Fires
Logging in area reached peak by 1872 – 1871 fire had left masses of dead and fallen trees but it was a tree top fire and so they were able to recover

Slashing piles from logging from 12 to 15 feet high and covered lots of acres – fuel for the 1881 fire

Underbrush thick too 

Summer hot and dry – wells and streams dried up

On August 5, the Huron Tribune reported that severe windstorm gave people a scare, as it blew fire that had been burning for some time close to town. Criminal Examination in progress was abandoned as everyone ran for their homes. Wind shifted and town was saved.

Numerous fires were burning in various parts of the state:


Aug 30 – east and west of Capac, west and southwest of Port Huron

 
Aug 31 – one started in Lapeer County and destroyed homes in Sandusky and Deckerville


Spt 2 – Carsonville had homes and barns burned

Spt. 5 – Monday, very hot due to fires burning, 

wind from southwest and increased to hurricane force – pulling roofs off houses and barns, throwing people through the air, knocking down cabins, throwing a thousand pound wagon across railroad tracks

Report on the Michigan Forest Fires of 1881 – Sergeant William Bailey of Signal Corps (now the weather bureau) of US Army reported “large boulders were rolled along the ground as if they were pebbles”.

Fires became a wall of flame

Intense darkness came before the racing fires – not see road, hand in front of face, horse in front – resident of Minden recalls “The smoke began to roll over us about ten o’clock. At noon we had to light our lamps to see to eat our dinners. At three o’clock we had to light lanterns to see in the street. At times the darkness was so intense that we could not see anything, and then occasionally everything would be lighted up by a red glare that would give the buildings and trees the appearance of ‘red blood’.”

William Bope of Bad Axe was in Parisville – “At about 1 o’clock the wind changed and blew a hurricane from the west … In every direction small flames could be seen starting up. By half past one a solid wall of flame, from 50 to 100 feet high, was sweeping from the west over Paris (township).”

Blocks of Bad Axe directly north of Huron Street were destroyed but the new brick court house was saved and 400 took shelter there.

Flames would leap from area to area – under the arch, all was well but where it hit, any wood burned instantly. Wooden parts of farming implements burned away, leaving their metal or iron parts behind. This leaping was explained by the MI Dpt of Conservation as any large fire will create its own draft. “It must suck in huge quantities of oxygen to continue its force. This explains the situation and accounts for the fact that the fire actually traveled for long distances in the air, leaving large unburned areas before it would settle to the ground again to gather new and greater force.”

People who were trying to save property before only tried to save their lives when it hit – no time to do anything else it moved so fast.

Burned until it hit Lake Huron.

Sand Beach was spared when the wind shifted from off the lake and saved the town. The next day, wagon loads of people who had been blinded, maimed, homeless and naked came pouring into Sand Beach.

Charleston had 21 buildings burned in 20 minutes. Ubly, Tyre were destroyed. When the fire reached Huron City “it became, literally, a whirlwind of fire, and raced through the whole length of the settlement”.

Dennis O’Connell lived south of Ubly and put 13 people in a well that was 12 feet deep with 2 – 3’ of water at the bottom. They stayed there from 2 until 7 pm before venturing out to see his new frame house, barn, crops and livestock all gone.

George Denio in Sanilac County took his family to a sand bank, covered them with a piece of carpet and continuously poured water on it. Twice he fell from exhaustion but saved his family.

Those who went to the lake to escape the fires – some suffocated while standing in it, others had to go down 2’ to get water clear enough to drink – the cinders made a lye on the surface. Sailors seven miles out could feel the heat.

292 lives lost, 15000 homeless, 3400 buildings destroyed, Huron most losses, then Sanilac, Tuscola, Lapeer and St Clair.

Port Huron organized relief efforts and the paper listed contributors. 

First Red Cross chapter in Dansville NY – less than three weeks after it was organized – Clara Barton started organizing relief for the residents of MI. This was the first time they responded to a major catastrophe with disaster relief.

Fire swept over 2000 square miles

James Lincoln’s grandmother told him about fire – large grove of maple trees that burnt and meant the Indians who came for maple syrup came no more

She mentioned darkness and layer of ash that came before the fires

Material gathered for book remains with Historical Society of MI

1871 fired happened on Oct 8 – in WI and Chicago that week also, did less damage since fewer people inland. Speeded end to lumbering and led to sale of local parcels. By 1881, more people were settled on farms and so more lives and personal property were lost.

Animals started moving before the fire came – some heading to the Lake if they were close enough, others to open fields

Burned for five hours

280 estimated dead, 15000 homeless, countless livestock

climbed into crock wells, streams, open fields, Lake Huron

First effort of Clara Barton and American Red Cross, other state relief agencies were formed

Winds from southwest, west and north – strange things happened – wall of flame in one place and smoldering in other, burn house and barns but leave wagonload of straw, skip one home only to have winds shift and hit what it had missed earlier.

Boston was 700 miles to the east and had darkened skies for several hours the next day.

Lumbering started in the area around 1850 (Huron City was 1854). Started on the shores and worked way inland via streams – needed way to get wood out.

Trees over 100 feet tall, left tops and limbs behind in slashing piles. Hemlock trees were cut just for the bark and the trees themselves were left behind! In Forester and Sanilac Townships in Sanilac County – hemlock trees

1871 fire was a treetop fire and did not consume the trees it killed – left them behind as kindling for 1881. 71 fire was so fast there was no time to do anything then either – high winds. Did not destroy all lumber and it continued.

By 1881 – best timber was gone from the area, land selling cheaply to farmers – many from Canada and some via Erie Canal, Polish, English, Welsh, Scots, Germans and Scandinavians. Civil War veterans

Fishing became big – ships docked in Thumb to trade for lumber, fish and food

Trails cut so oxen could get to port with trade goods and bring home supplies. Swampland a lot so logs were laid over roads to make “plank” roads. Another source of kindling for fire.

The Port Huron and Northwestern Railroad first in Thumb – 1878-79

On good dry burning days, farmers would clear stumps left from lumbering by burning them and the brush around the farmstead

Thumb was remote wilderness then. 

Two major weather fronts hit when fire was peaking – wind from every direction

Bad Axe avoided fire on Aug 5 – wind shifted to save the town

Port Huron weather station reported on Aug 13 “dense clouds of smoke from the forest fires” and that “large forest fires in the west and southwest are plainly visible from the station.”  

Newspaper articles claimed people were worried about the fires that had been started.

Aug 30 – Capac had fires in woods west and east of town

Aug 31 – major fire in Lapeer County – strong west and southwest winds hit Marlette, then northeast and east thru Moore Custer and Watertown Townships. Hit Sandusky at 2 pm that day, then to Deckerville by 4 pm. Winds shifted to the north and turned back the fire but burning its way slowly north

Spt 4 – fires in Tuscola County turned east into Huron County, small farmer’s fires burning, harvesting crops at this time too 

Spt 5 – Cass City at 11 am, Verona Mills and Sand Beach around 3 pm, some in Sanilac County at dusk that evening, some kept burning until rain fell on Spt 7

Wall of flame that moved fast, slow burning that allowed homes to be saved – both were accurate

Numerous separate fires all linked together 

Some families spent days in their well, ground burned animals’ feet, many went to nearby streams if they had water in them – Cass River did and saved many people

George Helwig had just finished building his home near Cass City and the family set up a bucket brigade and managed to save the house. An ember got inside and burned a hole in the bed but went out. George was several days with a moist pack on his eyes but all survived.

George Hartwick down the road from Helwig’s put the family in the well – 7 people in a 20’ deep well about 6’ wide. They survived.

Many thought the blackness before the fire was Judgment Day

Fathers threw water on families to keep them alive, one home remained and many families lived in it until new ones could be built

Maurice Clifford settled just east of Freiburger (no longer there) and his granddaughter, Ellen Ryan wrote about the fire


Grandfather Clifford had cut and hewed logs for the new house. With grandmother’s help they cleared some land and pile the logs in the yard awaiting the house raising.


 On the day of the fire the atmosphere took on a hazy, gray appearance. Then smoke rose in the west and wagons began to pass the farm. Some who knew my grandfather called out, “Come on, Maurice, make a run for the lake. All the land west of here is on fire!” The fear was evident as they lashed at their horses to speed them on.


My grandparents decided to stay, and they set up a sort of bivouac near the stone well. Grandmother Clifford lay quilts on the ground surrounding the well. Then the ground and blankets were soaked. Here the whole family spent the night. All through that terrible night my grandfather poured water on the ground and the blankets. Because of the intense heat the small area dried quickly. All except my grandfather Clifford lay beneath the covers. The fire was more intense because of the pile of logs. The night was a long and dreadful ordeal for every living thing. Wild animals came up and dashed away in search of safe shelter and water.


By the time morning came, an eerie silence came over the area. You could hear an occasional snapping and crackling from a burning stump or the wood pile. My grandfather temporarily lost his eyesight. Facing the smoke and burning cinders burned his eyes and he had to be led around for several weeks. 


Grandmother Clifford picked her steps to what was once the house and gathered a fist full of salt. Then she went to the garden and dug the baked potatoes from the hot earth. Potatoes and water tasted good after the long anxious hours. 

Some families jumped into wells only to suffocate as the oxygen was sucked out by the fire.

Plowed fields saved some families – nothing there to burn. Others plowed around their houses to try and save them.

Tyre is at the northern edge of Sanilac County. In 1881 it had fourteen businesses and sat the crossroads of two important roads. Most of the buildings were destroyed but no one died from there. Today it is a small town with only 2 – 3 businesses and a few homes.

George Gillespie was a resident of Tyre who was in Minden when the fire hit. He rode his wagon west through the flames with a lantern hung between the horses so they could see the road. At one point a church was in flames and he had to abandon the wagon. He managed to find his wife and boys after seeing many dead bodies by the road. They took the steamer Saginaw from Forestville to Port Huron to get medical treatment for his wife. Passengers on the steamer donated $22.30 for the family.

Some families went into root cellars dug into the side of the hill and stayed there until the fire passed. Horses’ feet were burnt so bad their hooves fell off and they grew new ones. Many were sick from smoke inhalation for a long time after the fire.

Threatened Minden but the wind shifted and most of the town was spared.

J. H. Shults, editor of the Minden Post wrote:


By six o’clock people began coming into Minden from the west, having barely escaped with their lives, and when morning arrived hundreds had found their way here in a half nude condition, burned and blinded by the smoke. We then began to have a faint realization of the extent of the fire. Then we first understood that not property alone, but human lives had been swallowed up.


To the west and north the roads were lines with the carcasses of horses, cattle, sheep, swine and poultry, cooked and charred almost to a crisp. Then human beings, alike burned and charred, were found. Some were still alive, with their feet, hands and face literally baked. Some had their ears and noses burned off, and their eyes almost burned out of their sockets.


The sufferers kept pouring into Minden, and our village was turned into a general hospital and boarding house, with all of the generous citizens acting in the capacity of unpaid keepers and attendants.

Charleston – previously known as Cato – was burned to the ground. Had 35 buildings and was consumed in 20 minutes with nothing left standing.

Some turned wagons upside down and made tents to keep out of the smoke. Others laid down in fields to try and get away from the smoke. Some tried to save shoes, sewing machines, clocks etc instead of food and clothing they might need later. Fire came so quickly they all panicked and took what was close.

Firebrands were falling from the sky to start new fires.

Huron County Tribune reported about Bad Axe:


The fire burned upon us as if the atmosphere had been turned into flame. It seemed but a few minutes from the time everybody was busy in their shops and offices until almost the whole village was in flames. It certainly could not exceed half an hour. No one had time to remove anything and the inhabitants of over fifty dwellings barely escaped … some to the court house, and others who could not reach that building out of the village to the east.


Those who took refuge in the court house, by a heroic effort, saved that building and their own lives in an all night fight with the fire fiend. Those who went east passed through a cloud of fire until they came to the first considerable opening, where they dug a large trench, into which they put the women and children, covered it nearly over with boards and wet blankets; the men by turns keeping watch until the fire in its march went by. For a little time it seemed impossible that nay should survive, the heat became so intense.

The court house was the only brick one in town and housed about 450 people inside. The well did not go dry but when men went into the wind to pour the water, they had to be pushed from behind to make progress against the wind.

1:00 hit Bad Axe, 3:00 Verona Mills

Sand Beach had a water system in town that saved it, along with a northerly wind that blew the fire back from town.

Forest Bay was a town between Port Hope and Sand Beach that burned in the fire and was never rebuilt.

Fire went to the tip of the Thumb and then worked south along the coast. The two fires and two weather fronts met with a roaring sound that could be heard for miles.

Many people were found naked – were the clothes ripped off when they caught fire? Burned off of them? One claimed it was Judgment Day and tore off his clothes!

Forestville survived because of cleared land around the town. Haven for animals.

After the fire – no wood left to rebuild, food burned, no clothes left, frosts and winter coming soon, medical help needed that was not close, water not fit to drink because of the ashes, air polluted by smell of dying animals, had to find and bury their families. No seed to plant, no money to buy anything, no feed for surviving livestock so had to send them away. 

Detroit and Port Huron papers reported what they could of the fire in the early days. Telegraph poles were burned so no news could get out of area. Trains only ran to Deckerville and Croswell was furthest north they could get.

Spt 6 Port Huron Daily Times:

 
The propeller City of Concord, Capt. Frank Hebner, left Port Hope shortly after three o’clock on Monday afternoon. At that hour, Captain Hebner says the town appeared to be nearly all on fire. The dock was burning and he was compelled to leave it. A number of people also left the town by his boat. The air was dense with smoke and it was so dark that it was necessary to light the lamps.


From Port Hope to Forester the shore seemed to be one continuous blaze. Sand Beach and Port Austin were also suffering from the fire. Captain Hebner was almost blinded with the smoke and heat, from the effects of which he had not recovered this morning. When he left Port Hope he had the schooner L. L. Lamb in tow, but during the darkness she got fast in a floating raft and could not be got out. The propeller was also entangled in the raft for two hours. 

Doctors that could help worked around the clock. Port Huron sent doctors to towns that survived and functioned as hospitals for the area.

Newspapers asked for help for victims of the fire. Huron Times at Sand Beach asked for help. Minden people went to Port Huron to ask for funds from its organizing relief committee. Same pleas were made in Detroit.

Rains finally came on Spt. 7 helping to put out the fire but making burying the dead and moving around more difficult.

Port Huron and Northwestern Railroad offered free shipments of supplies into the burned area. Also took people from Port Huron to Sand Beach for a charge of $2 that went to the relief fund.

Port Huron’s mayor E.C. Carleton called a meeting to organize relief on Spt 7th. Drafted a public appeal that went in the paper and probably to many in the surrounding states. A second appeal was published on Spt 11, written by someone who had been to the area to see the devastation. 

On Spt. 9 Port Huron had already received $2000 in relief fund and sent supplies north to burned areas. Spt 13, sent another load of clothes and other supplies. Other areas org’d similar committees and soon relief was pouring into area. Concerns about distribution started. Stories appeared in Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s Newspaper. President Garfield was shot and died on Spt. 19 but the story of the fires still had national attention. So rivalry was set up between Port Huron and Detroit – governor David Jerome had said to send everything to Detroit’s mayor William Thompson. Jerome did tour area and issued proclamation crediting Port Huron for work they did first in area. 

Spt 22 the Detroit committee asked for a statewide meeting and Port Huron did not come. 

Spt 29 the Detroit committee resigned. Oct 5 the committees met and Port Huron came. Agreed to merge Detroit, Bay City, Saginaw and Port Huron and all distributed through Port Huron. Oct 6 – proclamation about creation of Michigan Fire Relief Commission but named all Detroit business people to it. Port Huron pulled out when the people from Detroit came and demanded all the money. 

Two groups worked to provide relief throughout 1882 with food, clothing, lumber, seed etc. The MI legislature set aside money for rebuilding of schools in the three counties. State group split the area into 20 districts and agents assigned. PH had 18 districts with agents assigned. Sometimes same agent served both committees. By end of 1882 – combined to gather $1,012,648 plus goods worth another half million. 

This showed need for national organization to help with relief and Clara Barton had the American Red Cross. She started out in the Civil War ministering to the wounded. Went to Europe on the International RC. Returned to US in 1873 and started working on an American Red Cross. Garfield and Sec’y of State James Blaine interested in idea. Senator Conger from Port Huron was also interested. Friends with Clara who had nursed his brother during the Civil War. 

Meetings in May at both their residences to form ARC. Halted in July when Garfield shot and held on until Spt. 19. Conger introduced resolution on May 17th 1881 to prepare translated versions of Articles Internat’l RC and forms of ratification from other countries. The Geneva Convention was passed in 1882 by the US which led to many countries establishing their own Red Cross. In August of 1881, Clara formed a local chapter of the Red Cross that was not recognized by the gov’t. This was in Dansville NY and it is this chapter that responded to the fires. The official recognition from the gov’t. did not come until 1882.

Conger was in Port Huron when fires hit and was on relief agency board. We don’t know how Clara came to know about it – but she did write letters to Conger and sent money to help initially. Clara knew the Internat’l RC was for relief from war, she saw local chapters helping out in times of disaster – man made or natural.

Some locals may have thought their relief came from the Red Cross, but most actually came from the Detroit and Port Huron committees. Barton did use this event to help stir up interest in the Red Cross and opened two more chapters in NY. The RC turned over $80,000 in cash and supplies to the Port Huron Relief Fund.

By Oct. 6, the Detroit rep for Red Cross that Clara had asked to help out was Julian Hubbell and Mark Bunnell. They went to burnt areas and saw all was well and wrote that not much more was needed except for money to buy more bedding. Most had healed of their sickness by then. PHRC was handling things fine and best to go through them. Julian Hubbell wrote about conditions that he found in his travels north:


The fields are green with wheat growing, in some cases, upon new ground cleared since th fire. Some of the fields are already fenced. While the inhabitants have been doing this work, they have lived in root cellars six by ten feet; in rail pens without cover, or furniture or bedding, and sometimes with one or two comforters for a family of eight or ten persons. 


Since the see has been gotten into the ground, they have begun to make shelter for the winter. In driving distance of 12 miles I counted fifty-one new dwellings, built since the fire five weeks ago. An idea of the destruction of dwellings throughout the country may be gathered from the fact that in 8 miles I counted sixty-one ruins of dwellings, besides barns. 


I found one family of 8 living in a milk house, 6 feet by 8 feet with only straw to sleep on. …Dough fried in pork grease was their dinner, all cooked in a small frying pan….Articles most needed, aside from provisions, are beds, bedding, blankets, ticks or ticking for same, woolen shirts, woolen underwear, heavy boots and shoes and chairs. Horse feed will be much needed. Fence wire to protect crops will be a great help. Farmers can aid much by saving seed corn now for spring planting. Grass seed will also be wanted; early vegetable seeds and garden seeds of all kinds….Not a bud for a rabbit to browse, and not a rabbit to browse if there were….There is little danger of getting too much of anything except summer clothing. 

Families bunked together in the houses left standing. Put lumber from relief agencies to use building lean to sheds or houses. Family members outside the area sent clothing and bedding. Meat from livestock that perished was dried and eaten during the winter. Rags around their feet to protect from the cold.

For 30 years, area barren of trees. But this allowed farmers to plow up the fields easily. Slashings and stumps were gone. Land values increased. 

Now navy bean center of the world in Huron County. Grow sugar beets, red wheat, peas, cucumbers, corn and hay – dairy industry. Peat moss sold to gardeners. Sod farms. 

Towns that started as lumber camps became farming centers (HC did this). Did clear the land. 

Pontiac, Oxford and Northern Railroad (now the Grand Trunk RR) went from Imlay City to Caseville. Promotion began in 1879 and after fire, people realized farmland would be opening up and the new track was completed in 1883.

Subtle changes – no more hunting as herds were gone, women tasted store bought goods from relief supplies – new styles, no birds around, berry bushes sprang up, rabbits plentiful and eaten lots, Indians left the area.

Lots of lumbering from Cass River country and Bay City – 1832 first two steam sawmills in MI built on Black River. 100,000,000 board feet sawed in 1871 here - peak. 1835 steam sawmill on Saginaw River and 23 by end of 1855. Cass River peak in 1872 – 104,000,000 feet of logs came down river – had dropped to 7,000,000 by 1879.

Pines and hardwoods cut by 1881 – but poplars grown up after them and they were fire hazard. Along with slashing piles.

After 1871 fire, guy walked in Port Huron area for more than a mile on fallen trees. Windfalls created and farmers hoping to clear would burn these. But 1881 was hot and dry. 

Port Austin paper reported that these windfalls were close enough to throw embers on nearby houses and barns and had never been cleared away. 

Bay City paper said it was as “dry as a man after eating salt mackerel”.

Spt 3 paper in Detroit – drought seen by number of fires along the coast when sailing down the shore with thick smoke on the lake.

Rainfall below average and heat above average – no rain for 8 weeks before fire

Aug 5 – fire that threatened Bad Axe, courtroom vacated quickly

Fires near West Branch in early Aug, mid-Aug – west and sw of Port Huron flames could be seen

Spt 1 – east and south of Mayville fires could be seen

Saginaw paper on Spt 6 reported fire close to Sag on Genessee Ave. and train coming to Sag from St. Louis had fires on both sides of track for 21 miles east of Breckenridge.

Fires around Cass City for two weeks but Spt 4 strong winds came to fan them higher. – Bad Axe fire was out of control by that point also

Monday morning, spt 5, same as others. Hot because of fires, smoke in air, sun a red ball (people mentioned that it looked like the one in 1871),  but then came the winds – hurricane force ones. 


Blew down trees, threw people, threw wagon over train tracks, faster than a running horse etc – same as in Fiery Trial

Many mentioned darkness that came before the fire – lit lamps at noon time

The Huron Times reported: “Our pencil cannot give even a faint idea of the horrors of the hour, and the remembrances of the occurrences will ever cause the strongest heart to quail.”
4:30 a tremendous roar was heard in Harbor Beach (then Sand Beach) to north and west of village. Glow of fires made western sky red but did not penetrate blackness that had descended. Then balls of fire came from the heavens. Scenes from Sodom and Gomorrah.

Many thought the darkness was caused by an eclipse – it came on steadily and they consulted almanacs. 

Billow of fire came out of the darkness and destroyed entire towns in “twinkling of an eye”. 

The Huron County News concluded that “the darkness was the cause for the great loss of life. Many people thought the world was coming to an end, and in the confusion and darkness they were just as likely to go right into the thickest of the brush as they were to go into the open fields.”

Train tracks were warped and culverts burned. Only way of comm. Was via boat and the shore. 

People burned hundreds of feet from the fire.

Sand Beach was saved by an easterly breeze that pushed back the fire. People came there for help from the surrounding farms. Many refused to return and got on steamers for Detroit.

Boats were moored at Grindstone City to take people away but the fire passed it by.

A black, ugly-looking cloud appeared at HC and burned the entire town and moved on to Port Hope. Two boats were docked at PH, one caught fire and was towed out by the other. The fire was put out and the boats took people to Port Huron. From PTAS to Pt Sanilac was a “one sheet of flame”.

People ran to the lake but suffocated while standing in it. Man jumped in at night and in the morning was behind a bear! Some tried laying on the beach under a high cliff to avoid the fire at Richmondville.

More houses burned in Bad Axe than in any other towns, although entire towns also burned. Lots of slashing in the area. Fire went from smoldering to flames very quickly. People ran to courthouse – brick with tile roof, water pump on east side – protected, pumped water and took to roof – only do this for a short time – too hot. Fire reached hardware store across the street – people went inside – kerosene and gunpowder inside the store! 7 o’clock the next morning – the temp in the ch was 110 degrees and 400 people slept inside it. Little boy put his hand on window and it burned.

Due bills that belonged to blacksmith in Verona were found in Canada – wind blew them across the lake!

Family kept under wet blanket in a plowed field – only thing they saved was walnut bed that was thrown in a well. No stores to buy anything from, no money to buy it with, no means of transportation – helpless until relief came.

Paris Township was the worst part of the fire in Huron County. Every farmer burnt out, 15 lives lost on one stretch of road.

People buried themselves in the sand of their potato patch and survived but still had severe burns and lost her voice for 4 months.

16 year old girl fled her family home to the neighbors and inhaled so much smoke and became so frightened that she died when she reached the neighbor’s house – her own did not burn.

A man in Sanilac County fought the fire until one of his arms nearly burned off. Went back to house and realized his two children were nearly suffocated. He had to decide which child to save with his one good arm. The one left behind died.

Cass City saved and many went there for help. Minden was the place where two fronts collided – wind from the northwest and one from the southwest. The northwest wind won and pushed the fire back. That saved Minden and many came there for refuge. See quote from Fiery Trial about 6 pm ….

Chris Mayes of Lincoln Township in Huron County was away from home as was his wife. Margaret was 11 and the eldest of the children. She led them along a path to a clearing, stopping to put out their clothes when they caught fire. All the children survived and Margaret did not know why people called her a heroine.

Relief came on Spt 7 as a heavy rain fell that put out most fires still burning. If willing to stay – land had been cleared for farming and less than a month after the fire, green wheat was growing. 

People went into wells to be safe – but some suffocated there. Some went into fields that had been cleared and stuck their face in the dirt to avoid the smoke. Some covered their bodies with soil. Green cornfields, Lake Huron, Cass River were all places of refuge.

Fire was capricious – burnt house but not barn or vice versa, one man put household goods into field – they burned but house didn’t. same roof of barn carried in opposite directions – wind tore it in half. 

Villages on Lake Huron that were saved:


Grindstone City, Sand Beach (Harbor Beach), White Rock, Forester, Port Sanilac, Lexington from east wind


Port Austin from north wind

Villages on Bay side that were saved from west wind:


Fairgrove, Akron, Unionville, Sebewaing, Caseville

Villages saved by people:


Cass City, Caro, Vassar, Millington and Clio

Minden saved by clashing winds

Businesses in these areas were hindered by both relief supplies and lack of money of those who survived.

Result of fire


Estimated 282 died, 15000 homeless 3400 buildings burned


Refugees came into surviving towns, some almost naked


Lived in rail pens, holes in the ground, sheds, schools, churches, homes of others, town halls etc

Supplies first came from Caseville, PTAS, Sebewaing, Port Huron train came to Sand Beach on Spt 8 and brought politicians, boats came up the coast with relief, trains north of Marlette. Alpena raised funds and shipped supplies from their dock.

Thousands needed food, clothing, shelter from winter months, bedding, medicines, hay, grain for seed, lumber and nails, plows, harnesses, wagons, implements, tools.

Port Huron put out an appeal to the nation for help and it was printed in New York Tribune, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper and Harper’s Weekly. This brought the attention needed. Many groups organized the relief effort. Port Huron had 230,302.82 by early Oct in cash, merchandise and supplies. Detroit had 214,902.51 for cash and goods. Rivalry developed and they needed one place to collect and distribute. Governor called for a meeting and all groups were represented. They decided to create a central committee to be known as the Fire Relief Commission of MI and most members appointed were from Detroit. So each group continued to work separately.

Senator Conger was part of Port Huron Relief Committee. Went to front many times and asked for help. First was to get seed in the ground, then worry about shelter. 

In Nov. Allardt, Sec’y of PH Relief Committee – had 2200 families under the care of that committee. They had sworn to what they lost and an account was opened for them. Credit given to the extent of his losses and everything charged to him. They were given enough wheat to sow all the land that he could prepare from 5 to 60 acres. Need harvesting implements now or crop wasted. 2500’ to 3000’ of lumber to each family to build a shanty and took $30,000 from the subscriptions for just that. Clothing was not needed anymore but money to buy food until next harvest was. Also to buy hay and feed for one team and a cow. 

If Feb of next year the Fire Relief Commission of MI (Detroit group) submitted rpt to Governor. He presented to State Legislature the next day (23rd). on March 11th, appropriated $250,000 to provide aid for sufferers and $15,000 to build schools in area. The fire made 14,438 people dependent so each person was appropriated 17.31.

Areas organized into districts and prominent person was named relief agent. Each person had to list losses, what was saved and what was needed, along with number of members in family. 

Detroit group received donations from NE cities:


NYC 130,000


Boston
57000

Seeds donated from Des Moines and West Unity OH

Lots of items were auctioned off in southern towns and the money sent to the relief effort.

PT Barnum send money, $83 from MI state prison inmates, box of clothing from President Rutherford b. Hayes’ wardrobe. (1877 to 1881). 

June 12 1882 – Port Huron Relief Committee rpt

 196,327.93 in cash

 269327.87 in cash value of goods

supplies purchased by comm. 110466.80 and of that 13825.15 for flour, 37446.19 for lumber and 40421.55 for seed wheat and feed. 

Cash to families 50773.19. gen’l expenses for shipping 14845.09, district agents 5714.57 and to supervisors taking stats 1290.94.

Dec. 7 1882. Fire Relief Commission of MI

 Cash expenditures 609812.07 

Of that 416736.72 was donated

American Red Cross donated in cash and goods about 80000 of relief effort. It was the first disaster that they responded to but they were not the main relief agency. It helped Clara Barton get official recognition for the Am Red Cross.


Geneva Convention had been signed in 1864 and various countries had Red Cross orgs in them. Barton came back to us in 1873 to try and get Am RC started. On May 21 1881, the American Association of the Red Cross was started in DC. On Aug 22, 1881 the first chapter was organized in Dansville NY where Barton lived.


Clara believed that they should respond not only in times of war but also for fires and floods. News of MI fires put first appeal for help from ARC in the Dansville Advertiser on sp 13 1881. Once they opened their doors, many came to give aid. Clothes were mended, packed and shipped until told there was no more need. Spt. 19 another chapter formed in Rochester MI to help raise funds and a third chapter formed at Syracuse NY. They sent agents to burnt area to report on situation – Major Mark Bunnell and J. B. Hubbell for Rochester’s group. They reported back that money was needed more than anything. They went in early Oct.


Clara Barton never went to MI but sent agents instead. Her appeal “A Cry for Help” was written before Hubbell could report back – it was printed just days after the fire and Hubbell did not go until Oct. Conger met with Barton and found out she had nursed his brother in the Civil War. He became a supporter and introduced bill to get copies of the Articles of Convention signed at Geneva Sw. and the forms for ratification from several gov’ts. On March 1, 1882, Chester A Arthur signed the Geneva Convention, which was ratified by the Senate 15 days later. 

Told of 1881 fire.  1500 square miles over 3 – 4 days.

Red Cross helped, needed to rebuild, rapid dev’t in wake of fire. Railroads came in 1882 – brought many new residents. Realtors advertised cheap land. Canada, NY, south – came from everywhere. 1900 – over 100 post offices, many rural schools built.

Fire cleared way for agriculture. Crops now are corn, navy beans, sugar beets, wheat, alfalfa, oats soybeans and barley. Dairy, livestock and poultry production. Commercial fishing impt – bay port. Manufacturing facilities opened. Two largest cities are Harbor Beach (HB) and Bad Axe. 9 villages and many with no local gov’ts. 90 miles of shoreline. 

Fires of 71 and 81

Forest fires not unusual – 1853, 1861, 1862, 1864 – burned down courthouse at HB and destroyed records of county

1871 – Oct 8. dry summer and fall, fires in WI and Chicago, on Oct 6 – fire at Cato west of Forestville, fire was flying through the air like hail.

300 people fled White Rock for the lake. Stood in waist deep and held children. Pushed in buggy and it burned down to water line, HB destroyed but for one house, 2 men, 1 woman and 9 children got in boat at HB but winds prevented them from landing – drifted to Kincardine Ontario three days later. No food and one child died on the way.

Forestville – everything destroyed but large mill, people took refuge near Parisville in large ditch for draining swamp – put wet blankets over their heads. 

No hay left to feed cattle so those killed by the fire were eaten, those still alive were killed for future use. Roasted potatoes from the ground were the best ever.

Many blinded for life, one man in a group of 25 families felt well enough to get from Richmondville to Forester  to get supplies – rest had blindness, burns or exhaustion.

Navigation on lake huron was difficult – smoke bad. Brought provisions to ptas – county seat then – where people went for refuge. Steamers took 200 from white rock to port huron. Relief depots set up at ptas, pt hope, rock falls, Forestville and richmondville. Help came from people, groups, near and far. 

North of richmondville to pointe aux barques was a wasteland – from 10 to 25 miles inland of Lake huron devastation started.  Trees fell over – piled up, walk for more than a mile on tree trunks, lumber camps in area all destroyed.

Lapeer, St. Clair and Tuscola not as devastated. Herd’s Corners and Farrington in Tusc. County were burned. Farmers lost timber and rails. Late in oct more fires broke out. Caro surrounded by fire and fought it off.

Iosco County Gazette reported on oct 26 1871 that losses were immense. “Villages of New River, Huron City, port Hope, Sand Beach, Center Harbor, Rock Falls, White Rock, Elm Creek and Forestville were burned, most of them entirely; and in the interior the farm houses, the crops, fences, and everything else were swept away, and many people perished in the flames.”

Agent after the fire counted in HC 339 dwellings, 18 schools, 1 church, 4 hotels, 10 stores, 17 mills, 7 wharves, 1,674,000 feet of lumber, produce valued at $401,021. 19 people killed. San County – 102 dwellings, 10 schools, 2 hotel, 4 stores, 4 mills, 2 wharves, produce valued at 116,585. 

1881 – fire confined to thumb – logging reached peak in 1872! 

By 81 pine and hardwoods were gone, slashings left behine – tree tops, limbs,  stumps, branches etc. 12 to 15 feet high. 71 fire left lots on ground as tinder. Underbrush was thick when top trees cut down. 

Summer hot and dry. Streams dried up, swamps to hard clay, - same as his other book – not repeating information.

