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Forest Fire Battle claims man’s life 
By staff and Associated Press writers…
MIO (AP) --- Federal officials said today they were gaining control of a forest fire which swept across three counties in northern Lower Michigan, killing one firefighter, destroying dozens of homes and forcing the evacuation of about 1,000 persons.
In a late stage of a similar battle, aerial surveyors this morning checked for hot spots in the Au Sable State Forest after a blaze t hat began Sunday evening rekindled Monday morning. 
The larger fire, near Mio, was lit by U.S. Forest Service workers about 10 a.m. Monday in an attempt to prepare breeding grounds for the rare “Bird of Fire” – the tiny Kirtland’s Warbler.  The bird’s only summer habitat is the Huron National Forest.  But Forest Service Recreation  Officer Robert Lockhardt said winds gusting up to 25 mph fanned the flames out of control by noon.
“The conditions were right when we started the burn about four miles south of Mio, but the wind picked up after an hour and a half and the flames headed east,” Lockhardt said.
The fire spread east from Mio in Oscoda County eastward toward Lake Huron through Alcona County to the south through Ogemaw County.  Lockhardt predicted the blaze would be extinguished by 6 p.m.
“There’s a little bit  of cloud cover but we haven’t had any rain.  It’s really still now, and not having that wind is the biggest help to us, although it’s predicted to increase this afternoon.,” Lockhardt said.
One Forest Service biological technician, James L. Swiderski, 29 of Alto, in Kent County, apparently was overcome by smoke as he used a tractor plow to dig furrows to stop the fire.
A second person, identified by officials only as a motorcyclist, was hospitalized in fair conditions today with burns.
In the third of three fires which ravaged Michigan’s Lower Peninsula on Monday, approximately 1,500 acres burned in the Mackinaw State Forest, 50 miles south of the Straits of Mackinac.
The AuSable State Forest fire, reportedly under control this morning, had spread quickly.  It was fanned by 11 mph winds and burned a large area near Gladwin-Roscommon county border, about six miles east of Meredith, according to Clarence Herman,  Department of Natural Resources area fire supervisor in Gladwin.
Herman unofficially estimated that 1,000 acres burned, including some private property in Roscommon County.  A residence there was endangered by the blaze, Herman said, but firefighters managed to save it.
One firefighter who suffered burns to his left arm was the only person reported injured by the fire, Herman said.
The fire may have been due to a campfire built near a small lake just south of the Gladwin County border and about 31 miles due east of M-18, Herman said.
No burning permits, which were being issued on a day-to-day basis, had been authorized for the area, he said.
DNR personnel from Gladwin and Roscommon counties, Houghton Lake and Standish responded, as did firefighters from the Gladwin and Nester Township Departments.  
Lockhardt said at least 200 firefighters were battling the Huron blaze, including crews from Minnesota and Wisconsin. Additional manpower was expected today from Indiana and Missouri, he said.
State police evacuated the entire population of South Branch - -about 1000 persons—and warned residents in Jose Lake and Chain Lake they also should be prepared to leave, said Sgt Gary Gokey.  At least 33 homes and cabins were destroyed plus 42 sites at the Mack Lake campground, he said.
Approximately 250 evacuees at Hale High Scholl were allowed to return to their homes about 11 p.m. Monday, a Red Cross spokeswoman said.  Others continued to wait out the blaze at the Rose City VFW Hall and Lupton Town Hall, officials said.
“It was a situation where they had just a few minutes to get their belongings, so we had no special place opened up for them,” Gokey said.  “Some didn’t leave their homes, they just loaded their belongings on a truck and waited.”
“It was mass confusion, just a mess, “ he added.  “Nobody got an overall picture of what was happening.  We were not notified by the Forest Service until 4 p.m.,  although the fire was out of control by noon.  I guess they all were just too busy fighting it.”
Bill Lowenstein of the state Department of Natural Resources said the endangered Kirtland’s Warbler numbered 422 at last count, down from over 1,000 in 1961.  The songbird thirves only in jack pine stands.  Only fire can release the pinecone seeds and prepare the forest floor for pine growth.  The Forest Service had planned to burn off only 200 acres of brush and timber.
Lowenstein said the birds are due from their winter home in the Bahamas in late May or early June.  Audubon Society spokesman Wilbur T. Bull said a fire in the birds’ nesting area would not necessarily make it uninhabitable unless all the trees were lost.
One evacuee, Lou Anne Weizbrod of Jose Lake, said she and her husband Thomas, moved to the forest less than a year ago, “to enjoy the good life.”
“It’s a good start,” she quipped, but added: “Our back porch was full of burnt wood and soot.  That’s getting close.”  She said she did not know if their home burned.
Another evacuee, Ed Mielcreak of Chain Lake, said the flames were four miles from his home when he left. 
“The sky was full of smoke all day long. We didn’t dare go near.”
The Mackinaw State Forest fire began on a trail roadandmay have been caused by a passing motorist, said state Department of Natural Resources spokesman Ron Schmoke.  It was under control by 6 a.m., said the DNR’s Chuck Rich.
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