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Mio blaze – first killer forest fire since 1937
By Karl D Albrecht
MIO – The forest fire that swept through Oscoda, Alcona and Ogemaw Counties last week, burning 25,000 acres, destroying 38 homes, and killing one forest service worker wasn’t the worst in recent memory, but it was a major fire.
The Mio fire was the first to claim a life since 1937.
John (so states, in error, should be Jim)  Swiderski, 29, of Mio, a U.S. Forest Service biologist who died fighting the blaze near Make Lake became the first to die since Andrew D. Lindgren, a forest service foreman, died May 2, 1937 fighting a blaze that burned 36,000 in Presque Isle County.
The three-county area hit by this week’s fire has been struck by large blazes on several occasions. Approximately 8,800 acres of the Huron National Forest were destroyed May 31, 1925 and another 25,000 acres went up only a year later, according to state records.  
All the homes destroyed in the latest Huron blaze were near Oscoda County’s Mack Lake, also the site of a fire April 2, 1946 that claimed 16,770 acres.
A fire in the Seney National Wildlife Refuge in the Upper Peninsula started by lightning and burned through August and September of 1976, claiming more than 70,000 acres.
The largest forest fire recorded in Michigan occurred Sept 5, 1881 in the Thumb.  The blaze ruined about 1,800 square miles of Huron, Sanilac, Tuscola and Lapeer counties, killing at least 125 people, said James Lincoln of Harbor Beach, a former Wayne County judge and chronicler of the 1881 blaze.
“There had been fires going for about a week throughout the Thumb, mostly farmers clearing their brush and it hadn’t rained in about two months,” he said.  “Then near hurricane winds came along and the fires all kind of united. Even galloping horses were overtaken by it.”
One of the worst fires in northeastern Michigan in the 20th century was in July 1911 when a series of fires broke out across northern Michigan, the worst being that which destroyed the sawmill towns of Oscoda and AuSable.
A banner headline in the Bay City Tribune said: “All Northern Michigan is Afire; Oscoda and AuSable are wiped out; Huge Losses at Alpena; Forests Aflame.” 
Newspaper accounts said towns were consumed within a few hours, bridges were down and cars burned; and urgent appeals were being made for aid to the centers of the fire calamity, that 1,200 persons needed food and clothing.
Winds were reported at 40 to 60 miles per hour, whipping flames along through treetops faster than man or animal  -- or even vehicles nowadays can travel in most places.
Reports from Tawas City were that: “Refugees Huddle in Field, half-clad and Lacking food,” “Refugees Gather at Crossroads to get D & M (Detroit and Mackinac Railway Company) Relief Train.
The Oscoda fire started in a “slab yard” of rough or scrap lumber near one of the two sawmills of H. M. Loud & Sons.
For more than 30 years sawdust and scrap had been piling up on the banks of the AuSable River around the mills, providing fuel for fires. 
By July 13, the Tribune was reporting more detailed accounts about the dramas involved in fighting the fire fighting and rescue of threatened residents.
One such drama was the rescue of persons in Oscoda.  The steamer Niko docked close to the flames, along the AuSable River shore, but caught on fire as the sailors were rescuing the residents huddled on the beaches.
The captain continued the rescue until the boat was loaded, sailed and then the crew and passengers extinguished the blaze on board.  The craft reached Port Huron with 250 survivors, almost all women and children.  
About 100 Oscoda-AuSable residents died in the fire before heavy rains fell, putting out the fires on July 14 and 15. 
The property damage, pro-rated to today’s values, would be close to $200 million in the Oscoda area.
Bad as the Oscoda-AuSable fire was, it could not match the horror of the Metz disaster that claimed at least 44 lives and destroyed two and one half million acres of timber in Presque Isle and Alpena Counties in 1908.
About 2 p.m., Oct 15, a young man with a blackened face wildly pulled up his horse at the Hagensville schoolhouse where Rev. Ernst Thieme was holding confirmation classes for one of the two Lutheran congregations he served.
The air was filled with smoke, but that went almost unnoticed, because the air was usually smoky in the fall from fires set by farmers and loggers clearing land.
Rev. Thieme recalled in an interview with a reporter from the Presque Isle Advance years later that he went outside and saw tall smoke clouds all around, with hot flames breaking through.  The wind was whirling and howling.
When Rev. Thieme attempted to return to his home at Metz, about five miles away, he was met by numbers of refugees, who told him t;hat the town was enveloped in flames, and that he had better turn back.
“Two miles from the parsonage we were met by a long train of wagons loaded down with sobbing women and children, all blackened by smoke, and many with singed hair, “ Thieme said.
By the time he and his wife fled back to Hagensville, the bridges over the creeks were already burning.
He and some others returned to Metz the following day to find little more than a charred ruin.
The fire had come upon Metz so quickly that few had time to escape before the village was engulfed in flames.
The railroad appeared to be only one way out, for no one could hope to out run the flames on foot.
A Detroit and Mackinac Railway Co. rescue train arrived very promptly in response to a telegraphed call for help.
The train was quickly loaded with 72 persons, including 40, mostly women and children, in a steel gondola car behind the engine.
They did not know that many of them were heading for a horrible death.
At 5 p.m. the train headed southeast out of Metz, but too late.  Only little more than one mile from town it ran into a mountain of flame, and was halted in the midst of a mountain of flame because the tracks had melted and spread, and the supporting ties were burned out.
A 12-year old boy later told Thieme: “Pastor, it was just as if we had driven into Hell!”
The place was Nowicki Crossing, and piles of cedar posts and timber were piled up for 20 rods on both sides of the tracks.
Fifteen of those in the train were incinerated – only charred bones and skulls remained.
Art Lee, the sixteenth victim, was the fireman on the train.  He scrambled into the water tank at the crossing, and was found inside, boiled to death, but his body preserved.
Brakeman William Barrett also died, but Engineer Foster crawled to safety with the other passengers.
Herman Erke, at a lumber camp a little farther north, and near the Lake Huron shore, tried to outrun the flames to the lake with his wife and four children. He make it, badly burned, but his family was killed almost instantly by a freak blast of flame just short of the lake.
There was a positive result from the Metz fire.  It led to the creation of what is now known as the State Department of Natural Resources. 
The Legislature created the Michigan Public Domain Commission in 1909, charging it with setting up a fire defense system for public and private lands.
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(a picture offering an aerial view of the 1980 Mack Lake Fire is inserted here between these two articles on the newspaper page - -caption:  Winds spreading fire in Oscoda County’s Mack Lake area.  For the second time in 34 years, winds whipped up flames set by the US Forest Service, turning the flames into forest fires.  At  left, smoke from the Mack Lake area fire in Oscoda County raises into the air. – LEONARD FALCE)


Second Time Around
------Mack Lake resident’s home escapes second forest fire in area in 34 years
Kenneth Peterson – Booth News Service

MIO – Peter Keyser of Saginaw is luckier than some who vacation or live on Mack Lake.
For the second time in 34 years, a forest fire devastated the community.  But for the second time, Keyer’s lakeside home escaped destruction.  He was in Saginaw at the time of the fire. 
It wasn’t luck that save the home of Ralph Brotherton, retired Michigan Bell Telephone Co. worker from Port Huron who moved to Mack Lake, seven miles southeast of here, about two years ago. 
Brotherton stubbornly stayed by his home, which is behind the lakeside cottages, despite warnings to flee from the fast moving fire that swept the area Monday.  The fire was set by the U.S. Forest Service to prepare habitat for the rare Kirtland’s Warbler but got out of control.
“This is my life,” Brotherton was quoted as saying by a friend, Jan Bugalsky of Mio.  So Brotherton stayed, as did Norm Dietrich, a Mio-area real estate dealer, Ms Bugalsky said.
Between the two, they managed – with the help of a garden hose – to save two cottages owned by Brotherton.  The fire burned right up to the edge of one of the dwellings, was warded off and then burned a pile of stove wood in the back yard, Ms Bugalsky said.
Keyser, a few Mack Lake residents and their friends gathered Tuesday among the homes that escaped the blaze.  They counted at least 19 homes burned to the ground at their end of the two mile long sliver of water.  A US Forest Service spokesman said it is believed that 38 dwellings were destroyed by the fire.
A 1946 fire burned all but six of the 19 places then along the lake, Keyser said.  “I survived that one too, but lost an old outhouse.”
The fire got out of control of forest service work crews working on a 200-acre site two miles away, on the west side of M33.  The fire was so hot that it could be felt almost five miles away in South Branch, said Ogemaw County Sheriff William Ehinger.  
Mack Lake residents were blaming the US Forest Service for “goofing” in setting the blaze in the logged-off area. 
(offered page is torn at the lower left, and a paragraph plus offers “fractured text”)
Forest Service spokesman Robert Lockhart said the weather forecast for Monday, however, indicated that conditions were right for the burn. Weekend rains had provided moisture, and winds were sup------------he said. -------fire specialist at the Roscommon regional office---ent of Natural Resources, said the DNR did not----burns of the same nature because of the fore—o 10 mph had been forecast for 1 p.m. Mon--- 
--cted that by 3 to 5 p.m. Monday a cold front would move into the area.  That meant a shift in winds and that they could become gusty he said.
Lockhart said that burning permits had been issued to residents that day, indicating that conditions were not considered dangerous.  Wilson said permits had been issued by his staff, but that they were for burning leaves after 6 p.m. Monday.  He said his office was not issuing permits Wednesday.
The forest service had a hand in the 1946 fire too, Keyser said.  Some lumbering had been done during the winter, he recalled, and the forest service decided that the piles of sawdust posed a hazard.  So when spring came, he said, they burned the piles.
The wind came up, just as it did Monday, and blew burning sawdust into the forest, setting the fire that burned much of the resort Keyser said.  Thick growths of pines in some of the yards helped send the blaze through the resort. 
Lockhart said conditions were right Monday morning for the fire, which was set at about 10 a.m.  The wind was only 5 mph, he said.  Sometime between 11:30 and 12:30., he said, the wind suddenly gusted to about 20 mph.
Sparks blew across M-33,  starting a blaze that consumed 25,000 acres of forest land.  The fire was still smoldering today, but was expected to be labeled officially under control later today.
That the wind gusted suddenly was attested to by Ms. Bugalsky.  She said she and Dorothy Brotherton, Ralph Brotherton’s wife were fishing on Mack Lake Monday morning.  At about 1 p.m., she said she saw smoke from the fire and told her fishing partner that they should get out of there.
“Just when I said, ‘We better get off’, the wind picked up,” she said.  “We had a heck of a time getting off the lake.  We were in a canoe.”
A half-hour later, according to one resident, the fire raged through the community.  It skipped through the north end subdivision as if playing hopscotch, destroying one or more homes in one spot, then skipping.  Some of the homes had thick stands of pines in the yards. 
One of the homes destroyed was owned by J. Walker, a volunteer fireman in the Mack Lake Department.  In the garage was one of the department trucks.
The fire got off to a hot start Monday and did most of it’s damage that day, according to Lockhart.  Cool weather Monday night and Tuesday slowed the blaze, enabling fire fighters to have it pretty much under control by 2 p.m. Tuesday.
The fire spread southeasterly from M-33, about five miles south of here, and dipped across the Ogemaw County line as it spread toward Alcona County.  But it was stopped short of the Alcona line.
The great majority of the land burned is owned by the government.  Possibly less than 2,000 acres of private land is involved, a state map indicates.
Lockhart said that the forest service put 120 fire fighters into the battle, 90 of them from Illinois, Missouri, Indiana and Wisconsin.  The DNR sent seven tractor-plow units, two log skidders modified to fight fires and two water units to the scene, Wilson said.
Set to start new growths of jack pines for the warblers, the fire caused the death of a forest service worker who took a plow across M-33 to fight the blaze as it jumped the highway.  The growing fire was only about a half-hour old at that time.
Lockhart said Tuesday that it was still a puzzle how James L. Swiderski, 29, of Alto got caught in the fire. Wilson said a plane spotted the body a short distance from the plow.  It is possible that the machine stalled, Wilson said.
When the fire was about four miles from South Branch, in northeast Ogemaw County, residents were evacuated for a time Monday.
Lockhart said it is too early to assess the damage caused to the forest by the fire.  The blaze destroyed natural and planted jack pines and red pines, and moved into stands of oaks and aspen before being halted.
The Kirtland’s Warbler nests only in young stands of jack pines.   The world’s population nests primarily in Oscoda, Crawford, Ogemaw and Roscommon counties, mostly in the Huron National Forest in Oscoda County.
About 135,000 acres of suitable forest is dedicated to warbler management.  Selected sites are burned in rotation in order to keep the jack pines at the stage of growth that is utilized by the nesting birds.  Wilson said prescribed burning is a cheap tool for this management, but it is also a very useful tool in other types of forest management. He said he would hate to see it abandoned.
A slight increase in the warbler population was tallied last year, while the breeding population pegged at more than 420 birds.  The birds winter in the Bahamas and should be arriving now.  
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By Kenneth Peterson
Booth News Service
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