The Great Forest Fire of 1881

   July and August of 1881 were exceedingly hot months and for weeks the sun hung like a huge ball of fire, and without one drop of rain to cool the air, the heat was torture. Many of the new settlers (and some of the old ones) anxious to have their land ready for fall plowing, took advantage of the “dry spell” to burn stumpage and underbrush, and soon found that they had made a great mistake; as the fire soon began to creep through the dry grass to the fences. Then we would hear of someone who had lost their hay, or straw stacks, or buildings.

    Everyone was on the alert, but with the scarcity of water it was impossible to keep the fire from spreading. Anxious wives would look to see if the water eave troughs were in position, and every barrel and tub ready to catch and save every drop of precious water if it came. Stock of all kinds were suffering for water, as many wells had gone dry, that had never failed before and I think I’m safe in saying every man, woman, and child in Huron Co. were praying for rain, to stop the spread of the fire.

   But the rain did not come, and the fire continued to spread until Sept. 4th and 5th when the whole county seemed to be a huge furnace of fire. It hissed, shrieked, and roared! until it was perfectly maddening, and people ran screaming until many fell exhausted and were burned to death. One family saved themselves by lowering themselves into a dry well, and those who were near enough ran to the Lake. You know what Sherman said about war – well, that was it! And if there’s a warmer place than Huron Co. was at that time, I’m going to be good, so’s not to have to go there!

   To those with a sense of humor there were many laughable things happened but you would no sooner smile at some ludicrous thing, than you would see something so heartbreaking that you would wonder how you could never laugh again.

   Mr. Langdon Hubbard, & Mr. Henry Neal were the heaviest losers of Huron City. Mr. Hubbard lost much fine timber, farm buildings, implements, grain, & etc. etc. & buildings. Mr. Neal had bought the property about two years before, & had the house nicely rebuilt & furnished, & two weeks after it was finished it burned to the ground, with much of the center. Then he built another house over the same cellar, & before the new furniture was all unpacked, the forest fire came, & took everything. This happened less than eight months after the First Fire.

   Three buildings were all that was left of the pretty little village. Women and children were sent down to the lake, & all carried what they could, a little child would have some favorite toy, & a woman would be carrying a helpless babe, & what clothing she had been able to catch up as she ran, & many dropped exhausted, when they reached the water, while others plunged in to cool the burns they received.

   The men all fought like heros, & when they saw the greater part of the village must go, they surrounded the new hotel and covered the roof with wet blankets and quilts, and had it not been for a sudden shift of the wind, they would have succeded in saving it. No one who has not had a like experience can imagine the horror of it all! Green timbers, as well as dry, burned and the crashing of the tall tress with the hissing of the fire, as it snapped & cracked & roared, together with the howling wind, moans & groans of frightened women and crying children, as well as cursing men (for some did swear) when they saw all they had going up in smoke was terrible to hear!  

   One peculiar incident was a large straw hat worn by one of the men on the roof of the hotel, was blown from his head, took fire as it whirled through the air, settled down on the roof of the schoolhouse at Huron City, and set it on fire.

   Monday Sep. 5th 1881 was the day that Huron City burned, and after the men saw they could not save the principal part of the village, they turned their attention to a little cottage near the beach, where Mrs. Pottenger, widow of James (one of the gallant life-savers who perished while going to a disabled vessel) lived, and by hard work through the entire night succeeded in saving the home. This little house which is still standing proved to be a great blessing to most of the women and children, as in the evening a northwind began to blow, and was very cold, and after the intense heat of the entire afternoon, and with our clothing soaking wet, we were chilled to the marrow, so we crowded into the little house, where Mrs. Pottenger made us comfortable as possible.

   The next morning an invitation was sent down from Grindstone for as any as could to come there, which we did, and where we were fed and cared for until other assistance came. The people there, were so kind no sacrifice seemed to great that would relieve the suffering or add to our comfort. 

   Soon relief began to come from all over the country, and it was wonderful how soon the marks of the Great Forest Fire of 1881 disappeared. And I’m sure no one who did not know, would think that the beautiful farming country of Huron Co. had ever been visited by a reign of fire!
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