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Huge Blaze contained

MIO (AP) – A forest fire which killed one person and destroyed at least 38 houses and cabins as it blazed across 25,000 acres of northern Michigan timberland was started intentionally by the U.S. Forest Service on a day state officials called “high risk” for setting such “controlled fires.”
However, state Department of Natural Resources spokesman called the Forest Service’s  decision a matter of “judgment” and said professionals occasionally set fires on high-risk days.

The fire, which began about 10 a.m. Monday in the Huron National Forest, was still smoldering early today and Forest Service spokesman Dick Klade called the situation “very good.”  He said the blaze was declared contained about 6 p.m. Tuesday and was expected to be under control about mid day today.
Klade said the firefighting effort was aided by light rain.

The fire was intended to prepare 200 acres of natural habitat for the Kirtland’s warbler, an endangered species.
Gusting winds whipped up the flames about two hours after the controlled burn began, according to a Forest Service spokesman.  The fire broke out of the control area and marched east from Mio toward Lake Huron through  Alcona County and south through Ogemaw County.

James L Swiderki, 29, of Alto, a forest service biological technician, died fighting the fire.

Ron Wilson, a fire specialist in the DNR’s Roscommon office, said he thought Monday’s weather was too questionable to begin any planned burns.

The Monday forecast from the National Weather Service called for winds of 6 to 10 mph.  However, the forecast predicted that winds would step up to 10 to 15 mph between noon and 2 p.m., with 20 mph gusts.
“We could feel the heat from the fire and cinders even though it was four to five miles away from South Branch,” said Ogemaw County Sheriff William Ehinger.

The Huron National Forest blaze was one of three forest fires that burned for more than a day in the sparsely populated northern half of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula.

A blaze in the Mackinaw State Forest, about 50 miles south of the Straits of Mackinac, claimed 1,500 acres and another fire destroyed nearly 1,000 acres of the Au Sable State Forest – formerly called Tittabawassee River State Forest – about 25 miles west of Saginaw Bay.  Both were under control Tuesday, state officials said.

A motorcyclist burned while traveling through the flaming forest Monday night was hospitalized in fair condition Tuesday in West Branch, officials said.  A volunteer firefighter was treated and released from the same hospital after he was hit by a tree he was hit by a tree he was cutting.

South Branch Fire Chief Dwight Holman said at least 400 volunteers and engine companies from 10 communities fought the blaze, in addition to about 200 Forest Service firefighters from Wisconsin, Minnesota, Indiana and Missouri.

