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Kirtlands Warblers are rare and local birds, occurring only in large tracts of jack pines of about 60 acres or more.  They prefer a habitat with trees from 6’ to 18’ tall, so any nesting sites  are used for only a few short years.  Sometimes called the “bird of fire”, Kirtland’s Warblers use sites for nesting that have burned in recent years. The heat from the fires forces open cones of jack pines and releases seeds.  The birds winter in the Bahamas and usually migrate back to their Michigan nesting area in late May or early June.  It’s rare to see them during migration, but they’re sometimes seen at nesting sites.  A small bird, they’re less than 5” long with distinct black streaks on the gray back and along the yellow sides.  A member of the Wood Warbler family, the Kirtland’s Warbler is an endangered species and at last count numbered only about 420 birds.

According to Don Krejcarek,  Harrisville District Officer for the National Forest Service, the Pine River Kirtland Warbler Management area contains over 12,886 acres of critical habitat for the rare birds.
Firefighter dies in massive blaze . . .

25,000 acres charred in two-day fire

By Dorothy Gheen

Battling a two day forest fire which burned 25,000 acres in the Mio area, one firefighter was killed, dozens of homes were destroyed, and nearly 1,500 people were evacuated before the blaze was contained Tuesday night.

James L. Swiderski, 29, of Alto (near Grand Rapids), was operating a bulldozer to fight the fire when he was overcome by smoke.  Swiderski was a biological technician at the U.S. Forest Service Mio office.  His body was recovered about 4 p.m. Monday after being spotted by air.  

The fire, which was stared by the Forest Service as part of a 100-acres controlled burn to provide nesting sites for the Kirtlands’s Warbler, an endangered bird species, got out of hand when a thunderstorm reportedly passed through the area, bringing high, unstable winds and spreading the fire.  

According to Tom Striker, assistant ranger with the U.S. Forest Service at Harrisville, who served as a sector boss on the fire line Monday and Tuesday, the fire began Monday morning.  “I was in the area, looking at a gravel pit with the DNR when I heard over the radio that the fire was getting bad. I had fire equipment with me and I  headed over there,” Striker said.
“We lost it right away,” he continued.  “It was unbelieveable how fast it spread.  There were even fireballs.”

“Our main concern was to get the people out,” Striker stated.  “We started to evacuate the Mack Lake area as it headed in that direction.”

An estimated 1,000 people were evacuated from South Branch, in the Oscoda County, 100 from the Mack Lake area, 200 to 300 people from the Chain Lake and Jose Lake areas in the northwest corner of Iosco County.  None were evacuated from Iosco County, but DNR crews with firefighting equipment were standing by along the western edge of the county, in case they were needed.

The fire, set about six miles south of Mio, jumped M-33 and spread until the burned-over area was six miles wide and 12 miles long by Tuesday morning.  Firefighters were brought from Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, Minnesota, and Wisconsin to battle the blaze, Forest Service officials said.

Striker estimates that 30 Forest Service tractors were used to expose the soil down to the mineral layer (where there is no humus to burn) around the fire area until it was finally contained Tuesday night.

“There was a lot of dead stuff on the ground. Normally, the ferns and grasses will be flattened by the heavy snow in this area and by spring are pretty well broken down.  But this year, the stuff was still standing and dried out fast after any rain we had,” Striker said.
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When the Review spoke to Striker at 9 p.m. Tuesday night, it wasn’t declared officially ‘out’. bit it was contained.  We had a line all around it. You could call it ‘controlled’ at this point.”

Forest Service spokesman Robert Lockhart said the fire, which was still moving in an easterly direction Tuesday morning, was still out of control at this time.

He stated that fresh crews were sent in to fight the fire Tuesday, joining more than 100 firefighters who had battled the blaze through the night.

Striker said he had about “two hours” rest Monday night.  “Our crew relieved a crew of five or six from the Upper Peninsula Monday at 7 a.m.  They’d been fighting the fire all night.”

“When we do a prescribed burn, it’s done according to a rigid set of plans with many factors entering into it,” Lockhart said.  “According to what I’ve been told, those conditions were met when the burn began at about 10 a.m.  However, by 11:30 the winds picked up and became unstable and the fire sparks jumped a road and we were in trouble.” 

“For the first hour and a half, the burn was going according to the plan and there were no problems,” he continued.

A local resident, Kenneth Motsinter, became a fire victim when he rode his motorcycle to investigate the fire and see if his home was in danger, said Lockhart early Wednesday morning.  The motorcycle was abandoned when Motsinter became cut-off and was burned in the fire.  Motsinter was treated at Tolfree Memorial Hospital in West Branch for burns on his face and hands and he was listed in satisfactory condition, Lockhart continued.
Lockhart said a four-man team will investigate the death of James Swiderski, while an eight man team looks into the fire itself, why it went out of control, and to evaluate the methods used to suppress and continued.

“A twelve-man team has been set up to process damage claims from local residents,” Lockhart said. “They’re setting up an office at the Mio Ranger Station to process claims, with several insurance adjusters, timber appraisers, and others working with them.”

Forest Service officials said that as of Wednesday morning, 38 homes and a like number of outbuildings, garages or sheds had been destroyed in the fire, mostly in the Mack Lake area. “There may be more,” said Bob Lockhart.  “The building inspector is out there counting.”
Lockhart said the fire approached Alcona County but was stopped about 2 ½ miles southwest of the intersection of Curtisville, short of the county line by about a mile and a  half.

As of Wednesday morning, the fire is expected to be controlled to the point that all smoking debris, such as stumps of trees are to be completely out and reforestation will begin, according to Tom Striker, assistant ranger at Harrisville.

“Rejuvenation of the area has already begun, with fire lanes being leveled, hillside water control methods are being employed by log coffers, and reseeding is already taking place on exposed areas,” Striker said.

The fire, called the worst in modern times for the Huron-Manistee Forest, charred thousands of acres of the Kirtland’s Warbler habitat, but may not affect the breeding  habits of the birds, as they haven’t arrived yet from their winter range, and may find nesting sites in surrounding areas.
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Steve Cross, from the Lincoln DNR Station, was on standby duty Tuesday at Curran with his fire fighting equipment , ready if the forest fire spread into Alcona County. The truck-mounted plow will turn a wide furrow and can be set for varying depths.
The Warbler’s habitat  . . (second section of this edition)
                  Jackpines …

Planting them. . .                         growing, managing. . .                saving them…

By Dorothy Gheen

Hank Edwards is probably a “typical” Forest Service employee. He likes the outdoors, works hard at his job, is genuinely interested in our environment, and enjoys what he’s doing.  Most of the time, that is.

His regular job is planting trees.  He and his partner, Claude Rickel of Glennie, usually drive the ‘cat’, a caterpillar tractor that pulls a tree planting machine.  They’re part of a crew that’s reforesting an area in typical Kirtland’s Warbler nesting range. 

Hank and Claude operated their cat Monday and Tuesday, but it was in a less pleasant situation than their normal working day.

They were part of a line crew fighting the forest fire which raged out of control for two days in the Mio area, gradually spreading to the Alcona County line.

“It was an awesome experience,” Hank says, speaking of the blaze which charred thousands of acres, “In some places, the fire shot up 40 feet or more, It was ‘crowning’, shooting across from treetop to treetop>”

“We didn’t even know where we were sometimes. We were told to try and hold a line over a mile long, and we tried, but sometimes it got so bad we had to fall back and then try again,” Hank explains.

“Claude and I were a crew. We operated the cat, taking turns driving the tractor and walking behind, seeing that the furrows were down to mineral soil,” Hank continued. “They like to have a tractor crew of two, so that if something happens to one of them, the other can still get them out.”
“For me, it was more of a training session. Claude’s probably one of the best cat operators the Service has, and it was good to work with him,” Hank says. “We used the same caterpillar you photographed in Dorothy.  That plow on the front cleared the way in the fire, the same way it cleared the path for planting. And the fire plow we hitched on behind was the same one you photographed out by the road. We keep it there in case we need it in a hurry.”

“We just winched the cat onto a flatbed truck and got it right over to the fire,” Hank said.  “We finally went home late Monday night for a couple hours to try to sleep, but were right out there again in the morning.  We got a good break in the weather last night,” Hank remarked.  “It cooled down, the wind died down, and the humidity rose a little.”

“Where we were wasn’t as dangerous as being right on the fire line.  We only had to back off a few times.  It wasn’t like being a foot crew on the line,” Hank says. “We were plowing a five furrow swath along our line.  The plow makes a furrow that’s maybe two feet wide across the bottom, with another foot on each side where the dirt’s turned back.  That  made a pretty good line to hold back the fire.”
Speaking of the fire getting out of control originally, Hank says, “You try to have everything going for you.  But when the wind turns unstable or unpredictable, anything can happen.  They plan so hard to have all the conditions right, but Mother Nature can foul up even the best plans.”
“It’s really sad when you hear of someone getting hurt or killed in a fire line that,” Hank says. “The Mack Lake area that burned,” Hank remarked, “that was just an idyllic setting.  There were so many beautiful homes there.  Now it’s all black.”

You can hear the regret in his voice.  Regret that the fire was out of control, regret that the winds appeared when they weren’t supposed to,regret that reforesting and building has to start all over again.
Asked if he’ll have a few days off to recover from the day and night of firefighting effort,  Hank says, “No, we’ll be right back out there tomorrow, planting trees.  The trees can’t wait; they have to get in the ground.” 
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Seedlings are stored in the “Murphy Box”, so named for the man who designed it, no doubt.  It keeps the seedlings (and lunches too), cool and moist, ready for planting. Each bag weighs about 50 pounds, but if girls can handle tree planting work, they can certainly handle 50 pound bags.
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[image: image7.jpg]A PLOW-SHAPED FRONT on the caterpillar knocks
down small obstructions, even dislodges stumps such

as the one held by Hank Edwards.
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Hank Edwards displays dislodged stump
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Claude Rickel and Don Krejcarek, District Officer of the National Forest Service, discuss planting the area in a “Warbler Configuration”, meaning that small open spaces are left every few furrows, providing the ideal habitat preferred by the birds.

[image: image10.jpg]nest

. /, dusty work
ne MANNING (OR LADYING?) the automatic p‘lan(t?'r 4 b(l)”r':\):)ry;;(\ited in the
l,':,‘(, ,)1 Each seedling is fed into the planter by hand by the w
jolting carriage




