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Mio fire shattered dreams; victims angry

Mack Lake – James Waterman sifted through the ashes of his home Tuesday afternoon, sadly realizing this was all that remained of his lifetime retirement dream.

His home was one of at least 38 destroyed in a runaway forest fire Monday that centered in the jack pine forested hills of the Mack Lake area.

Waterman, of Milford, said “We just finished building our new home here.  Marion and I were going to retire in September. But what am I going to do now?”

“I am going to engage an attorney as soon as I get home and sue the U.S. Forest Service,” Waterman said.  “But even if I win the suit, it won’t help me retire in September.”

Property owners talked about starting a “class action” suit as (they) sifted through the wreckage of their homes in the Mack Lake area.

Residents in the area were angry that their homes and surrounding property were destroyed because (of) controlled burns to improve Kirtland’s Warbler nesting areas.
Mrs. Theresa Campbell, a year-round resident who also lost her home, and Mrs. Barbara Rushing, who was luckier, were more than angry.

“I didn’t get any official warning the fire was coming, and I don’t think anyone else did,” Mrs. Campbell said.  “The last word we  had was that a burn was scheduled for that day, and a girl with a nice voice (at the Forest Service office) said not to worry if we saw some smoke.”

Mrs. Campbell and Mrs. Rushing said they first  heard the fire was more serious than a controlled burn was when United Parcel Service delivery man Dennis Kann of Mio, arrived at the Rushing home with a heavy package of papers from Peter Keyser, of Saginaw, a summer resident in the subdivision. 

The irony of this timely delivery, Keyser noted, as he sat discussing mutual losses in the Rushing home, was that the package contained background work for planned discussion by the subdivision residents about improved fire protection.


“Kann told us ‘they’ were stopping traffic at M-33, and he had to come around because of the fire,’ Mrs. Campbell said.  “All I did was grab my purse and run.”

By the time the word had been spread to the other residents in the immediate area during the next few minutes, residents could near the fire roaring down upon them.  Mrs. Campbell said it arrived within 10 minutes of the arrival of Kann.  

“That was just too fast.  I never heard or saw anything like that. It roared like a huge train, or a loud steady roar.” Mrs. Campbell said.

“Fortunately, no one was hurt. I can hardly believe that, “ she said.
Several witnesses said the fire “just kept jumping back and forth across M-33, a wide main highway.

Flaming debris from the fire in the National Forest Park subdivision along Eggleston Road was soon also whipped all the way across Mack Lake by the racing winds, and soon the mostly newer Kirtland Shores on Mack Lake subdivision was in flames.

From there, in a series of leaps and splits, the fire raced along two main fronts – one almost due east along Oscoda County Road 604, and on into Alcona County, nearly to Curtisville; the other southeast along the general line of the Mack Lake Trail, nearly to South Branch on the Iosco-Ogemaw County line.

One unfortunate coincidence that prevented the Mack Lake Volunteer Fire Department from doing much to fight the fire aside from the lack of warning, that resulted in only two or three fire fighters being on the scene when the fire hit, was that Joe Walker’s home, where all the firefighting equipment was kept, was the first place destroyed in the subdivision. One of three fire trucks was destroyed.

“We were standing on the road, and we saw the fire jump all the way across the lake right in front of Joe’s place,” Mrs. Rushing said.

At least one-third of the homes in both subdivisions were destroyed, and many others damaged to one degree or another by the fire, which followed a crazy quilt, hop, skip and jump pattern through the subdivisions, destroying one home but leaving one next to it untouched, or burning two or three, but leaving on in the middle of these untouched.
Two young brothers from Taylor, Gary and Ken Miller, had great praise for the fire fighters who saved their family home on 604.

“Look at the mess around us,” Gary said, pointing at the charred forest surrounding the home, which was practically untouched – and even surrounded by a good patch of green lawn.  “The firemen set up here and saved the house,” he said.

Both residents and fire fighters said the fire was soon moving too rapidly to do much but move along the flanks and try to contain it.
One firefighter said one reason there were not more injuries was that few firemen could get in front of the fire. 
But down the line everyone was turning out, with every available piece of firefighting equipment that could be spared in nearly a 50-mile radius, and forming solid fronts to meet the oncoming fire. 

The situation at South Branch was typical. 

“We worked through the night, until 5 a.m., then got a couple hours sleep and came right back again.” said Fire Chief Dwight Holman.  We must have  had at least 400 people here last night  - -from as far away as Oscoda Township.”
His crews were working with state and federal crews which finally stopped the fire no more than four miles northwest of town.  Many of the federal crews were brought in from surrounding states.

“At one time the front of the fire was 14 miles wide,“ Holman said.

“For a while last night (Monday and early Tuesday) we had 14 men lost out there after the fire was knocked down.  There was no moon, but there was thick smoke over everything, and that country is all broken up with hills and ridges.  We finally got all our men back by using our sirens and PA systems to talk them in,” Holman said.

Tuesday morning all the local equipment was cleaned and lined up in front of the fire house, ready to roll again at a moment’s notice. 

While the firefighters were out, townspeople throughout the area, social service, police, and church groups turned out to  house fire survivors and temporary evacuees.  Most victims stayed with friends and relatives.
The temporar evacuees, who were mostly camped in the Hale Senior High School Gymnasium, a few at the VFW Hall in Rose City, and a few other scattered locations, were permitted to return to their homes in all but the central fire area by about 11 p.m. Monday.  

Several restaurants in West Branch made regular runs of hot food for the firefighters.
“We could feel the heat from the fire and cinders even though it was four to five miles away from South Branch,” said Ogemaw Count Sheriff William Ehinger.  He and his deputies worked to evacuate South Branch as fire closed in from the northwest Monday.  “It was kind of scary, we couldn’t tell where the fire was.
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Biologist met fiery death near Mio
By Chris Meehan

MIO – James Swiderski apparently was working at one end of the controlled-burn site when flames engulfed him and his bulldozer.

The 29-year old Alto wildlife biologist climbed down from the dozer, his clothes in flames, and cried for help, fire officials suspect. 

The flames were intense and he was far from his crew. Apparently no one heard him.  He died in the field.

“We think that may have been what happened but we still have a lot of things to investigate in this matter, “ said William Erickson, deputy forest chief for the Huron-Manistee National Forest. 
Swiderski lived in the central Oscoda County town of Mio two years, working for the National Forest Service.

He and 11 other forest service employees were conducting a “controlled burn” of 200 acres of logged land in the Huron National Forest near Mio Monday noon.  The team was burning to create habitat for the Kirkland warbler, an near extinct bird tht thrives in fire-cleared forest.

“Due to an unexpected wind condition, the fire got away, leaped across the road and started nearby trees on fire,” said Robert Lockhart, of the forest service.

The forest crew tried to douse the flames, but were unsuccessful.  They notified the local Department of Natural Resources branch, which contacted volunteer fire fighters and sent  emergency messages over radio stations.  “I left home about noon and was walking downtown when I saw a lot of smoke just outside of town,” said Edward Bogan, 23, a Mio log cutter and one of scores of residents who grabbed picks, shovels and water tanks to help the fire fighters.
“I was out there almost 11 hours. It was so windy, we could  hardly do anything.  The fire kept crowning, leaping from tree to tree, and we were nearly trapped many times,” said Brogan. 

Albert Pierce, 40, manager of a Mio gas station also helped: “I was out there for hours directing traffic and keeping people out of the woods.” He tried to beat down flames among poplars, birches and pines.

Although only the Alto man died, a sightseer suffered severe burns when he drove to the fire area to watch the leaping flames.  West Branch Hospital listed him in stable condition, but wouldn’t release his name.

“The fire, once it leaped across the highway (U.S. 33) ran like the devil and was almost impossible to contain,” said Trooper William D Lawrence, of the Michigan State Police post at West Branch.

Lawrence and Troopeer Al Helminski partrolled the scorched portions of the forest during their midnight shift Tuesday.

“Isn’t that something?  Look at all that, it’s destroyed,” said Helminski, shining a light on the stark, black trees. Scorched animals – porcupines, rabbits and squirrels  -- lay along the highway.  

Drained firemen relax

By Chris Meehan.

SOUTH BRANCH – Some of this small town’s firefighters had to fight the raging fire in the Huron-Manistee State Forest in t-shirts and leisure suits.
They also had to battle the blaze threatening their homes without the aid of sophisticated radio equipment.

But fight it they did and come Tuesday night the visibly drained volunteer firefighters relaxed in the fire hall, a large converted schoolhouse.

They drank coffee, ate chili and talked about the area’s worst forest fire in years.

“I don’t remember ever having to fight a forest fire like that,” said South Branch Fire Chief Dwight Holand, 59, a firefighter here more than a decade.

Holand credited the entire town, as well as surrounding communities with getting  behind fire fighting efforts.
“The people, both here  and as far away as Bay City, really banded together. It shows you what volunteerism is all about,” he said.

Even the teenagers – who normally go their own way – pitched in.

Many left school early Monday and fought the fire thought the night in T-shirts and shirtsleeves.  Two young men, still dressed in the leisure suits they wore to a funeral that day, helped pour water on flames.

“it was a lot of effort, but it was almost worth it to see so many of us work together, “ said volunteer firefighter Tom Hogan, 64.

South Branch is a tiny, rural community about 40 miles southeast of Mio, where the fire leaped US-33 and started its march through the poplars, birches, oaks and jack pines.

Holand’s crew was on of about 10 volunteer units that helped battle the blaze as it hop scotched through the area Monday afternoon and evening and early Tuesday.
At least 400 volunteers held hoses and swung shovels and axes during the height of the fire, started deliberately Monday by the U.S. Forest Service to develop mating habitat for the nearly extinct Kirtland’s Warbler.

Department of Natural Resources employees, state police, U.S. Air Force personnel, deputies from the three counties, and professional U.S. Forest Service fire fighters called in from a half-dozen states, joined the volunteers.

The fire, fanned by strong, shifting winds, cut erratic swaths of black through the forest before fire fighters contained it.

South Branch residents, in fact, may have had one of the biggest scares of the fire.

Although they weren’t initially warned of the approaching flames, residents had only to look at the sky Monday afternoon for confirmation that something was headed their way.

“I saw this huge orange cloud up there, rolling right toward us,” said Hogan.

“One of the guy’s (who was up in a plane) told me it looked like a mushroom from above, like so many atomic explosions.”

Fire officials, worried the fast moving flames might break from the forest and race through farm fields into South Branch, evacuated about 1,000 residents Monday night.
The inferno swerved north before it reached town. Even so, South Branch firefighters  had their hands full.

“It was mass confusion out there Monday night, with 10 fire departments and the Forest Service going every which way,” said the fire chief.

Radio communications were especially bad.

But Vern Camp, 56, crippled in a 1973 auto accident and unable to man the fireline, saved the day.  He manned his CB radio through the night and if he hadn’t chaos would have reigned, the volunteers said.

“The forest was like something I’ve never seen.  You just couldn’t believe it when the wind started up.  It was scary,” said one of the men.

Firefighters spent the night carrying water tanks on their backs, stumbling through the thick undergrowth, spraying water at flames, trying to watch for falling limbs.

“The pine trees seemed to explode, and the fire lept all around you.  I’m surprised none of us was trapped, “ Holand said.
It was especially frightening when firefighters would douse the flames, leaving the forest around them dark.

“That’s when we stumbled into things,” said Holand, sporting a big welt above his eye, the result of a chance encounter with an unfriendly limb.

In the dark, the inferno sounded like a freight train, rumbling in the distance. 

In the confusion Monday night, more than a dozen South Branch firefighters were lost among the burning trees.

Lights searched the tangled forest, sirens wailed and finally they emerged from a small gully.

“We’d  been yelling for them but they couldn’t  hear us,” Holand recalled.

The South Branch volunteers dragged themselves back to the fire hall just before 5 a.m. Tuesday and found that the local ladies auxiliary had fixed dinner.
