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State – set fire goes wild, routs 1,000 
BY  Howard Warren, News Staff Writer

MIO, Mich --- A fire set yesterday by the U.S. Forest Service to destroy unwanted vegetation some five miles south of  here was turned into a conflagration by high winds. It killed a fire fighter, forced evacuation of at least 1,000 residents, burned several homes and consumed hundereds of acres of dry northern Michigan jack pine.

The fireman died while battling flames in the Huron National Forest.  He was not immediatelay identified and no other details were available.

“There’s lots of smoke and lots of flames crowning the trees,” said Frank Bennett, a State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) pilot who flew over the fire throughout the day.

“The main columns of smoke look like A-bombs going off.  There are mushroom clouds there 10,000 to 12,000 feet high.”

FIRE FIGHTING units from the Forest Service, the DNR and the neighboring communities of Mack Lake, Luzerne, Rose City, Fairview and Mio were at the scene. 

Forest Service fire fighters from Wisconsin and Minnesota were dispatched to augment the 300 local fire fighters and numerous volunteers.  Virtually the whole town of Mio turned out to help.

Starting near Crane Lake in central Oscoda County, the flames were caught by a strong wind shift and burned relentlessly into the Mack Lake communities to the southeast.

Oscoda County sheriff’s deputies fanned through the sparsely settled wooded region to sound the alarm as the fire – fed by gusts of winds of up to 35 miles per hour – continued to spread.
By early evening the flames had entered Ogemaw and Iosco counties.  The entire hamlet of South Branch in the northeast corner of Ogemaw County also was thereatend and evacuated.  

A FOREST SERVICE spokeswoman said five homes at Mack Lake and 1,200 acres of jack pines were reported destroyed in the fires count and the blaze was out of control.

Government foresters started the fire yesterday morning to clear 200 acres of the national forest timberland to make it available for jack pines, which are preferred as nesting ground by the Kirtland’s warbler, and endangered bird species.
But winds shifted and picked up in velocity at noon.  Flames crossed a major highway, M-33, within two hours and headed toward the small town of McKinley n northeast Oscoda County.  They then dipped southward toward South  Branch. 


“It was insane to even light a match here,” said Jim Davidson, editor of the Oscoda County News and one of the volunteers helping with the evacuation.  

“There’s nothing but jack pines all the way to Lake Huron and it’s been extremely dry for a long time  Why they didn’t know this I don’t know.”

“If it was a scheduled burn they didn’t anticipate the winds.”

ONE OF THE homes burned at Mack Lake was owned by that community’s fire chief, Joe Walker.

The Forest Service continually flew more equipment to the scene and volunteers were dispatched door-to-door to fight the blaze.  Firemen anticipated a windshift to the southwest that would help them control the fire.
Motorists were urged to stay away from the area and some roads were closed to traffic.

The flames also threatened the warbler’s habitiat.

“It’s definitely burned into their management area… probably about 1,000 acres of it,” a spokeswoman for the Forest Service said.  “It’s all in that approximate area.”

The entire population of the yellow and blue bird --- numbering 422 at last count  --- reside in Michigan in spring and summer, Bill Lowenstein, a DNR spokesman said.

LOWENSTEIN SAID the birds have not arrived from their winter hiatus in the Bermudas.  Their regular migration brings them to Michigan in late May or early June, he said.
“The burn was to try to provide a better habitat for the warbler and it got a little out of control,” Lowenstein said.

Audubon Society spokesman Wilbur T. Bull said a fire in the nesting area would not necessarily make it inhabitable for the bird unless all the trees in the habitat are lost.

The Kirtland’s warbler population was slightly more than 1,000 in 1961 but dropped to around 200 in 1971, Bull said.  It’s numbers have increased slowly in the past decade, he said.

Contributing to t his story were News staff writer Doug Bradford and Associatied Press and United Press International news services
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