Wild Fires of 1947
By Arlene Cole
       No one who remembers 1947, when the state was ablaze, wants another fall like that one. Forest fires in Maine are nothing new. After all, this is a forested state. According to Austin H. Wilkins in his “Ten Million Acres of Timber”, there were fires before the white men came. Indians are believed to have set the woods and fields afire to drive game into the open, clear land for agriculture and encourage wild edible berries such as blueberries. And there have been fires through the years after the European settlers came. 
      The 1947 fire disaster was the worst on record. Woods, fields, farms and towns were consumed. Newcastle escaped the devastating destruction that plagued many other towns. They could thank the patrols and luck. 
       The season started very dry. In “Wildfire Loose” by Joyce Butler she writes, “Almost no rain had fallen in the southern half of the state since June 25… Total rainfall for September in Portland was 1.72 inches.” 
       The Lincoln County News for Aug. 21, 1947 editorial reads “The continuous dry weather has created a serious fire hazard. Even if some rain should fall it will be some time before the danger is over. Already one small fire on the Newcastle shore of the river made a bit of trouble and might have caused real disaster.” 
       And then the fires started in earnest. The air carried the haze of smoke and the smell of burning wood. Patrols were organized and everywhere citizens patrolled the roads questioning suspicious people and circulating the license plates of suspicious cars. 
       The Newcastle Town Report for the year ending Feb. 14, 1948 noted, “The forest fire situation became so acute that, in accordance with an order from Governor Hildreth, the town was divided into five zones and seven patrols on a two or three hour basis from 6:30 p.m. to 6 a.m. This was set up on Oct. 23rd and carried through Nov. 4, 1947.” 
       By Oct. 16, The Lincoln County News, wrote on Oct. 23, “If the game wardens read this column, all well and good, but if they do not, will some of you other readers please bring this to their attention. Gov. Hildreth closed the woods to the legitimate hunters, but those who take after game with searchlights are going at it strong now. A fire can start just as easily at night and gain considerable headway before sleeping people are aware of it. Jackers have been particularly active on Bunker Hill Road and the residents of this section have all asked me to bring it to the attention of the game wardens through this column.” 
       At Halloween the Selectmen of Damariscotta put a notice in The Lincoln County News. It read in part, “Halloween – With the prevailing dry conditions, and the strain placed on every available citizen to patrol and assist through the fire department, American Legion, and local chapter of the American Red Cross we urge that parents assist by keeping the young folks off the street, Halloween.” 
       The Damariscotta Selectmen again noted, “We still feel that conditions are such that we must keep up fire patrol through the heat of the day. Frost and dampness at night seem to offer some protection during the late hours. There is still great need for patrols during the afternoon and we urged any and all who possibly can, to volunteer their services for those hours. Stand-by is being maintained at the fire station, which uses the available time of all firemen.” 
      The rains came in November and Hazel Tenny reported on Nov. 13, “It’s a nice morning on Bunker Hill and we are all breathing somewhat easier since the rain. Fire patrols are over and everyone who participated has the heartfelt thanks of their friends and neighbors. Bill Carter and his “gang” did a swell job!” 
      Butler writes that approximately 200,000 acres of Maine forests burned. Millions of trees were killed. Farm buildings and entire villages were burned to the ground. Perhaps the most well known was the burning of the large homes at Bar Harbor. Fifteen people died because of fire-related causes. I remember my college roommate’s boyfriend, a student at Bowdoin College, was killed in a car crash while returning to the college after driving fire fighters to different fire fronts. 
       The Town of Newcastle Report for 1948 closed the subject thus, “in behalf of the citizens and property owners of Newcastle we, the municipal officers, wish to again express our thanks and appreciation to all those who so willingly and conscientiously served in any way in this fire protection program.
