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In accord with an agreement betvreen the Conservation Department and 

the Detroit Sportsmen's Congress, a preliminary study of the relations 

between sand sucker operations and the walleyed pi~e spa,ming was begun. 

The author was delegated to investigate the claims that these gravel and 

sand boats. dredging in the north channel of the st. Clair River and its 

distributaries. were tald.ng spawn of the "WB.lleyed pike along with the 

products dredged from the bottom. 

On May 9, 1940. a preliminary trip was made in company with E. E. 

Tucker, Supervisor of District 17 for the Division of Field Administration, 

Conservation Officers v. E. Elliott and Hem--J Predmore. from Algonac, 

Michigan, down the north channel into the middle channel, across the flats 

from there to the "sny" or Chenal A Bout Rond and up this channel to 

Algonac. Throughout the course of this trip the channels were watched 

closely and soundings checked on the U.S. Lake Survey map which was at 

hand. According to Mr. Tucker, these channels have been dredged deeper 

than the soundings show on the map. Depths run betvreen 20 and 90 feet 

with the average between 40 and 50 feet. The channels were l'ound to be 
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block U-sha.ped. Very 1i ttle shoal aree. exists c..lonG t he banks e.nd the 

sides drop r api<l l y into t he bottom. At the lakcvm.rd end of theGe channels 

there i s a rapid sho&.lin6 to depths of 1-6 feet. The water at the lak:evm.rd 

margin o;: these channelc is so sha. llo.-, that ::. 2..ncl drec!.ging boats must re

t urn upstrcrun to the ship canal before they car. cross the lake to Detroit. 

Yrnile returning up the Chenal A Bout Rond. , the John H. 1'~cKerchey vro. s 

encountered. Thi s boat is of concrete construction and ha s a capaci t;')' of 

600 cubic yards of sand or t; ra.vel. ·,Ye went aboard to observe the sand

sucking operations. At the time vre boarded her, the boat was su cking in 

90 feet of water e ncl taking a mixture of sand and fine gravel. The crew 

was amiable and anxious to show u s all operations. Essentially, the process 

of sand and gravel removal consi s ts of lowering a large diameter pipe which 

has a heav; steel p l ate at its lower end. This plate is toothed and 

scrapts over the bottom, loosenint:; materials so they can be pumped by 

means of a centrifugal pump along 1"1":i. t h large quantiti es of water into a 

trough which run s lengthvn. ::::e of the open hole'. . Traps are located at 

int ervals alonr; the bottom of the trough which can be opened to distribute 

the load. 0:1 each side of either end of the holo are vertical screens 

which vn. thhold t he gravel and sand but a llow t he vrater to flow off through 

holes in the sides of the boat. Silt, clay and fine organic debris are 

put into suspension by the a gitation of pumping and are carried off by 

the water a.sit flows through t r: ese screens. Upon locating the desired 

gravel or sand beds, which accordLng to the boat crew, e.re not too plenti

ful, the anchor is relea sed upstream front the bed and the boat let 

downstream to the lower end of the desired s pot. As the material is 

sucked up, the boat is moved forward on the anchor chain s.nd sid.e to sic.e 

by the boat's motors. With average workini; c onditions a ':.~oat can load 

600 yards of :material i n from 2-6 hours. This material is often taken 
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from a space 2-4 boat lengths (2.50-500 ft.) long and 20-_50 feet wide. 

The John M. If.cKerchey v-ra.s mo.king one round trip every 2h hours and in

tended to do so throughout the open water season. ifo other boa ts ·were 

contacted, but it is understood that several ot hers are engaged in this 

commerce. Accordins to m·. Tucker, these boats a.re restricted to an area 

at least 100 feet from any shore. No dredging is done on the ct. Clair 

flats and none is allowed in the ship or south channel, except by govern-

rnent boats. 

Examination of' materiah taken on boo.rd the John M. ~f.cKerchey re

vealed no traces of walleyed pike spa,rn. Furthermore, according to 

statements by the skipper, this boat never dredses in water shallower than 

SO feet since materials found there are not suitable as building sand. 

From the eviciences obtained and what little is knovm about the habits of 

the walleyed pike, it is almost a certainty that no spav,n is reraoved by 

the sand suckers. Reports that t he boat cargoes are often so loaded with 

spaw"1 that they emit a very offensive odor seem unfounded. The crew of 

this boat coulc not recal~ any incidents where the odor of the bottom 

material was noticeable except on rare occasions when a sludge pocket or 

consi c.erable an ounts of organic ooze were taken b? the pumps. During the 

spawni r g period of the vre.lleyed pike temperatures are so low that decom

position of e;:;Gs, were they taken in large enough quantities, would. not 

progress far enough to create a foul odor within the time required to 

take the gravel and sand and transport it to the unloading station (about 

a 7-hour run). 

On May 12, 1940, a party comprising the Lake St. Clair committee of' 

the Detroit Sportsmen's Congress accompanied us on a similar tour. It 

v-ra.s not necessa.:-y to make the long trip of the channels since the 

John M. r!cKerchey was opera.ting at the head of north channel just south 



-4-

of Algonac. The whole party vrent aboard, inspected the boat, learned of 

its operation and the depth of water in nhicl: it usually worked. After 

a few questions, they agreed that the po:;sibili ty of these bo£,ts taking 

spawn in the ss.nc: and gravel was quite ren ote. Mem:,ers of this committee 

were: Charles Lorenzo., Chairman, Lloyd F. Eagan (President anc~ Exe cu t i ve 

Secretary of the Congress), Paul Gabor, To!:1. Reid., Peter Helland., Charl€:s 

Riddle , Al :1euli!lf; , Riney Paul a.nu Tom Crewe . 

This question cannot be definitely settled until more h : learned 

about the spawning habits of the walleyed pike. It is suggested that 

this problem. be investigated further. A stu(.:;:,r of the migra tor;y ha.bi ts 

of these fish around Lake St. Clair, the St. Clair Ri "'Ter and the lower 

end of Lake Euron should be made . A cooperative investigation might be 

arranged between the U. S. Bureau of Fisheries and the Conservation 

Depe.rtrr•ent. It might be the.t the Ontario ~isheries interests woulc. also 

cooperate. It is the plan of the author to again visit this region when 

these fhh are beint; caught in the St. Clair P..i Yer to check the condition 

of their reproductive organs and to secure other data. There is a current 

belief that the v1alleyed pike run this river to spawn, but it is suspected 

that the fish in the river are spent. This heavy fishin6 usually occurs 

around the first week of Juneo 
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