History Of Centralia Pennsylvania

History of Centralia, Pennsylvania is a tale steeped in tragedy and transformation, marked by one
catastrophic event that turned a once-thriving coal town into a near ghost town. Nestled in the
Appalachian region, Centralia was founded in the mid-19th century and experienced rapid growth
alongside the burgeoning coal industry. However, the devastating underground mine fire that began
in 1962 led to the town's decline and eventual abandonment. This article delves into the fascinating
timeline of Centralia’s history, exploring its origins, economic development, the fire disaster, and its
lasting legacy.

Origins and Early Growth

Centralia was originally founded in 1866 as a mining town in Columbia County, Pennsylvania. The
region was rich in anthracite coal, which was in high demand during the industrial revolution of the
late 19th century. The town was incorporated in 1869 and was initially named "Centerville" due to its
central location within the coal fields.

Development of the Coal Industry

The growth of Centralia paralleled the rise of the coal industry in Pennsylvania. Several factors
contributed to the town's development:

1. Natural Resources: The availability of high-quality anthracite coal attracted miners and their
families to Centralia, leading to a population boom.

2. Transportation: The construction of railroads, particularly the Reading Railroad, facilitated the
transportation of coal to markets, further stimulating the economy.

3. Community Infrastructure: As the population grew, the town developed a range of amenities,
including schools, churches, and businesses that served the local community.

By the early 20th century, Centralia was a bustling town with a population peaking at around 2,700
residents. The community was characterized by a close-knit atmosphere, with many families having
deep roots in the area.



The Underground Fire

The turning point in Centralia's history came in 1962 when a fire ignited in the underground coal mine
beneath the town. The origins of the fire were linked to a poorly managed landfill that was set ablaze.
The flames spread to the coal seams, igniting a fire that would burn for decades.

Immediate Consequences

The initial impact of the fire was subtle, with residents unaware of the looming disaster. However,
several warning signs began to emerge:

- Foul Odors: Residents reported strange smells emanating from the ground.

- Ground Instability: Cracks began to form in the roads and homes, leading to structural concerns.

- Temperature Changes: Abnormally high temperatures were recorded in certain areas, indicating the
presence of underground flames.

As awareness of the fire grew, officials attempted to address the situation, but it became apparent
that the fire was not easily contained.

Evacuations and Relocation Efforts

By the late 1970s, it became increasingly clear that Centralia was no longer a safe place to live. The
government began to take action:

1. Evacuation Orders: In 1979, the first official evacuation order was issued, prompting residents to
leave their homes.

2. Buyout Programs: The state offered financial incentives for residents to relocate, leading many to
leave Centralia permanently.

3. Legal Battles: Some residents chose to fight for their right to stay, leading to a series of legal
battles that lasted throughout the 1980s.

Despite these efforts, the fire continued to spread, and the situation became untenable. By the
mid-1980s, the population had dwindled significantly.

Decline and Abandonment

As the fire raged on, the landscape of Centralia began to change dramatically. The once-vibrant
community fell into decline, and many buildings were abandoned.

Government Intervention

In 1983, the Pennsylvania government declared Centralia a disaster area. This designation allowed for



increased funding and federal assistance to facilitate the relocation of residents. The government
ultimately decided to demolish many of the homes and buildings in the town as a safety measure.

- Relocation Plans: By the early 1990s, the government had initiated plans to relocate the remaining
residents. Most of the town was demolished, resulting in the loss of homes, schools, and local
businesses.

- Final Population Count: By 2010, it was estimated that only a handful of residents remained in
Centralia, effectively rendering it a ghost town.

Current Status and Legacy

Today, Centralia stands as a haunting reminder of the consequences of industrialization and
environmental neglect. The fire continues to burn underground, making it one of the longest-running
mine fires in history.

Tourism and Cultural Impact

Despite its abandoned state, Centralia has attracted tourists and urban explorers intrigued by its
history and the remnants of the town. Some key points of interest include:

- Graffiti Highway: This once-bustling road has become a canvas for street artists, filled with colorful
graffiti and messages from visitors who come to witness the site.

- Historical Markers: Various markers and plagues commemorate the town's history, providing context
for visitors interested in learning more about Centralia's rise and fall.

Environmental Concerns

The ongoing fire raises significant environmental concerns. The smoke and gases emitted pose risks
to air quality in the region. The Pennsylvania government has implemented measures to monitor and
manage the situation, but the complexities of extinguishing the fire remain a challenge.

Conclusion

The history of Centralia, Pennsylvania, is a poignant reminder of the fragility of human settlements in
the face of natural and industrial disasters. What was once a thriving coal town now stands as a ghost
town, with a few remaining residents clinging to memories of a different time. The story of Centralia is
not just about the fire that ravaged the town; it reflects broader themes of industrialization,
community resilience, and environmental responsibility. As we look back at the history of Centralia,
we are reminded of the need for vigilance in our interactions with the natural world, ensuring that
such tragedies are not repeated.



Frequently Asked Questions

What caused the underground mine fire in Centralia,
Pennsylvania?

The underground mine fire in Centralia was ignited in May 1962 when a fire was started to clean up a
landfill that was located above an abandoned coal mine. The fire spread through the mine's tunnels
and has been burning ever since.

How has the population of Centralia changed since the mine
fire began?

Before the mine fire, Centralia had a population of over 1,000 residents. Due to the health hazards
and the evacuation orders following the fire, the population has dwindled to just a handful of
residents, with only about 7 remaining as of 2023.

What measures were taken by the government in response to
the Centralia mine fire?

The government declared Centralia a disaster area in the 1980s and initiated a buyout program,
relocating residents and demolishing homes. By the late 1990s, most buildings had been razed, and
the town was largely abandoned.

What is the current status of Centralia, Pennsylvania?

Today, Centralia is essentially a ghost town, with the majority of the land being reclaimed by nature.
The area is marked by the remnants of the town and the smoke and steam that occasionally rise from
the ground due to the ongoing fire beneath.

Is it safe to visit Centralia, Pennsylvania, and what should
visitors know?

While Centralia can be visited, caution is advised due to unstable ground, occasional sinkholes, and
toxic gases that may escape from the mine. Visitors should stay on marked paths and be aware of the
risks associated with the area.
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