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Fearful cottagers monitor fire’s path

Whiteshell property-owners in Winnipeg awaiting news of situation in closed park

By Barbara Aggerholm

PHIL HOSSACK/WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

hiteshell cottage-owners, stuck in Winnipeg for the holiday
weekend, are staying close to their radios today, tracking the
path of forest fires that are threatening their property.
“If the wind turns the other way, we’ve had it,” said Marie
Kowalchuk, who has owned a cottage at Betula Lake for 32 years.

“Yes, I'm worried. After 30 years, you sort of get attached to 1t.”

Winnipeggers deluged store owners who remained 1n their cottage
areas for the latest news of the fires.

“People have been phoning here all night and all day,” said Ron
Bell, a salesman at Nutimik Lodge.

He said hundreds of callers had asked the lodge owners to pinpoint
the fire, which he said was about three kilometres away from Nutimik
Lake yesterday morning.

Lodge manager Jim Wilson said he chose to stay in the evacuated
area to help protect the 11 cabins and to supply firefighters with
groceries.

Wind watch
He said sprinklers were soaking the ground around the property with

water, while workers kept watch for any change 1n the wind. In case of
danger, “the boats are gassed up and ready to go,” Wilson said.

Between answering telephones and acting as sentinel, he’d had only
one hour’s sleep Thursday night. “It’s your business, your livelithood. So
I want to stay and watch the place.”

In Winnipeg, John Clark also was protecting his property the best
he could, beating a path to his agent’s door at 9 a.m. yesterday to check
his insurance.

Although he said he was relieved to discover his cottage was
insured for $35,000, he attempted to increase it to $60,000. The agent
refused.

“They said they won’t increase it if there’s a danger,” Clark said.

Clark, who estimates his Dorothy Lake property to be worth about
$90,000, said he was also concerned about mementoes in the cottage
which couldn’t be replaced, such as photographs.

A helicopter fighting a large blaze near Seven Sisters dips its bucket into a ditch yesterday.

Valued items

“It I were allowed to go m, I'd go m right away.”

But Dorothy MacDonald and her husband didn’t wait to collect valued items before leaving
Nutimik lake Thursday night atter the provincial warning.

“What could you bring?” MacDonald said. “I love everything there.”

The couple had just finished stocking two refrigerators with enough groceries for a week.

“You could smell the birch burning. None of us could see the danger, but when you’re told 1t’s
immediate, you believe it,” MacDonald said.

In Winnipeg, Buster and Evelyn Gould were philosophical about spending the holiday weekend
at home 1nstead of visiting the cottage they’ve owned at Nutimik Lake for 28 years.

“When you’re retired, you roll with the punches,” 75-year-old Buster Gould said.

Gould said he was confident firefighters could keep the tlames away from the property the
couple “bult from scratch.”

“They have a lot of good equipment and if the worst comes to worst, we’ll go from there.”

Judy Tyson and her children didn’t jomn her husband at their secluded cottage on Lake Florence
last mght, after the province cancelled the Ophir, Winnitoba and Brereton Lake stops of the Via Rail
“campers’ special” train.

“We feel 1f those cottagers get in there...1t would be most difficult to get them out,” said natural
resources deputy minister Nick Carter.

The fires and evacuation notice couldn’t have happened at a worse time for Whiteshell park resort
owners, many of whom count on the May long weekend for a financial boost into the summer.

“It’s the worst part of it,” Wilson said, adding the cabins had been booked solid, and the loss was
“very hefty.”

The 12 cabins and motel at Otter Falls Resort also were booked and nearby campgrounds were
expected to be full, said owner Gordon Zechel.

“It’s gomg to be a very quiet weekend.” Firefighters prepare to enter the bush near Seven Sisters.




