuation

By the late 1970s and early 1980s, the environmental threat posed by the mine fire became undeniable.
The Pennsylvania government undertook various efforts, including sealing mine openings and attempting
to flood the affected areas, but none proved successful. The fire’s persistence led to the gradual depopulation

of Centralia.

In 1984, the federal government offered buyouts to residents, and many accepted relocation packages. Over
time, the town’s population dwindled drastically—from over 1,000 residents in the early 1980s to fewer
than two dozen by the early 21st century. Today, Centralia is often described as a near ghost town, with

only a handful of residents remaining despite government efforts to enforce evacuation.



Legacy and Cultural Impact

The history of Centralia Pennsylvania extends beyond its physical demise. The town has become a symbol
of industrial risk, environmental neglect, and the long-term consequences of mining practices. Centralia’s

story is frequently cited in discussions about mine safety, environmental policy, and urban abandonment.

Tourism and Media Representation

Despite its hazardous conditions, Centralia has drawn curiosity-driven visitors, urban explorers, and
historians. The cracked and steaming pavement of Pennsylvania Route 61—abandoned due to ground
instability—has become an eerie tourist attraction. The town inspired the 2006 horror film “Silent Hill,”

which portrayed a similarly deserted and burning town.

Comparisons with Other Mining Towns

Centralia’s fate is often compared to other coal-mining communities in Pennsylvania and beyond. While
many mining towns faced economic decline with the dwindling of coal demand, few experienced such a
dramatic environmental disaster. Centralia’s mine fire persists as one of the longest-burning fires in history,

highlighting unique challenges in extinguishing subterranean coal fires.
¢ Economic consequences: Unlike many declining mining towns that transitioned to other industries
or tourism, Centralia’s population collapse was abrupt and tied directly to environmental hazards.

¢ Environmental lessons: The Centralia fire underscores the need for careful post-mining land

management and monitoring of abandoned mines.

e Community displacement: The buyout program and forced evacuations illustrate the social costs of

industrial accidents and environmental disasters.

Current Status and Future Prospects

Today, Centralia remains largely abandoned, with only a few residents choosing to stay despite the
government’s efforts to relocate the population. The mine fire continues to burn underground, although its

activity has diminished over the years. The town’s near-deserted streets and buildings stand as haunting



reminders of the past.

Efforts to preserve the memory of Centralia include historical documentation, preservation of landmarks
such as the town’s church and cemetery, and academic research. The story of Centralia Pennsylvania
remains relevant as an environmental cautionary tale and a case study in the complex interactions between

human industry and nature.

In sum, the history of Centralia Pennsylvania is a unique blend of industrial heritage and environmental
tragedy. It serves as a reminder of the profound impacts that human activity can have on communities and

landscapes, as well as the enduring legacy of resource extraction industries in shaping American history.
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Manage your Timeline data - Google Account Help Delete Timeline data You can manage and
delete your location information with Google Maps Timeline. You can choose to delete all of your
history, or only parts of it. Learn how to manage

Manage call history & do a reverse phone number look up See your call history Open your
device's Phone app . You'll see one or more of these icons next to each call in your list: Missed calls
(incoming) Calls you answered (incoming) Calls you made

Last account activity - Gmail Help - Google Help You can see your sign-in history, including the
dates and times that your Gmail account was used. You can also see the IP addresses which were
used to access your account. See your account
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