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Wall of flarnes rages across woodland in Mio area Monday afternoon.
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Fire Rages over 25,000 acres destroying 25 homes, cabins.

Firefighter dies; 1,000 flee flames.

MIO . . .

Authorities today expected to contain a forest fire purposely set Monday to increase the nesting area of a rare bird.  The fire destroyed 25,000 acres, killed one firefighter, destroyed 25 homes and forced about 1,000 persons to flee their homes before abating during the cool evening hours.

But officials worried that the high winds that fanned the fire Monday would resume, and push the fire into the village of Curtisville and South Branch.

More than 400 fire fighters worked throught the night in an effort to stem the tide of the blaze, and by morning 75 percent of the fire was contained, according to U.S. Forest Service officials.  

“We expect to be in front of the fire by 6 p.m. and have it under control,” said William Erickson, Huron-Manistee deputy forest supervisor.

Most of the burned land was in the Huron-Manistee federal forest, and was jack pine forest, which burns easily, but today the blaze had moved into hardwoods, which do not burn as easily as pine.
Before the fire abated slightly in the evening, due to higher humidity and lower temperatures:

· James L. Swiderski, 29, of Alto, near Grand Rapids, a Forest Service biological technician died when he was overcome by smoke while fighting the fire near Mack Lake.  He was operating a tractor plow.

· About 25 mostly resort homes in the Mack Lake area were destroyed, and residents forced to flee with a few possessions. 

· About 1,000 persons from South Branch and surrounding communities were forced to evacuate their homes, many spending the night in Hale High School.

The fire was started at 10 a. m. in the Mack Lake area by forest service workers who had been planned to burn 200 acres to improve the nesting area of Kirtland’s Warbler, a rare bird that nests only in central northern Michigan.  

“But something went wrong, “ said Erickson.  “We know there were warnings against burning, but that is when the conditions are best for a controlled burn.”

Forestry workers lost control of the blaze at 1 p.m., and shortly after the fire started, threatening homes in the Mack Lake area.  The blaze jumped across M-33, a major highway, and started “crowning”, moving from tree top to tree top.
Winds up to 30 miles per hour pushed the fire southeasterly and by 11 p.m. it had moved 15 miles to near South Branch. 

The scene at Mack Lake was frantic.  Three volunteer firemen from the Mack Lake Department scurried to get their equipment out of a fire hall being threatened by the blaze.

But the firemen were only able to retrieve two trucks.  A third was lost when the building was destroyed by fire.

Volunteers from Mio rushed to help Mack Lake residents evacuate their homes and try saving their possessions.

“We couldn’t get across the road.  The fire was jumping the road, and we looked.  It was crowning.  All I could see was a wall of heavy yellow and black smoke.  Flames were shooting above the tree tops,” said Nelson Yoder, an Oscoda County resident who was helping Mack Lake residents evacuate.  
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Kirtland’s Warbler

Mio forest fire sparked by improving fire bird’s nesting area

By Katie Lou MacDONALD 

MIO…  An attempt Monday by the U.S. Forest Service to stage a controlled burn to improve the habitat for the illustrious Kirtland’s Warbler back-fired when winds gusted to 25 mph and spread the flames, ravaging a whole section of the Huron National Forest, to Warbler’s only nesting ground.

The endangered Kirtland’s Warbler, a yellow-breasted songster that weighs just half an ounce, can trace the rise and fall of its numbers in part to the frequency of forest fires.

The bird, now numbering 422 by the last Audubon Society count, is “one of the most rare if not the most rare member of the wood warbler family,” according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  The warbler nests only in young jack pine stands, usually those of more than 80 acres.  “The birds nest on the ground in the openings or under the branches of the small trees,” says Fish and Wildlife documents.
Fire is important to the birds because only intense heat can force open the cones that bear the seeds of the jack pine. Fire also readies the earth for the seed’s germination.

The bird was first catalogued as a species in 1851 and later was named for Dr. Jared P Kirtland of Cleveland, a physician, teacher, horticulturist and naturalist who included the warbler in his listing of mammals, fish, reptiles and amphibians of Ohio.
The first Michigan nest of the species was found in the Huron National Forest in July 1903. The service says “every nest that has been found since has been within 60 miles of this spot.”

Around the turn of the century, “logging and burning increased the area of jack pine, making more nesting habitat available. . . observations indicate that the Kirtland’s Warbler was at a peak between 1890 and 1910” then fell “with the advent of fire protection and other forest management practices, “ according to the Fish and Wildlife Service.  A count for those  years was not provided.

“With the advent of fire protection and other forest management practices, there has been a drastic decline of available warbler nesting habitat,” the Fish and Wildlife Service said.

Audubon Society spokesman Wilbur T. Bull said the warbler’s population stood at slightly more than 1,000 in 1961 but dropped to around 200 in 1971.  Its numbers have increased slowly in the past decade, Bull said.

Bull said the Huron National Forest fire would not necessarily make it uninhabitable for the birds unless all the trees were lost.

Kirtland’s Warblers go to the Bahamas in the winter.  They are due back at Oscoda County in late May or early June.

Because of the bird’s rarity, a permit is needed to enter the Kirtland’s Warbler Management Area in summer.
Brown-headed Cowbirds pose a problem to the warblers because they lay their eggs in other birds nests, including the warblers.  The cowbird young are bigger than the warbler chicks and get more than their share of food from the warbler adults.

Michigan started a cowbird control program in 1972, decoying them and catching them in traps.
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Nelson Yoder of Oscoda County talks with volunteer firemen who were trying to save homes from the blaze.
