store that John Clauss noticed his brake
light wasn’t working, and making an audi-
ble buzzing sound when he attempted to
activate it.

“What does that sound like?” asked
Clauss.

“About $300 at the dealer,” someone
replied.

Forty-five years after the fire started,
the remains of Centralia tell a sad story.
Sidewalks trail off to nowhere. Streets
appear laid out in an empty grid. Curbs
are pierced for driveways long gone.
Power lines seem shredded where splices
used to be connected to homes. And odd
little steps to nowhere tell of stoops and
porches that once overlooked streets
filled with activity. The handful of build-
ings that remain are oddly narrow, until
you realize these solitary structures were
once row houses, standing in a line like
dominoes.

I first passed through here in early
winter. Smoke, steam, and vapor were
easily discernible in the cold air. White
plumes could be found streaming from
the hill above town, outside the cem-
etery, and from the remains of old Route
61. Devoid of vegetation for the season,
Centralia had a certain bleakness that
matched its strange history. Even with
temperatures in the 30’, sidewalks and
streets still felt warm. A sign in the old
dump warned of eminent collapse and the
presence of gas.

Yet on this occasion I led the Mac-Pac
into Centralia on the hottest day of the
year. It was 91 degrees. No smoke was vis-
ible anyplace. No vapor trailed off into the
sky. No haze rose from the greenery. In
fact, the entire place had a peaceful park-
like atmosphere that suggested benign
serenity.

“This is what you brought us to see?”
was the first remark I heard. The crowd
behind me was about to turn ugly. I
showed the boys the unusual landmarks
and told them the story of each, but a
certain blank look was beginning to glaze
over their eyes. I heard several muttering
the words, “Dairy Queen” In a minute,
theyd begin drifting off in twos and threes
to graze.

The most dramatic example of the
underground conflagration is an aban-
doned stretch of Route 61, hidden from
public view by a detour. We found it in the
nick of time. The road was split in a hun-
dred places. The pavement was violently
heaved and looks like it has been shelled.

Above: Straddling the fissure, author Jack
Riepe’s clothing filled with hot coal gas,
inflating him to five times his normal size!
Right: The Mac-Pac boys get ready to cook.
(From left: Rich Cavaliere, Dennis Dooces,
Tom Kramer (in fissure), John Clauss, Mark
Davies, Chris Jaccarino, and John Langsford
Ill. Right below: At this spot, the ground
temperature measured 160 degrees!

Best of all, smoke and steam was issuing
from a dozen cracks and vents. The Mac-
Pac boys were on this like physicists on an
atomic pile.

You can’t throw a rock at the Mac-Pac
without hitting an engineer. This works
against you when attempting to attract
wild nubile women to one of the club
events. But just suggest something that
reeks of science and these guys are in their
element. Both Chris Jaccarino and Rich
Sichler are geologists. Sichler produced an
infrared thermometer and began taking
readings of the pavement temperature.

The guys were soon passing this gadget
around and measuring the temperature of
everything. I was bending over my bike at
that moment and heard them log my butt
in at 108 degrees.

“I don’t care how hot that gets, 'm
not cooking my lunch there,” said Rich
Cavaliere.

A series of lateral fissures have vio-
lently split the surface of the road for a
distance of a hundred yards or so. Some
of these cracks are two feet wide and aver-
age about two feet deep. White smoke
appeared to be rising from vents at the

bottom of these, but closer inspection
revealed this vapor to be steam coming
out of the ground.

Interestingly enough, these fissures
attract something of an adolescent crowd.
The snarls of ATV’s could be occasionally
heard through the woods during our visit
and graffiti captions the more prominent
cracks in the road. One of these free-
spirited expressions running parallel to
a smoking gap in the road read, “Going
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