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38 homes down in Mack Lake; 27,000 acres of Huron National Forest land wasted in May 5 “controlled burn”

MACK LAKE…

What began as a routine prescribed burn on 200 acres of cutover Huron National Forest land, on Monday, May 5, soon became a day of tragedy and destruction. Brisk southwesterly winds and dry burning conditions directed the expanding blaze on an eastward course throught dense jack pine stands. By noon fire had swept across M-33 six miles south of Mio and was raging out of control.

Mack Lake community a fashionable resort area of homes and cottages lay 3 ½ miles due east, a direct target for the advancing wall of fire.

Frank Balowski, a Mack Lake home owner from New Boston described events leading up to the fire alarm at Mack Lake: “Between 10 and 10:30 am, we saw smoke to the west, but didn’t think too much about it.  The Forest Service had previously given the alert for a “prescribed burn”.  Within an hour, we were alarmed by so much smoke and decided to drive out to M-33 to see what was happening. We realized then the blaze was out of control and headed for us, and rushed back to get the Mack Lake volunteer fire department trucks moving.  By the time we got back flames were fast approaching the Joe Walker residence where the fire department is located.  Two trucks were mobilized, but since we were short handed, we were unable to return for the 3rd truck which was completely destroyed by fire along with the fire barn and the Walker residence.  
The Fairview and Luzerne Fire Departments responded to the Mack Lake situation after the fire jumped M-33 and with their efforts and ours we were able to save some of the homes and cottages. 

“My cabin is (was) at the top of that hill.  All I have left that was not burned is a bird feeder in the yard.  Everything else is gone. Although I had insurance, I’ll probably participate in a class action lawsuit – such a movement will doubtlessly be started.”

“As far as I know all Mack Lake residents were evacuated to safety.  My neighbor, Pitch Standler, who helped me build my cottage had tears in his eyes as he saw what was happening.”

“The way the fire swept through the settlement was unbelievable. Some homes were completely destroyed, while others were left untouched.  That was no doubt due to the gusty winds causing unpredictable burning patterns.”

Reason for the “controlled burn” drew criticism from Mack Lake resident Tony Balowski.  

“They can kill every Kirtlands Warbler there is as far as I’m concerned.  I have yet to see one with the exception of the giant effigy on the Mio Court House lawn. “  His neighbor “Pitch” Standler agreed,  “They can take that bird and put it you know where.”

“The largest fire in modern times for the Huron National Forest” reported Bill Jackson on the May 5, 11:00 p.m. Channel 11 newscast – Alpena.

ALPENA  . . .

“Today will long be remembered when the skies in northeastern Michigan were filled with smoke.   A fire in the Huron National Forest in Oscoda County and parts of Ogemaw and Iosco Counties has burned anywhere from between 8,000 and 25,000 acres of land, most of it Federal Forest property.  One person, an unidentified fire fighter for the U.S. Forest Service, has been killed in the monstrous blaze; several other men have been injured - it is now headed southeast.  The blaze started this morning when the U.S. Forest Service started what is called a ‘prescribed burn’ designed to increase the habitat for an endangered bird, the Kirtland Warbler.”
“The blaze got out of control by noon, when it moved east across M-33 from where it was started at the Wager Lake area located about six miles south of Mio.  Tom Bates of the Huron National Forest in Mio told news center11’s Bob Anderson that the fire is still out of control. “That is terrible – it is completely out of control.  It is approximately 10 miles long, nearly one mile wide at the base, and nearly four miles wide at the head.”

“Another Forest Service official told the news service this evening that between now and 10”00 a.m. tomorrow morning will be the crucial time period if they are to bring the blaze under control.  A regional fire fighting specialist team is expected to arrive on the fire scene from Milwaukee, Wisconsin during the night; some 100 Forest Service fire fighters and the same number of volunteers backed up by some smoke eaters are battling the fire from Michigan’s upper peninsula, Wisconsin and Minnesota.

“As a precautionary measure, the Iosco Sherriff’s Department, the Red Cross and the Civil Defencse have evacuatged many small communities in Iosco’s Plainfield Township.  The same was done t his afternoon in many areas of Oscoda County.

“Anywhere from 300 to 1,000 people have been evacuated in a precautionary move in advance of he forest fire.  The Huron National Forest fire is the giggest in modern times for the Federal Property which is destroying between 20 and 40 year old jack pin stands.”

“One Huron National Forest official in East Tawas told ‘news center11’ this evening it is unlikely the fire would burn all the way to Lake Huron because there are a lot of streams, lakes, rivers, and swamps between th front leading edge of the fire and the lake.  The weather forecast for the next 24 hours is not too promising either; winds are expected to be from the northwest at 15 to 20 miles per hour with a 30% chance of measureable precipitation.”

Nothing left at Joe Walker’s, but a garden tiller, a washtub and a buzz saw

MACK LAKE  . .  .

As Joe and Millie Walker viewed the charred ruins of their home Tuesday morning, their experience was being repeated and lived by other Mack Lake residents whose homes were also destroyed in the path of Monday’s fire. 

Joe Walker:  “By God, I hope that warbler enjoys his nest – my nest is burned.  Somewhere in that pile of ashes is my model 71 .348 Winchester; a 98 Mauser that I built; a brand new .357 Ruger hand-gun (never been out of the box); a .177 air rifle (over $400.00) and my service revolver that I carried all the years I was a Detroit policeman.  All the weapons were serial numbered but the paper burned in that file cabinet over there.  There were also 15 other guns.”
“In addition, I was a gun dealer for years in Detroit; all my loading dies, and antique drilling press, a lathe for re-barreling  and re-chambering guns, a vertical mill and bluing tanks – how can I put a value on all this?”

“We lost everything but a garden tiller, a washtub and a buzz saw.  My wife Millie had to run to save  herself as the fire crowned across the road.  The only clothes she saved was the green t-shirt and pair of blue jeans she was wearing.  We are currently staying at the Shibui Resort.”

Millie Walker:  “I always thought the Kirtland’s Warbler was a pretty bird, but he is not worth all this; and I am an animal lover, we enjoyed the deer and rabbits around here.”
“This is our first experience with a fire like this; we don’t have Kirtland Warblers down state.”

“When I think of all the work we put into this house. . .after all these years we had just got a new matching bedroom suite . . .those cement planters at the entrance were 60 years old and belonged to my father.  It’s all burned so badly that nothing can be saved.”

Joe Walker:  “That new woodstove over there never had a fire in it, we just hooked it up last Saturday.”

“My old Model 21-12 gauge Winchester was in the corner over there.”

“All my plaques, medals, World War II memory pieces, Masonic Lodge paraphernalia are gone.  I can’t brag about them anymore.  I have nothing to back it up.”

“We were so proud of our Mack Lake Volunteer Fire Department.  There in the rubble is the fire truck given to us by Charlie Hunt.  We didn’t have the man power to move it out.”

“My campaign funds for sheriff (about $800.00) and fire department funds were over there in a desk.  All the money burned up.”

“How can I put a value on this?  There was so much here.  What was it all worth?”
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A grim reminder of the Joe Walker residence looms as a monument to the fire
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Part of the Mack Lake volunteer Fire Department equipment lost in Monday’s blaze.
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Mack Lake Volunteer Fire Department Captain Tony Balowski  (right) and “Pitch” Standler (background) are both unfavorably disposed to Kirtland’s Warbler controlled burns.  Balowski: “As far as I’m concerned, they can kill every Kirtland Warbler.”  Pitch: “They can take those warblers and put them you know where.”
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Recuperating with a sandwich after fighting fire to saiv Mack
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Recuperating with a sandwich after fighting fire to save Mack Lake cottages and homes, Frank Balowski of New Boston describes how the wall of flames raged through the settlement burning buildings and trees in it’s wake.  “My cottage is..was…at the top of the hill; all I have left is a birdfeeder.”
From the Editor – Oscoda County is burning mad.

Too late for throwing sticks and stone!   All this for a bird? Don’t look for logic or reason!  When your government sells you down the drain, your property, a lifetime of savings, when they sell you out for some 500 feathered friends, it’s time to demand some answers.  We have every right!

The people are at the total mercy of incompetent, slow-thinking bureaucrats in a hand-me-down-style of government that always works for the gifted, the chosen, never for the majority.

When government stands flatfooted facing a problem they were trained to perform, sending away help rather than admit a huge blunder verging on criminal assault, we had better get some answers.
Ashes - - loss of life, property and wildlife into the millions.  Let Mother Nature control her own flock.  Man has created a monster which seems to nearly always roar out of hand and he can turn to no one when the unexpected happens.  Who could they ask -- they are the “experts”.
We repeat ourselves again and again - - who is accountable? Watergate, cattlegate, pengate—it’s all the same - -  too much power, too much authority in too few  hands.

What you are waiting to see - -  the entire world upside down, running red with blood, the environment wasted and flowing freely with millions of dollars of worth of chemical rivers, no safe ground or air for either warbler or man?

The Environmental Protection Agency and air quality protection divisions are over-protecting us from ourselves.
What’s the bottom line?  If the  U.S. Forest Service can tour Mack Lake house by house, head toward South Branch and return to Cadillac with any conceivable idea of one more “controlled” or “prescribed” burn for the future of the Kirtland’s Warbler, then this is a government headed for trouble. 

Let the Warbler and his Mother Nature work out it’s future, win or lose.  At least give the public credit for having some common sense.  We know without this bird the tax dollars won’t be as heavy since the bureaucratic paperwork won’t be present.  How far are they willing to go?

Let’s pass the ordinance county wide that clearly states absolutely no burning of timbered land for any reason – fish or fowl.  If the government cannot understand this language, then maybe there is an ordinance to eliminate it also.

TO THE EDITOR - -

My horse sense tells me

Dear Editor,  

A little bit more of bumbling bureaucracy.  It seems the U.S. Forest Service and at other times, the DNR, plan (?) a controlled “burn”.  To fulfill these plans, conditions must be ideal.  Hot, dry and windy. 
In these days of energy crunches one would think, hopefully, “burns” were a thing of the past.

If I were to do some burning, and my fire got away and destroyed many, many acres of trees, and destroyed private property as well as taking many hours to control, I would be sued, chewed and fined.

But I have a degree of horse sense and my horse sense tells me I must wait till the conditions are not explosive.

But then, with all those tax dollars to burn, and apathetic taxpayers to pay them, who really cares?

I care.   Cecilia Neff, Comins

Oscoda resident responds as volunteer to fight Huron Forest blaze.

OSCODA . .  Volunteer fire fighter, Tom Palmer, of Oscoda, responded to the call for help to fight the Huron Forest fire in a message sent out by the CB –REACT organization.  He commented Monday evening, “Five of us grabbed shovels and what equipment we could find and headed for the scene of the fire.  When we arrived in the Mack Lake area were told by some officer directing traffic, ‘we don’t need any more volunteers.’ I said, “I’ll go over there and talk to one of those firemen.’

“From my experience fighting fires in Alaska, I could see very little organization here.  I’d say with a fire like that you’ve got a wild one.  You couldn’t even put it out with chemicals from the air with a head 11 miles across.  The problem is with the wind and it was senseless to start a fire under those conditions in the first place.  Ignorance can be forgiven, but stupidity cannot.”
Mio businessmen disgusted with Forest Service handling of the May 5 fire.

Reviewing Monday’s fire in retrospect after fire fighting efforts failed, Harley Pattullo, local businessman, complained, “It’s disgusting to see how the fire fighting attempt was handled.  It should never have been started at such a high risk time without a lot of stand-by equipment.  From 11:00 a.m. until 10:30 last night we were making an effort to control the blaze. When the fire jumped M-33 the Forest Service told us it was still not out of control.  Volunteers came and were turned away, they were told we don’t need any more volunteers, yet they were calling for professional help from Wisconsin and Minnesota.  Well, if it had not been for the volunteers, the fire would still be going, and it would be a lot worse.  The South Branch Fire Department probably did more to contain the fire from the south with 12 men and an old pumper truck. They fought with carpets and hand tools to keep the blaze under control.”

“At least 20 to 25 cottages and  home were destroyed at Mack Lake and Warblers Estates.  We were  in there calling for help before the first house burned.  The Forest Service sent in one Six-Bi truck, but no effort was made to save homes; the operators replied they hadn’t received such orders.  Most of the equipment sat out on M-33 waiting for orders.”
“I’m not out to just to ridicule; being too proud to ask for help is one thing, but this fire was something very serious.  Millions of dollars worth of property was destroyed.”

“High school kids could have been more effective fighting that fire yesterday.  This morning the Forest Service was out plowing furrows after the fire was out, instead of being down there where the danger was.”

“our place of business was within a mile of the source of the controlled burn.  At 3:00 to 4:00 in the afternoon, we took a bull dozer and six men into that area to contain the fire.  Several times the Forest Service ordered us out, but we kept right on working. They fought us every inch of the way. “

“One of the first things that should be done now is find out who gives the orders; some say the Cadillac office says ‘burn.’  I don’t believe it.  We need to find out whoever it is and quit hiding it.”

Bob Gordert, an official from Big Creek Township is suggesting that local township ordinances be passed to the effect that no ‘controlled burn’ fire shall be started without local consent.”

“The Forest Service has got to wake up to the fact they don’t own this land.”

Rep.  Alley, Sen. Irwin respond to news of fire – visit scene

Lansing . . Michigan’s 105th District Representative Tom Alley did not hear of the fire “out-of-control” in his district until 8:00 p.m. Monday evening.  After a call home to West Branch he learned of the tragedy and contacted Senator Mitch Irwin, making plans to get north.

Checking in at the Oscoda County News Tuesday morning they reported, “it seems like after talking to the Forest Service there may have been poor communications in not letting such  units as the state police know about the fire sooner.

Senator Irwin:  “My question is, ‘When did they call in the troops’”?  Jim Davidson replied, “Guard units were on location by 5:00 or 6:00 yesterday afternoon.”

Representative Alley: “One reason for our trip, we want out come and see first hand this morning some of the damage done in the Mack Lake Area.  According to the Forest Service, there will be a ‘Claims Center’ set up at the Mio Ranger Station for people with damages to file a claim.”
“I can’t believe all these ‘controlled-burns’ and no controls.  There seems to be a questioning mood considering the windy conditions and a fire being started.  These people should know what they are doing.  I won’t second guess them right now; that is why Senator Irwin and I will contact our two Senators and the Congressman to ask for a full investigation to make sure about controlled burns; it needs to be looked into since it cost the life of a Forest Service Ranger.”
