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On  the  morning  of
February  26,  1972,  a
wall of black water and
coal  s lurry  roared
through  the  narrow
v a l l e y s  o f  W e s t

Virginia, leaving a trail
of  destruction  that
would  forever  change
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f
c o r p o r a t e
accountability  in  the
United  States.  The
Buffalo  Creek  Disaster
remains  one  of  the
most  devastat ing
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
c a t a s t r o p h e s  i n
American  history,  but
its  legacy  extends  far
beyond the immediate
tragedy.  The  story  of
the  survivors\u2019
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unprecedented  lawsuit
transformed  how  the
legal system addresses
corporate  negligence,
sett ing  a  powerful
p r e c e d e n t  f o r
communities  harmed
b y  i n d u s t r i a l
recklessness.  This  is
the full account of what
happened,  who  was
affected,  and  how  a
group  of  determined
survivors  fought  back
against  one  of  the
nation\u2019s  largest
c o a l
companies\u2014and
won.

The
Buffalo
Creek
Disaster:

A
Catastrop
he Born
of
Negligenc
e
To understand the full
weight  of  the  Buffalo
Creek  Disaster,  one
must  first  understand
the  geography  and
industry  of  southern
West  Virginia.  The
region  had  long  been
dominated  by  coal
mining, and the Buffalo
M i n i n g
C o m p a n y \ u 2 0 1 4 a
subs id ia ry  o f  the
mass i ve  P i t t s t on
Company\u2014operat
e d  a  s e r i e s  o f
impoundment dams to
contain  waste  slurry
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f r o m  i t s  m i n i n g
operations.  For  years,
the  company  bui l t
these  dams  cheaply,
using  coal  refuse  and
mine waste rather than
engineered  materials.
T h e  r e s u l t  w a s  a
structure  that  was
inherently unstable.
In the days leading up
to the disaster,  heavy
rainfall  saturated  the
already  fragile  dam.
Local  residents  had
voiced  concerns  for
months,  noting  that
water  pooled  behind
the  dam  at  alarming
rates  and  that  the
structure visibly leaked
and  shi f ted.  Their
warnings were ignored.
On  the  morning  of
February  26,  three
dams  failed  in  rapid
succession,  releasing
an  es t imated  132
million gallons of toxic
black  water,  sludge,
and  debris  into  Buffalo
Creek Hollow.

The  wave  reached
heights of over 30 feet
in  some  areas  and
traveled  at  speeds
exceeding 30 miles per
hour. It swept through
17 small  communities,
including  Saunders,
Lorado,  and  Pardee,
destroying  everything
in its path. The disaster
ki l led  125  people,
in jured  more  than
1,100,  and  rendered
over  4,000  people
home less .  En t i re
families  were  wiped
out in seconds. Homes,
schools, churches, and
b u s i n e s s e s  w e r e
o b l i t e r a t e d .  T h e
survivors emerged into
a  l a n d s c a p e  t h a t
looked more like a war
z o n e  t h a n  a n
Appalachian hollow.

THE STORY OF THE
SURVIVORS: LIVES
INTERRUPTED,
COMMUNITIES
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DESTROYED

The  survivors  of  the
Buffalo  Creek  Disaster
f a c e d  n o t  o n l y
unimaginable  loss  but
a l s o  i m m e d i a t e
survival  challenges.
M a n y  h a d  l o s t
everything\u2014their
h o m e s ,  t h e i r
possessions,  their
loved ones. They were
suddenly  displaced,
o f t e n  h o u s e d  i n
temporary  trailers  or
w i t h  r e l a t i v e s  i n
neighboring towns. The
psychological  toll  was
staggering.  Clinicians
who  studied  survivors
i n  t h e  a f t e r m a t h
documented  what
would later be termed
\u201cBuffalo  Creek
Syndrome,\u201d  a
fo rm  o f  p ro found
psychological  trauma
charac te r i zed  by
despair,  helplessness,
and  deep-seated  grief.
Communities  that  had

existed for generations
were  gone.  The  tight-
knit social fabric of the
hollows, where families
had lived side by side
for  decades,  was  torn
a p a r t .  S u r v i v o r s
described  the  eerie
silence  that  followed
the  disaster,  broken
only  by  the  sound  of
r e s c u e  w o r k e r s
searching  for  bodies.
C h i l d r e n  w e r e
s e p a r a t e d  f r o m
p a r e n t s .  E l d e r l y
residents  who  had
lived their  entire  lives
in  the  va l ley  were
suddenly  cast  into  an
uncertain  future.  The
d i s a s t e r  w a s  n o t
merely physical; it was
a  c u l t u r a l  a n d
emotional  catastrophe
that  would  echo  for
generations.

The Fight
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for
Justice:
The
Survivors
Unpreced
ented

Lawsuit
I n  the  immed ia te
aftermath, the Pittston
Company attempted to
m i n i m i z e  i t s
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .
Company  officials
blamed the disaster on
\u201cunprecedented
rainfal l \u201d  and
\ u 2 0 1 c a n  a c t  o f
God.\u201d  But  the
survivors  and  their
advocates  knew  the
truth.  The  dams  had
b e e n  p o o r l y

constructed,  poorly
m a i n t a i n e d ,  a n d
d a n g e r o u s l y
u n d e r s i z e d .  T h e
company  had  ignored
w a r n i n g s  a n d
prioritized  profits  over
safety.  And  so  began
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
important legal battles
i n  A m e r i c a n
environmental  law.
The story of the Buffalo
C r e e k  D i s a s t e r
s u r v i v o r s \ u 2 0 1 9
unprecedented  lawsuit
i s  a  t a l e  o f  D a v i d
versus  Goliath.  Legal
f e e s  a l o n e  w e r e
daunting. The survivors
were  largely  working-
class  famil ies  with
l imited  resources,
whi le  the  P i t tston
C o m p a n y  w a s  a
corporate  giant  with
deep  pockets  and  a
team  of  high-priced
attorneys.  But  the
s u r v i v o r s  h a d
something powerful on
their  side:  the  truth,
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and  an  extraordinary
l e g a l  t e a m  t h a t
u n d e r s t o o d  t h e
magnitude of what was
at stake.
A group of courageous
attorneys,  including
Gerald  Stern,  Harry
Huge, and others, took
on  the  case .  They
w o r k e d  o n  a
contingency  basis,
meaning  they  would
only  be  paid  i f  the
survivors won. It was a
massive  gamble.  The
lawsuit,  filed  on  behalf
of  over  600  plaintiffs,
sought  damages  not
just  for  property  loss
and  physical  injuries,
but  for  something  far
more  groundbreaking:
emotional distress and
the  destruct ion  of
community.

THE LEGAL
LANDMARK: WHY
THIS LAWSUIT

WAS
UNPRECEDENTED

The  Buffalo  Creek
Disaster  lawsuit  was
unprecedented  for
several  reasons.  First,
i t  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e
earliest  major  class-
action  lawsuits  for
e n v i r o n m e n t a l
damages in the United
States.  Second,  i t
sought  compensation
for  psychological  and
emotional  harm  on  a
massive scale, arguing
that the survivors had
suffered  irreparable
damage to their mental
h e a l t h  a n d  t h e i r
community bonds. This
was  a  nove l  l ega l
theory at the time, and
i t  c h a l l e n g e d
traditional  notions  of
what  cons t i tu ted
compensable  harm.
Thi rd ,  the  lawsui t
directly confronted the
corporate  defense  of
\ u 2 0 1 c a c t  o f
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G o d . \ u 2 0 1 d  T h e
plaintiffs\u2019  legal
t e a m  g a t h e r e d
extensive  evidence
showing that  the dam
had  a  long  history  of
structural  deficiencies,
that the company had
known about the risks,
and  that  the  disaster
was  no t  a  na tu ra l
e v e n t  b u t  a
f o r e s e e a b l e
c o n s e q u e n c e  o f
corporate  negligence.
This evidence included
interna l  company
memos,  engineering
reports, and testimony
from former employees
who  had  spoken  up
about safety concerns.
The  case  also  set  a
precedent  for  holding
parent  companies
liable for the actions of
their  subsidiaries.
Pittston had attempted
to  insulate  itself  from
liability  through  the
Buffalo  Mining
Company,  but  the

plaintiffs\u2019
attorneys  successfully
argued  that  Pittston
exercised  significant
c o n t r o l  o v e r  t h e
s u b s i d i a r y \ u 2 0 1 9 s
o p e r a t i o n s  a n d
t h e r e f o r e  b o r e
responsibility  for  the
disaster.

The Long
Road to
Justice:
Trials,
Settleme
nts, and a
Landmark
Verdict
The  legal  battle  was
long and grueling. The
survivors  and  their



8

8 The Buffalo Creek Disaster The Story Of
The Survivors Unprecedented Lawsuit

2024-08-31

a t t o r n e y s  f a c e d
numerous  obstacles,
including  aggressive
legal maneuvers by the
defense, intense media
sc ru t iny ,  and  the
immense  emotional
weight  of  reliving  the
disaster  in  court.  But
they  pers isted.  In
1974,  after  two  years
of  litigation,  the  case
went  to  t r ia l .  The
courtroom  was  filled
with survivors, many of
whom  testified  about
their  experiences.
Their  stor ies  were
harrowing,  but  their
c o u r a g e  w a s
undeniable.
I n  a  s t u n n i n g
development, the case
settled  before  a  final
verdict  was  reached.
The settlement totaled
$13.5  million\u2014an
enormous  sum at  the
time,  equivalent  to
roughly  $80  million
today.  But  the victory
was  about  far  more

t h a n  m o n e y .  T h e
settlement included no
admission of guilt from
Pittston,  but  it  was
widely  seen  as  a  de
facto  acknowledgment
of  responsibility.  The
survivors  received
compensation  that
a l l o w e d  t h e m  t o
rebuild their lives, and
t h e  c a s e  s e n t  a
powerful  message  to
corporations across the
country:  negligence
t h a t  h a r m s
communities  will  have
consequences.

LASTING LEGACY:
HOW THE BUFFALO
CREEK DISASTER
CHANGED
AMERICA

The  Buffalo  Creek
D i s a s t e r  a n d  t h e
s u r v i v o r s \ u 2 0 1 9
unprecedented  lawsuit
had  f a r - reach ing
impacts.  Legally,  it
helped  establish  the
foundation for  modern
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environmental  class-
action  lawsuits  and
contr ibuted  to  the
development  of  tort
law  around  emotional
d i s t r e s s  a n d
community  harm.  It
a l so  spu r red  new
regulations  governing
c o a l  s l u r r y
impoundments  and
dam  safety  in  West
Virginia and beyond.
Culturally, the disaster
became  a  symbol  of
t h e  d a n g e r s  o f
unchecked  corporate
p o w e r  a n d  t h e
resilience  of  ordinary
people.  It  inspired
books, including Gerald
S t e r n \ u 2 0 1 9 s
\u201cThe  Buffalo
Creek  Disaster,\u201d
w h i c h  r e m a i n s  a
s e m i n a l  t e x t  i n
environmental law and
legal  ethics.  It  also
prompted  greater
scrutiny  of  the  coal
i n d u s t r y \ u 2 0 1 9 s
practices,  particularly

r e g a r d i n g  w a s t e
disposal  and  worker
safety.

Important
Lessons
from the
Buffalo
Creek
Disaster
and the
Survivors
Unpreced
ented
Lawsuit

Corporate
accountability
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matters: The
disaster
demonstrated
that corporations
must be held
legally and
financially
responsible for
the
consequences of
their decisions,
especially when
those decisions
prioritize profit
over human
safety.
Community
voices are
powerful: The
survivors\u2019
refusal to be
silenced, despite
their grief and
limited
resources, was
instrumental in
achieving justice.
Their testimony
in court was a
powerful
reminder that
personal stories

can move legal
systems.
Prevention is
essential: The
disaster could
have been
prevented if
warnings had
been heeded and
safety
regulations
enforced. The
case underscores
the importance
of proactive
oversight and
regulation of
hazardous
industries.
Legal
innovation can
arise from
tragedy: The
unprecedented
nature of the
lawsuit\u2014see
king damages for
emotional
distress and
community
destruction\u201
4opened new
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avenues for
justice that
continue to
benefit victims of
corporate
negligence
today.

How the
Survivors
Unpreced
ented
Lawsuit
Resonate
s Today
Decades  later,  the
story  of  the  Buffalo
Creek Disaster and the
s u r v i v o r s \ u 2 0 1 9
unprecedented  lawsuit
continues to  resonate.
It  is  studied  in  law
s c h o o l s ,  c i t e d  i n

environmental  cases,
and  remembered  by
communi t ies  s t i l l
fighting  against
corporate pollution and
n e g l i g e n c e .  T h e
disaster is a cautionary
tale about the dangers
of  lax  regulation  and
the  human  cost  of
corporate greed. But it
is also a testament to
the power of collective
a c t i o n  a n d  t h e
resilience of the human
spirit.
For  the  survivors  and
their  descendants,  the
legacy  is  personal.
They  remember  the
loved  ones  they  lost,
the  homes  that  were
swept  away,  and  the
community  that  was
shattered.  But  they
also remember the day
they stood up in court
and demanded justice.
The settlement allowed
many  to  rebuild,  but
the  true  victory  was
the precedent they set
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for future generations.

CONCLUSION

The  Buffalo  Creek
Disaster was one of the
worst  environmental
c a t a s t r o p h e s  i n
American  history,
claiming 125 lives and
devastating  entire
communities.  But  out
o f  t h a t  t r a g e d y
emerged  a  story  of
extraordinary  courage
and  resil ience:  the
s t o r y  o f  t h e
s u r v i v o r s \ u 2 0 1 9
unprecedented lawsuit.
The  legal  battle  they
fought  changed  the
l a n d s c a p e  o f
environmental  law,
established  critical
p r e c e d e n t s  f o r
c o r p o r a t e
accountability,  and

demonstrated  that
e v e n  t h e  m o s t
powerful  corporations
c a n  b e  h e l d
responsible  for  their
negligence. The Buffalo
C r e e k  D i s a s t e r
s u r v i v o r s \ u 2 0 1 9
unprecedented  lawsuit
is not just a chapter in
legal history\u2014it is
a  living  legacy  that
continues  to  inspire
communities  fighting
for  justice.  Their  story
reminds us  that  when
ordinary  people  come
together,  they  can
achieve  extraordinary
things, even in the face
of unimaginable loss. It
i s  a  l e g a c y  o f
r e s i l i e n c e ,  o f
community, and of the
enduring  belief  that
justice is worth fighting
for.


