Excerpts from Report on the Michigan Forest Fires of 1881 – Sergeant William Bailey of Signal Corps (now the United States Weather Bureau) of US Army taken from The Fiery Trial by James Lincoln and James Donahue and Walls of Flame by Gerard Schultz

The course of all the fires, which together made the great conflagration, was mainly toward the northeast. How the fires ran racing over the four counties has been told, but the story gives no pictures of the terrible fury of the storm of fire and wind that destroyed the property and lives of the farmers and settlers.


The heat from the flames was so intense that the people felt it while the fires were miles away, and sailors at Forestville felt it uncomfortably, even though the hot air had moved over the cold waters of Lake Huron at a distance of seven miles. It withered the leaves of trees two miles from its path. Whole fields of corn, potatoes, onions and other growing vegetables that were not touched by the flames, were roasted by the heat, it even became the cause of an unnatural growth, and peach, apple and other fruit trees burst forth in blossoms. Fish in the streams were killed by the fierce heat, and after the fires were over, their dead bodies were found floating on the surface of the water. Birds, escaping from these terrible flames, were carried far out into the lake, and, dazed, blinded, and finding no resting place, were drowned.


Several witnesses gave an account of a curious phenomenon illustrating the intensity of the heat. A peculiar blue-white flame would sometimes burst forth from ignited tree stumps, flicker a few seconds, and then the strong winds would extinguish it. It resembled a lighted candle. The phenomenon attracted attention in several places. Even the earth sometimes took fire.


The speed with which the flames and wind traveled, and the tremendous powers they exerted, are almost incalculable. Some of the effects of the wind have already been given. Large boulders were rolled along the ground as if they were pebbles. The conflagration is described as roaring like a tornado, and as giving forth lout explosive sounds that were terrifying.


As the storm advanced, it uprooted great trees, blew down buildings, carried roofs through the air, lifted men and women from their feet and threw them back violently to the ground, in some cases seriously injuring them. The flames literally raced through the country, licking up villages almost in an instant…..


Before the fires came the air was thick with blinding smoke, and the darkness became almost total. In some places it was actually total. Lamps were lighted at midday, and the lights threw shadows as electric lights do. Through the darkness flaming balls of punk fell into villages and fields, and then the fires would burst forth on every side. The flames came rushing on, sometimes in huge, revolving columns, then in detached fragments that were torn by the winds from the mass, and sent flying over the tops of trees for a quarter of a mile to be pushed down to the earth again. Flames were seen to leap many feet higher than tall pines, and everywhere over the burning country sheets of flame were flying in every direction.


The flying sand and smoke blinded people who walked, in the gathering darkness, into firetraps. Those who escaped were blind for weeks. Half naked creatures made their way into village streets, often bearing the charred remains of the dead with them. Many found refuge from the fires in the lake, and even there they were suffocated by the smoke blown from the shores. The cinders, falling in the water, made a lye, so that is was necessary to do down several feet under the surface for drinking water.


In September no penetrating rain had fallen for almost two months. Almost every stream was dry. Many wells had become empty. The swamps had been burned to hard clay by the sun, fiercer in its heat than it had been for years before. The vegetation of the fields and woods had become tinder. The earth was baked and cracked….


The general atmospheric conditions prevailing during the fires were very favorable to their spread. The winds throughout the state, south of the conflagration, were generally from the southwest, while west and north of the firebelt, a disturbing cause of sufficient magnitude produced violent and destructive air currents from the opposite side quarter.


Conditions north of the burning territory strongly favored north to west winds, and while the fires were raging and generating abnormally high temperatures, abnormally low temperatures prevailed only a few hundred miles to the west and north. It is stated that a cold northerly wind reached the burning district about three in the afternoon.


In the midst of the general destruction a shanty would be left untouched, or a gate would remain intact while the house, barns, granaries and fence were destroyed. Northeast of Parisville the fires divided, and the property of some farmers was burned while that of others was untouched.


The first important conflagration began on the thirty-first of August. The original fire had started in Lapeer county, and it spread northeastwardly, along the valley of the south branch of the Cass river, into Marlette, a township in the southwestern part of Sanilac county. The fire advanced northward, spreading through the center of Marlette township. It traversed the forests as far north as Moore, then changed its course and spread in the direction of Custer and Watertown townships. It reached the village of Sandusky at about two o’clock in the afternoon. There is destroyed three buildings – a church, a school, and a dwelling. From Sandusky it went northeastward, raged through the swamps west of Black river, crossed that stream, and at four o’clock burned a part of the village of Deckerville. Thence the fire swept through the forests and ‘slashings’ of Marion and Bridgehampton townships.

Oxygen and carbon will ignite at a temperature of four hundred degrees, Centigrade, and, as the old tree stumps were badly charred by the fires of 1871, they were essentially a carbonaceous substance. The air was highly charged with gases, and, with the temperature raised to four hundred degrees or over, the causes of this phenomenon can, I think be traced to these conditions.

(A black cloud appeared at Huron City) “with detached fragments whirling about the center.” The fire “became, literally, a whirlwind of fire, and raced through the whole length of the settlement.”

