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One hundred~ seventy-seven different kinds of fishes are now recognized as 

inhabitants of the waters of :our. state,· Michigan. This number includes the local 

forms or varieties which are termed subspecies, but the number of fully distinct 

species has now been increased to 140. These 140 species are classified in 85 

genera and 28 families. Because- the average fisherman probably knows no more than 

40 of the 140 distinct species of Miohi~an fishes, this brief enumeration and dis

cussion of our fish fauna has been prepared • 
. ·~ 

Lowliest among our fishes-so low in fact that ~any authorities do not even in

clude them among fishes-e.re the eel-like creatures known as lampreys. Of these 

' we have 5 species, more than has any other state. Three kinds are parasitic lam-

preys, which when adult attach themselves leech-like-to a fish, by means of a 

round sucking mouth; .. then rasp open the side of the fish by the move:nents of their 

sharp)horny teeth, and finally gorge themselves upon the blood of their victim. Two 

kinds of Michigan lam.preys in contrast are small, harmless creatures, living a worm

like larval existem~e several years in creek bottoms, as do their parasitic relatives, 

but ·unlike them never partaking of food after they become adult. 

Next lowly of 1-li.chigan fishes in terms of evolution, queerest of all in appear

ance, and rarest of all since it is known to have been taken but once in our limits, 

is the Paddlefish. This name appropriately refers to the long~ oar-like snout of 

this odd fish. 
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LLess ~-are_, thotli:;h now perhaps a.pproachin.3; extinction in our limits, is the 

/.oclc jturgeon. Once so cmmnon as to ':>e considered a. nuisance by t:h.e net fisher-

men, who threw them on the bank to die, /turgeon now rank among t:-ie rarest a.nd 

most prized. catches of the co1:1..111ercis.l fisherman, bri~ng him a. price of a.bout 60 

cents a pound for the flesh and even more for the roe from which caviar is ma.de. 

LThe two species of' ;a.rs or 11bill-.rish11 occurri!l.6 in Michir;an a.re despised by 

anglers a~ worthless aqua.tic wolves, destroyers of ga..'!le fish.f but themselves un

fit for food. They may not be so destructive as thought, hmvever, and a.re 

edible especially when baked in their thick shell of dia.mond-::.ihaped, enamelled 

scales. These odd scales and other cha.re.cteristics of gars a.re of enormous 

scientific interes~ for geologists vn10 study fossils have learned that most fishes 

over the earth a.t one time, some millions of yea.rs ago., had similar scales~ and 

other fea:tures. For this reason the gars, which are now confined to North ~erica, 

a.re often referrod to a.s "living fossils 11
• 

lAnother despised predator to the sport$,1.8.ll, or living fossil to the natura

list, is the Jowfin, more commonly known in our sta.to as 11 dog:£'isrif:} This large 

fish is of interest also for the manner in which the bright green ma.le herds together 

and jealously 6ua.rds his 

LThree of our fishes 

# 

young • ,· ; r~ ' • ,- , I A . 

/tid:,· a.,t,v-.f .; II, '"W..R lv.J1.)v,,,J..A,1 (1 
a.re rather close rd?.iatives of the true herring, which 

is the most important of all marine food fishes. These@)peciesa.re the silvery 

f onaye of the lo7rer Great Lakes; the /1ewife. a. recent arrival by ca.na.l route 

from Lake Ontario, and the J'izza.rd,thad., which is one of the most important forage3 

fishes. by which name v,e designate fishes which serve as food for the important 

food and game species. 

t2he /melt is an introduced fish which has escaped into the Great Lakes 

from Cryste.l /,ake, vvhere it was planted to provide food for land-locked salmon. 

The /melt has found Great Lakes waters so favorable and so free of natural enemies, 
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pare.sites and disae.sa~that it has multiplied and spread with almost unbelievable 

rapidity!. ,mtil now the faelt runs e.t Beulah, Boyne City and other points annually 

attract thousands of persons who scoop these delectable fish out of the small 

streams into which they have run to spai.vn, usin..?; hand nets, baskets, sacks or 

what have they. 

l_:_he fhi tefish family• which like the smelt is closely related to the trout 

family• is represented by many kinds in iiiichigan-probably by more kinds than 

in any other aroo.of similar size. The.lLake Aerring, not a true herrin;; at all, 

is perhaps our commonest representative of the whitefish group. This species 

varies so greatly in appearance in different waters that lf subspecies or local 

ve.rieties are nov, recognized in this state. Most of these local forms occur in 

different inland le.kes~~here the species is known as /isco. The ciscoes live 

in deep water in summar't but come into shallow water in cool fall weather,: when 

these delicious fish are speared and occasionally caught on hook.~ Two of the inland

lake ciscoes are classed as distinct species. The so-called ~ubsll. and the 

'lloe.tsr, iiyi, ;1acld'in and,l!luefin of the deep waters of the Gre~t Lakes, also 

members of the tibitefish fandly • have become seriously depleted of recent years ,, 

through overfishing. The-'1-iitefish proper, of several subspecies, is probably 

the best known of the Great Lakes fishes from an epicurean standpoint. The 

queer Menominee }'bitefish ends our long list of fishes belonging to the tfuitefish 

family. 

l0ne ~l),tf ~l'f '771~ ~t'IJOU/J 
of the most famous of our fishes, now unhappily on the actual verge of 

extinction if it has not already been pushed over that dismal brink, is the 

Michigan /srayling. Once common in the rivers of the northern pa.rt of the Lower 

Peninsula, this fish has for about 20 years been making a last stand in the 

Qtter j.iver of the Upper Peninsula. Fe.med for its game qualities e.nd flavor, even 

aore for the resplendent color of its fan-like dorsal fin, the Michigan Grayling 

indelibly impressed itself on the memory of t he older fishermen who sought their 
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sport in the then ,Areat f.orth t1oods. 

Of the trout family proper, only the jrook ,7rout and the several races of 

~ke frout are natives or Michigan. Even the ,.irookl'Trout is an introduced fish 

in nearly all of the lower Peninsula waters it novr inhabits. In fact all of 
--:::.: 

the now famous Lower Peninsula trout streams, the Au Sable, Manistee, Pere 

Marquette, Boardman, Rifle, to mention only a few nrunes to stir the angler's 

memories and emotions, were originally grayling vre.ters, without any trout until 

these were introduced by man. The~rown.A'rout came from Europe; the ~inbow 

or ,.Zteelhead irout from th9 Pacific /oast; the ~nd-locked Z~lmon from Maine. 

Apparently unsuccessful efforts have also been made to acclimatize,.Cut-throat 

}rout, Pacific /almon and even Jnpanese trout to our waters. 

(:_he sucker family is r~presented in our lakes and streams by 15 distinct 

species, some of which are very rare or of very local occurrence. Most fishermen 

are unaware that two species of bulky buffalofish and the silvery /4uillback 

are recorded f or 1~I ichigan. The /4iite ,,tucker ab~nds almost everywheree: and the 

Jturgeon/~ucker and the oddftog J1olly are common in their chosen waters. Two 

species or ,ihub-sucker, the .ipotted ,iucke~ and@; species of the .Kedhorse and 

;{ulle t group, conclude the Michigan iucker '.' lis~ _ ..,L, 
{!/µ.,L n m-<..~/ A"'µ ~ -;., r 

lThe largest family of fished in Michi2;dn, as Wn most fresh water areas, is 

the minnow or carp family. Properly the word "minnow" is not used for the fry 

or fingerling stages of food and game fishes, but rather applies to a family 

which includes fishes as large as a man e.nd with scales as large as his hand. 

'£he Aarp, the largest member of this family in Michi 6an, and the nost despised 

was introduced in the early 10'}. TheAoldfish. a close relative of the carp, 

has also been introduced into our waters, and has become especially common 

about Lake Erie, into which it escaped about 30 years a&o from a private pond. It 

has reverted to the olive color normal to the wild goldfish of Aaia (the golden 
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for.n is merely a color sport which has been cultivated by man). 

The native minnows, chubs, dace and shiners of Michigan number no fewer 

than 34 species, none of which e.tt~in a length of 12 inche~ and few of which 

exceedq).nches. A few of these fishes 6ive a bit of angling pleasure, at 

least to boys, and all are good to ea~provided one,has the necessary patience 

to clean them and to remove the many sharp bones which fill their flesh. Most 

of them, hov.rever, fit into our human schema of things as food for the commer

cial species and the game fishes. The Lake Emerald/hiner, which swarms in our 

Great Lakes as do the sardines of the oceans, is a particularly important ele

ment in the food chain of important market fishes. V.L8.ny of the minnaNs are 
' 

consuned by the predatory game fishes of our inland waters, for instance by the 

jmall-mouthe d and ,Large-mouthed /ass, the /orthern/Pike, the Rel low kike-perch 

or }'lalleye, even by the several species of trout in some waters. Special 

efforts are being made, for in3tance in our own Institute for Fisheries Research, 

to learn how minnows can be reared in ponds for sale as bait, and for feeding 

hatchery fish, and how their natural production can be increased in lakes :!l.OVI 

deficient in this excellent food supply for large game fishes. To increase 

the spawning of /1unt-nosed ~innows in our lakes, the f.tJJ}! units have in-

stalled many flat objects on the shoals, for it is on the smooth under-surface 

of such objects that the female of this species plasters its eggs, leaving them 

then to the very efficient care of the male fish.·· Some minnow species may be 

of economic significance also as destroyers of the spawn or fry of game fishes_. 

Soma of our native minnows, particularly the brilliant/ed-bellied..bace, are sought 

to SOI!l8 extent for display~ a.,.,i/ w~ ~~. 
/The bullhead and catfish family is representJd- i~ ·our state ty an even 10 

species, several of which are fished for by both sportsmen and commercial 

fiahermen. The homely, bewhiskered appearance of these fishes beguiles their 
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excellent flavor. All of the species, so fa.r as known, guard their eg6s nnd 

their younc;, putting on a. fine exhibit of pa.rental ca.re. The most favored 

fish of this group is the /bannel /a.tfish; the homlie st a.nd largest is the 

fhovei-headed,6atfish, which occurs in the southwestern rivers of the state. 

There are three species of bullheads in the state; also the~toneoa.t, which 

lives under boulders in rapids. The ~species of /adtom maka up for their 

small size--none of ours roaches a. length o0nches-by inflicting very 

painful jabs with their poisonous spines. 

~he little f,.dminnow is in a family by itself, though it is a relative 

of the pike family. That family embraces only a half-dozen specie&-eof which 

0 occur in Michigan. One of these is the ftudJickerel, which seldom attains 

a foot in length, and never reaches 15 inches according to our records. It 

is nevertheless a predacious fish, carrying on its destructive ways along the 

marshy borders of our southern lakes and streams. The /orthernjike is the 

recipisnt of disdain from some but of high praise from others; all agree, how

ever, that it is a real tourist attraction. The famous /iger )1uskellunge ot 

Wisconsin barely crosses the Michi:;a.n boriier in Lac Vieux Desert, and a very few 

other waters of the Upper Peninsula which drain into the MississippiJiver. The 

Groat Lakes /uskellunge is relatively scarce in our state, though known to 

occur in many of the lakes along the Lake Michigan shore, in a. few inland lakes 

(as Gun and Thornapple) and, most commonly, in the so-called "connecting waterf;) 
especially I.aka St. Clair and St. Marys/iver. 

l!he American eel though very rare is interesting as an inhabitant of our 

state. It was introduced about 50 years ago in large numbers but has bener

ally disappeared except in a few inland lakes without outlet. They have been 

unable to escape from these lakes when the spawning urge has called them to 

travel toward the sea, where alone eels are known to spawn. They have thus 
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~emained our prisoners for a full half century. On their return journey from 

the sea, the youn,; eels are prevented by Niagara Falls from reaching the Great 

La.ke~ but a few have gotten around the falls by passing throush the shipping 

canals. 

, Only three species of the family of ,A{illifiCh~es and topminnows live in 
\..._ 

Michi6an. These fishes are er;g-layers, though they are related to the ,,6uppy, 

/Swordtai.l, 4oonfish, ~olly and other tropical aquaritUTt fishes which bring 

forth their young a live. {µ,-; a..~
1 
~ • . J<.i 7't i/JL,, 

lTheKrout-parch, which presents a vory strange combination of trout and 

perch characteristics, is another ancient type of fish now living only in 

North America,-including the Great Lakes ~tars of l.'iichit,;an. Its nearest 

relative ts a very distant cousin, the equally strange little_ASirate larch, 

which 1is very scarce in our watars. 

l The true basses occur in Michi;an in the form of a single species, the 

Ji'iitefiass, a small game fish fairly common in some of our southern waters. 

the/orch family is rather well represented in Michi6an. The /enow /erch 

its~lf is one of our most wide-spread species, in both the Jroat Lakes and 

inland waters. It is highly favored as a panfish and gives a measure of sport 

to many thousands of still fishermen. An outstanding drawback of the perch is 

its tendency to become dwarfed as its numbers increase in a given body of 

water. In a rather large percentage of our lakes, perch seldom reach a catch.! 

able sizet; and in some lakes mature at a length of only@toGJ inches. The 

(e-11aw /ike-perch, under. its several aliases, is one of the most importo.::it 

fishes of the state, as of other northern waters. In some parts, it takes the 

name of "pik'& while th3 true or /orthern f1ke is called "pickere€v in other 

sections these names are transposed, the /ike-perch being known as "pickerel" 

and the ,/c,rthern Rike as 11pike" • The oost common trade nams used for the fike-
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perch by commercial fishermen in the Great Lakes is "yellow pickere~ or just 

"yellows" or just 11pickereli~l, !Jo. 1., or no. 2., dependinb on size. Most anglers 
V 

in our region know this fish as the "wa.lley~b or ''wall-eyed pik~_;) Ca:riAdians 

call it "dor~/~utherners dub it the "jack sal::noV The }ike-perch is related 

neith~r tc salmon nor pike., for it belongs to the perch family and like all its 

true relatives has a. row of spines down the be.ck. The /4lue like-perch, the 
seldom 

"blue pike" of the markets., is a smaller species of Lake Erie whichl\wa.nders 

across the western shallows of the _JJke i. n. to Mic,l)i.· gan waters. 
1-t1.ti£,,,L,,· Q~.rv~ 

Fifteen of.;he r species of :•achi;;Mi fishes be lotl{; to the perch family. These 

are the 1i ttle fishes known as dartersl from the:ir habit of darting from one 

long restir~~ spot on the bottom to another retreat. Some darters choose to 

live in quiet, weedy vm.ter~but the real home of the darters as a whole is 

the turbulent water of the riffles in our strea.•ns. Here they are able to hold 

on because they nre strerur.-lined to resist_, the curren~ and bece.use they skill

fully dart from the sb.el ter of one stone to another. The darters a.re among the 

most brilliant of all freshwater species., their reds., blues., indigos and greens 

rivalli~ tlle colors of tropical birds and insects. The largest of our darters, 

the fog-perch., seldom exceods&inches in lenghh; the smallest, or fee.st /;arter., 

is among the real rr.iclgets of the fish world for its usual adult size is just 

about one inch. 

Ten of our species are classified in the sunfish family. Included among 

these are two large fishes which rank along with the trouts in angling :t·o.vor, 

na:rnely the jmall-mouthed/Bassz_.and the ,/4.rg;e-mouthed lass. The fine tribute 

of "Inch for inch and pound for pound the gamest fish that swim~6iven to 

the "/mall-mouthtt by the fa.;nous fish-culturist and anglin6 enthusiastJ James 

Ale::-:e.nder Henshe.11, has allliost becor.le a part of the fish's name. It is only by 

compe.i-ison with its more favored cousin that the-4,rge-mouthed $ass loses out 
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in fa.me. They are probably the finest freshwater game fishes in the whole belt 

between the trout zone 0.nd the/fropics. In their distributior~both overlap the 

trout zoneLand suffer little by comparison. 

l Other Michigan nembers of the sunfish family a.re the /2'iack ..Crappie and the 

;Hhite ...(;'ra.ppie, the /4~k...tast, and the .?ia:.mouth i"Bass-all 6ood and garn~ fishes, 
/'-

especially when caught the really modern way, by fly fishing;. Among the sunfishes 

proper tho .t.luegill is most liked, for ga.Jn.e and for food. The 2umpkinseed, 

likened to a newly.minted coir., is an especial favorite of boys though not dis

dained by their fathers. The ,Gfeen,gunfish and the --tong-eared tunfish seldo:r.1 

attain the legal size for sunfish,i:...over most of our stateo 

l~hec;"eme.inins species in the Michi6an fish list are among the fsw freshwater 

forms of essentially marine families. The family of silversides is lmown in 

Michigan only as one species. The $'rook tilverside, a little wisp in silver that 

seems to delight in skipping back and forth into the air. The marine family of 

drwns or croakers also has but one species in our limits, the,,Freshwater mi.eeps

hea°"- which in Michi6an is mostly restricted to Lake Erie and Saginaw Bay; it 

is a silvery fish with a lavender tinge, occasioLlally reaching a larbe size. 

The family of sculpins, of which we have~,kinds, is also chiefly marine; our 

species are small, scaleless fishes with big heads and wide mouths, known to 

the Indians as "cocka.tush11 and to our trout fishermen, who use th'3m for bait, as 

"muddler&,~ Of the interesting stickleback family we hnv~ little species, the 
'.J '\..:-' 

.,Brook ,,gtickleback, common inland, and the l'fine-spined Ztickleback, an essentially 

Arctic species occurring in the Great Lakes; sticklebacks a.re part~ular.ly n. ote.d , . , 
,e~. 1 f4e,,,~,104itci.1-

ror their habit of building nests surprisingly like those of birds. (._Last in €Jf.lJ 

our list is the freshwater form of the cod family known as Burbot or 11 1ferf[J a 

homely, eel-like fish usually confined in Michigan to the Great Lakes, long 

thougl1tto be worthless but novr sold to some extent for food and utilized for 

the superior grade of liver oil which it furnishes. 



-10-

l. It is small wonder that lv::ichie;an furnishes the home for so many kinds of 

fiehes-177 in all. Our state has the longest shore line of any ir. the Union; 

it covers neo.rly half' the shores of the lRre;est of the Great Lakes and includes 

much of the west end of Lake brie. Its land surface is dotted with about five 

thousand smaller lakes
4 

and its permanent creeks and several sizable rive1·s 

have a combined course of several thousand miles. It stretches from the warm 

marshes of Lake 2rie, to the ever-cold Lake Superior waters which wash the rocky 

coast or Isle Royale. 

Lii:ow did these 177 different kinds of fishes come to live in Michigan? 

The short yea.rs of Michigan history tell us oi, the purposeful and more or less 

successful introduction into the state, by me.n, of only0kinds,the ,t'F.elt, 

fand.-lo(!ked ,taimon, ~rown Arout, fiainbow ~out (two subspecies), the 

;{;ascapedia irook.frout, (arp, loldfish and,iel. The /.ea .lamprey and Al©wife 

have recently ma.de their own -..my to :Iv~ichi.:;an by swimming through the shipping 

canals which sidetrack the barrier of Niagara Fallsz. and the ,tel has also 

strag;1;led into Michigan by that course. It has been thought that the laddlcfish, 

Jizzard thad, thovel-nosed t'atfish and perhaps other species reached the d'reat 

Lakes and Michigan. waters by the way of canals leading to the Mississippi)iver 

system, but I believe these vmre native fishes b~fore the white man came to disturb 

the natural system. 

The approximately 166 kinds of native fishes are just as truly imm;j.grants 

into our state. Although it was a long time ago in terns of human experience, 

it ~~s hardly more than a split second age in geological time-a mere 30,000 years 

or so-that all Michi-3an was covered hundreds of feet by the immense sheet of 

ice known as the Y'iisconsin /lacier. Then of course our hidden. frozen la.nd now 

known as 1':ichigan was wholly fishless. Finally. as heat began to conquer over 

cold. the great ice mass slowly retreated. A1 the southern race of the i;;la.cier 



-11-

melted, streams were formed, carrying the ice flood waters into the l!Iississippi. 

Such cold-water fishes as the trouts and their relati v-es must then have wde 

their way into southern I,Iichigan. As the receding wall of ice moved into the 

Great Lakes depressions., glacial lakes were formed, which probably became fairly 

warm on their southern margins and in the outlets. Since the great ice mass 

blo,cked all drainage to the north or east, these lakes drained southward into 

the iJississippi by such routes as th.at now taken by "':he Chicago fnnal. It was 

then that the fish life which had been forced south by the ice returned to its 

home in the :}reat Lakes region. Thus Michigan reco,rered its fish fauna. Some 

species ca.me early and went far across the state. Others crune late and are 

still confined to the warm .iouthern counties. 

Zventually the ice retreated far enough to open up the present St. Lawrence 

outlet from the Great Lakes., cutting off further immigration from the Mississippi 

river system. The heaving of the land after the release of its enormous load 

of ice is still being felt, by the occasional earthquakes such as the one we 

have recently experienced. The history of' the retreat of the ice sheet from 

Michigan., and of the return migre.tion of fish life into our state, is similarly 

indicated by the present distribution of the species alonb the form.er outlet 

ro·.1tes by ·which the Great Lakes once drained into the Mississippi. 




