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Bird-saving Blaze Misfires

MIO, Mich., May 6, (AP) – A fire deliberately set for the benefit of a rare songbird blackened 30 square miles of forest lands before being brought under control tonight, killing one firefighter, destroying dozens of homes and forcing about 1,000 people to flee.

U.S. Forest Service workers set the fire Monday morning, trying to prepare breeding grounds for the rare “Bird of Fire,” the tiny Kirtland’s Warbler, whose 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.  

“”The conditions were right when we started the prescribed 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 toward Lake Huron through Alcona County.  Lockhardt said at least 25,000 acres of forest land had been consumed by 7 a.m., when the fire was 75 percent under control. 
One Forest Service biological technician, James L Swiderski, 29, of Alto, was killed.  Authorities said he was apparently overcome by smoke while operating a tractor digging fire lines.

A second person, identified by officials only as a motorcyclist, was hospitalized in fair conditions today with burns.

State police evacuated the entire population of South Branch, about 1,000 persons and warned residents in Jose Lake and Chain Lake they should also be prepared to leave, said Sgt Gary Gokey.  At least 33 homes plus 42 sites at the Mack Lake campground,  he said.

The Kirtland’s warblers, which numbered 422 at last count, thrive only in jack pine stands that grow when the heat from fire opens jack pine cones and releases seeds, forest service officials said.  Fire also prepares the forest floor for their growth.

The tiny yellow and blue songbirds have not arrived from their winter home in the Bahamas.  They are due in late May or early June.  The entire population lives in the Huron National Forest during the summer, said Bill Lowenstein, a spokesman for the state Department of Natural Resources.  The fire would not necessarily make the area uninhabitable for the birds unless all the trees were lost, said Audubon Society spokesman Wilbur T Bull.
The Forest Service said the blaze was intended as a “wildlife habitat improvement fire” of the sort occasionally set to clear out overgrown sagebrush or dead branches.  “If we don’t burn it in a controlled manner, it will burn in an uncontrolled manner later,” said David Dahl, a forest service fire management specialist.

Asked what mistake had allowed the blaze to get out of control, he said, “probably the biggest thing was lighting the match in the first place.”
