








After photographing the terminus, we drove upstream to where Fields Brook passes
through several east side neighborhoods. The official terminus of Fields Brook is right by the
Ashtabula Yacht Club, at the end of East 5" street. As we drove past the homes, Ryan and | had

the following exchange:

RC: “I can’t see the Brook. Where is it?”

RB: “It’s on private property in this neighborhood. It runs through the back yards
of all those houses.”

RC: “Wait... so the chemicals they dumped into the brook flow through there
too?”

RB: “Yep.”

RC: “Wow. That’s fucked up.”

Figure 8.2: Fields Brook runs through numerous private properties in residential Ashtabula. Photo by Ryan Cook.
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We walked along a public section of residential Fields Brook while I told Ryan some of
the stories informants had shared with me. | recalled the tales of young children who skipped
rocks to turn the water colors, the teenagers who used to skinny dip in the brook on warm
summer nights, and the people who held their noses driving to work. Like me, Ryan had also
grown up in Ashtabula, and was interested in the industrial legacy, but had been mostly unaware
of the full scope of pollution that had affected our shared community in the past. Ryan was a step
further removed than 1. While my mother had also grown up in Ashtabula, endowing me with a
wide family network in the county, Ryan’s family had moved to Ashtabula when he and his
brothers were in elementary school. He wondered aloud if his parents would have made the
decision again if they had known about Fields Brook.

Further upstream, Fields Brook crosses under OH-11 before flowing through residential
neighborhoods. We took a break to drive up the highway to Sheetz for a quick lunch. As we sat
in my car eating our gas station nachos, | explained to Ryan that before OH-11 existed, that area
had been a large field. “Is that why it’s called Fields Brook?” he asked, to which I responded that
I was unsure. Throughout my research, I was unable to locate the exact origin of Fields Brook’s
name. Nobody remembered when it had started being called that. But, | told him, that seemed
like a possible, if simple, explanation.

We finished our lunch and hopped back on OH-11, exiting at East 21% street, by the
former RMI plant. | parked my car on the concrete just outside of the gates that read “NO

TRESPASSING.”
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Figure 8.3: The abandoned RMI uranium extrusion facility property. Photo by Ryan Cook.

RC: “This place looks abandoned. What used to be here?”

RB: “This was a uranium extrusion plant. They worked with depleted uranium
leftover from the nuclear program. They produced nuclear cores used for
submarines, and according to some people, uranium bullets.”

RC: *long pause* “Wow. So the government did this too, not just companies.”

Ryan’s response embodies the mistrust in government and corporations that | observed

countless times throughout my research. He took a variety of photographs of the gates, the still-

standing buildings, and the vacant lot beyond the fence. We both observed a sign that instructed

219



that no diesel fuel be allowed on the premises—Ryan asked why this was, to which | honestly
responded that I had no idea.

Next, we drove around the corner, to State Road. As we drove down 21% and came to
State Road to turn left, we observed two large concrete blocks on either side of the driveway to
the old Acme property. The blocks were spray painted with the names “Kevin” and “Chris.”
“You see those guys’ names everywhere around town,” Ryan informed me. After turning left and
driving a few hundred feet north, I pulled off along the side of State Road across the street from
Ineos Plant 2 and Detrex Chemicals. | had parked a few feet away from the bridge over Fields
Brook. “Okay,” I told Ryan. “This is why I told you to wear boots and long pants.”

We walked down the muddy slope toward the brook. It was a relatively warm day in
early March, about 50 degrees, so | slung my sweatshirt over my shoulder. The ground was
damp with the thawing frosts of winter. As we walked along the banks of Fields Brook behind
RMTI’s property, I explained that this area had once been a beloved golf course. | pointed to areas
of the water where modifications were visible, such as sections that had been lined with stone to
weigh down plastic tarp underneath. Ryan dutifully photographed these. Walking along the south
edge, we eventually came to a rusted chain linked fence, with a “NO TRESPASSING” sign on
the front. To our left, we observed the sloped land running down from RMI’s property, and took
note of the water flowing downhill and toward the brook.

We headed back to the bridge—the same one where the Greenpeace protests had taken
place—and crossed over to walk along the north edge of Fields Brook. On the north end, we
noticed that there were tire tracks all over, and | hypothesized that they must have been from
construction equipment during the engineering of the brook. We also observed several

monitoring wells, marked by yellow flags. We walked along the brook, through bramble and
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mud, until we eventually reached a bank that could not be navigated on foot, then were forced to
turn back.

When we got back to my car, Ryan asked me about the scope of the engineering project:

RC: “So... they had all this construction equipment, right? What did they do with
it?”

RB: “They dug up the contaminated soil and sediment, and dredged the water.
They incinerated the soil into ash and reburied it in landfills.”

RC: “Where are the landfills located?”

RB: “T’ll show you.”

Figure 8.4: Segment of Fields Brook between State Road and OH-11. Photo by Ryan Cook.
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We hopped in my car and drove a quarter mile north along State Road, until we came to
the State Road Medical building. This facility is an occupational medicine facility that serves
many of the factories in and around Fields Brook. It was also formerly part of RMI’s sodium
plant. I pulled into the parking lot and parked my car toward the back, near a long chain link
fence. The fence, like so many in this tale, had signs posted that read “NO TRESPASSING—
HAZARDOUS MATERIALS CONTAINED WITHIN.” At the bottom of the fence, there were
ditches lined with tarp and stones. Beyond, the raised earth indicated that this was a landfill—the
same one where the EPA had buried dredged and incinerated soil, sediment, and water from
Fields Brook and the Ashtabula River.

By this point in the afternoon, after more than five hours of exploring these sites, Ryan
was growing incredulous. “I can’t believe they did this,” he said. “It just shows that companies
can do whatever they want, and we can’t do anything about it.” His pessimism quickly turned
into resolution: “I can’t wait to share this with the world and expose these bastards.”

“There’s one more place I want you to see before we’re done.” We hopped back into my
car and left—only this time, we drove back south, and turned left, heading east a few miles down
Middle Road. Eventually, we came to the property of one of Fields Brook’s lesser known PRPs,
Reserve Environmental Services (RES). We drove toward the main gate, only to find that the
property seemed completely abandoned. We observed rusty smokestacks, and no cars were in the
parking lot. There was a piece of paper taped over the intercom used to buzz into the gate, but
the text had faded away. We noticed a security camera taped to a nearby tree, with a light on
indicating that this, at least, was still active.

“Is this place abandoned? What was it?”” Ryan asked me. I responded that RES was an

environmental hazard management company, and that they had been responsible for disposing
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some of the wastes from Fields Brook after the cleanup. We got back in my car and drove a few
hundred feet further down Middle Road, to RES’s landfills: large mounds of raised earth,
blocked—as always—~by chain link fences. We could see ditches dug around some of the
landfills, with water pumps left abandoned around the property.

“How did they dispose the wastes?”” Ryan asked.

| took a moment, then choked when I started to respond. “I... they incinerated it. Then
they buried it underground. Some of the water is kept in retention ponds that are lined to prevent
groundwater seepage. And when they used to burn it, they would sometimes do it at night, so

that they could release it without being caught.”

“How do you know that?”

Figure 8.5: Me looking into one of RES’s dumps, one mile from my childhood home. Photo by Ryan Cook.
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“Because,” I said. “I grew up just down the road.” From here, Sill Road, the street | had
grown up on, was visible. | pointed to it, and told Ryan that I lived in the house at the top of the
hill. 1 told him about the morning | woke up to find the ground covered in ash.

“So that’s why you’re doing this project,” Ryan said.

“Yes,” I responded. “That’s why.”

Presenting a Photo-Ethnography of Fields Brook

After completing the photoshoot, the next step for Ryan and | was to figure out how to
get them to the public. We discussed several options, including creating a documentary for
release, publishing them to a website, and trying to find a museum to display them. Eventually,
the perfect opportunity presented itself: the Ashtabula County District Library posted an
advertisement for an “Artist of the Month” series throughout 2019. The program was being run
by my longtime high school friend, Diadem. I contacted Diadem and arranged to have the exhibit
run in August 2019. We believed that this was the perfect place to hold the exhibit because the
ACDL reference section is also where public records on Fields Brook are kept. People could
view the photographs and immediately access more information if they wanted to learn more.

Ryan and | selected four of what we considered the most impactful photographs of Fields
Brook, along with ten photographs we had taken of Ashtabula County’s four other Superfund
Sites in June 2019. We printed and framed the photographs, the cost of which was covered by a
grant | received from the USF Department of Anthropology. | wrote a few sentences about each
photograph to accompany the exhibit. ACDL hosted the exhibit in the library’s reading room for

six weeks from the beginning of August until mid-September, during which time people could
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enter the library and view it free of charge. We left a comment box, asking patrons to share their
experiences with Fields Brook and what they think should be done about it.

Five people who viewed the exhibit left comment cards. Their thoughts are as follows:

“Even if some of the bldgs are closed they should have panels on the site detailing

history of company and chemicals. Even though neg/bad, still history!”

“Lloyd & Helen M—of Miller Road, New Lyme both died of cancer in their
fifties due to gas leakage in their drinking water. Their youngest son Brian also

died in his forties.” [Last names have been removed to protect identities]

“I am very concerned that I’ve lived in Ashtabula most of my life and never knew
how serious the industrial pollution was. The secrecy surrounding it is alarming,

especially the RMI plant.”

“Yes—Headed up the citizens committee for the Geneva dump site cleanup—site

is now fenced in.” [This individual also left an email address to contact]

“Personally, I’ve always stayed away from the Superfund Sites. However, I had
an uncle who developed cancer from which he believed stemmed from playing in
Fields Brook as a child in the 50’s & 60’s. I think the site could be great for solar

farms or wind farms (or both).”
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A few people who viewed the exhibit contacted me directly to express their thoughts.
Two informants with whom | am Facebook friends reached out with public comments on my

timeline:

“I never knew where Fields Brook emptied into the Ashtabula River until about 4
months ago when | was watching trains in the Harbor and happened upon a road
going to a boat club on the east side of the river. Coincidently, there was a stream
running parallel to the river and | put 2+2 together. Your photo is exactly what |

saw. BTW, great exhibit at the library.”

“I made it to the Library to see the marvelous exhibit. You are so accomplished
and have put your heart and soul into this project. Thank you for your hard work

and dedication.”

From these seven comments, we can observe two things. First, there is a shared belief
among those who viewed the exhibit that the story of Fields Brook is important. They believe it
is an important part of Ashtabula’s history that needs to be represented. Second, there is a shared
sense of concern among the commenters. Especially in the written comment cards, it appears the
photographs evoked fear or dread, cause people to worry about problems they may not have
thought about previously. The intersection of value placed on this story and the fear it evokes
motivates at least one commenter to believe that even more must be done to continue educating

the public about Superfunds.
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In mid-August, | also received an unexpected phone call from one of the Ashtabula
County Commissioners I had interviewed for the project. This commissioner had called to
congratulate me on reaching the end of the project. “Not quite the end, but a milestone at least,” I
corrected. | took this opportunity to talk to the commissioner more about the Superfund
redevelopment, especially earlier news reports that the board was considering turning portions of

Fields Brook into a farm for solar panels. The commissioner gave this lengthy response:

“That’s a great idea, and it’s one that we have considered. We actually had a
feasibility assessment done to see if any of the five sites would be good
candidates. Unfortunately, they all have different problems that make them
unsuitable. Fields Brook, as an example, is probably the most complicated,
because it’s not just one property, but it is an entire watershed, and then you have
the added layer of multiple brownfields within that watershed, too. The Laskin-
Oil site in Jefferson—we wanted to pave that and turn it into parking for the
fairgrounds, but we were told by the EPA that doing so could stir up contaminants
in the soil. The New Lyme landfill was never fully cleaned up, so anyone who
wants to develop there would have to accept a lot of financial responsibilities. Big
D Campground has been largely cleaned up, but it’s so isolated that in order to
develop anything there you would need new power lines, sewer lines, and all of
that... So basically, what I’m saying is, it is really hard to do any sort of
redevelopment of these sites, for different reasons, whether they be financial,

technical, or health related.
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The commissioner’s comments expose one of the central problems with Superfund
redevelopment, especially in a rural area such as Ashtabula County. There is little, if any,
incentive to do anything with the sites beyond the minimum required cleanup and mitigation.
Their isolation allows them simply to be rendered invisible, forgotten and unseen. The risks
associated with redeveloping them are too great: any entity who wished to take over the
properties would have to accept liability for what might happen if people were inadvertently
exposed to contaminants contained in the water or soil. And the costs with redeveloping the sites
to make them usable vary widely and are very steep. Why would a firm owner choose to
redevelop these properties when Ashtabula County remains replete with unused land?

At the exhibit’s conclusion, I arranged to have six of the portraits shipped to my home in
Tampa, Florida, while I donated the remaining six. One photograph each was donated to ACDL
and smaller libraries in Kingsville, Rock Creek, Orwell, and Jefferson, where the other four
Superfunds are located. | donated the final portrait to the Ashtabula Maritime & Surface
Transportation Museum. By distributing the photographs throughout the community, | aimed to
ensure that they would remain visible and could continue to stimulate the interests and memories
of curious residents. Finally, I created a website using Google pages to share the photographs

online.

Recommendations for a New Future

Based on my research, including the PCA component completed in September, | have
developed a set of recommendations for what can be done to better engage the Ashtabula
community in remembering and protecting our environmental heritage. These four

recommendations are as follows:
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