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Ghost Town Still Shows Signs of Life 

     This time of year, the area is covered in ankle-deep snow, in places ruddy and grey with dirt and mud, 

and as expected, dead silent.  The ground – save the main roads – where it’s visible is cracked and 

broken, strewn with loose rocks, silt, and still after all these years smokes in some places.  The roads 

running through the once-town sometimes see a car or two passing through to the next borough, or 

occasionally a tourist stopping to explore and take pictures.   

     This is Centralia – or what very little is left of 

it – Pennsylvania’s forgotten town.  Founded in 

1866, Centralia was built on the coal industry.  

Literally.  Running underneath the then newly 

established town was incredible amounts of 

anthracite coal, the hotter, brighter, and rarer 

of the two types of coal found in the state of 

Pennsylvania.  Ironically, the thing that once 

gave this town life has now all but destroyed it.   

     On May 27, 1962, a fire broke out in the town landfill that burned its way into the abandoned mine 

underneath it.  At the time, the population of the town was approximately 1400 people.  The fire began 

to spread beneath the town, with all attempts to stop it either coming too late, or with too high a price 

tag.  With carbon monoxide and other noxious gases seeping into homes and businesses, the people of 

Centralia faced a dire problem.   
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     In 1984, despite pleas from some of the residents to help save their town, the government began a 

voluntary relocation project.  Families would agree to move away and in their wake the demolition 

crews stepped in.  David DeKok, author of “Unseen Danger” and “Fire Underground,” both books 

covering detailed accounts of Centralia’s history, explains that “when this all started Centralia had 400-

500 homes and other buildings. So, by the end of the 1980s, there were only about 50 or 60 left.”  In 

1992, the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania declared eminent domain over what was left of the town, 

leaving the remaining residents with a choice: leave the town they love, or legally fight for their right to 

stay.   

     Today, Centralia is a shadow of a ghost – a run-down wreck with nothing left but a few buildings, 

several cemeteries, and a whole lot of memories.  There are only six remaining residents in the town, 

having in 2013 won the decades-long lawsuit that allows them to 

stay in their homes despite the fire still raging underground.  “It’s 

kind of a very eerie place,” DeKok says.  “And nature is gradually 

reclaiming what used to be yards and gardens.”  DeKok also gives 

guided tours of the area, providing those interested with both 

information and old photographs comparing the Centralia that is 

to the Centralia that once was.   

     Centralia’s emptiness and creepy atmosphere has attracted 

some popular media, having been part of the inspiration for the 

horror film “Silent Hill” (2006).  But because of its near-

abandoned state, the town has also become a dumping ground for unwanted trash, from soda bottles to 

sofas, and a popular spot for graffiti.  However, things recently took a turn for the better, and this 

depressed and spooky town got a breath of fresh air.   
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Garbage and graffiti in Centralia, PA.  The graffiti reads, “into the fire she swallowed their hate” a quote from 

the 2006 film Silent Hill 

     The town caught the attention of filmmaker Joe Sapienza at a very young age, and after years of 

research, he decided in 2013 to film a documentary about Centralia with the working title of 

“PENNSYLVANIA’S Lost Town.”  Sapienza explains over email that he and his crew noticed the excess of 

trash while filming.  Taking action, he contacted the Eastern Pennsylvania Coalition of Abandoned Mine 

Reclamation (or EPCAMR), and together along with assistance from Centraliapa.org which helped raise 

funds for the project, they were able to organize a volunteer clean-up day in October, 2014.  He goes on 

to say, “We spent the day with the volunteers, there were about 60 total, and removed a total of four 

tons of trash and furniture as well as over 200 tires.”  The whole event was filmed for the documentary, 

which is set to be edited in the summer of 2015.  According to Sapienza, “There are a lot of people who 

don’t know the entire story or just know it as the town that is on fire.  Unless someone out there 

documents it properly, future generations won’t have a clue, so that’s what we’re doing.   We’re 

covering the entire story from beginning to end.” 

 

     Moreover, another volunteer clean-up event is set for May, 2015, and this time the organizers hope 

to include the village of Byrnesville – another area decimated by the mine fire – in their efforts.  To 

contact the organizers or take part in the clean- up event, contact Robert Hughes at EPCAMR though 

their website www.EPCAMR.org, or join the Centralia Clean-up event on Facebook.   

http://www.epcamr.org/

