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The practice of lowering the water level of certain lakes at various 

times has been carried on for a number of years in :·.tichigan. The effects 

vary from lake to lake. Houghton Lake, for example, has a linli ted amount 

of spawning territory ava.il9.ble for pike and the low water level in some 

years may be responsible, in part at least, for poor pike fishing in 

future years. Har:ilin Lake, again, presents an entirely different problem. 

Hamlin Lake has one large and a nuI1.ber of srnaller inlet streams. 

Presu.mabl~r pE:e would be able to ascend any of these in early s:orinr, to 

reach s·d ts.bl,~ spavmin: grounds, vlnether the lake is at high or low level. 

3:a.mlir.. Lake also has a great deal of shallow, weedy shoe.l where some 

pike spawning may occur. If the lake level is lov,ered approximately tv,o 

feet each fall and if the average ice thickness is one foot, then a total 

of three feet of the s':iallow·, weedy portion of tt1e lake has been eliminated, 

because it is entirely possible that northern pike nay spa,:m under the ice 

just before the breakup occurs. It is also felt that t:1e shallowest 

·water would usually present the best conditions for northern pike spawning. 

It is in this shallowv:-a.ter that rushes, etc., grow, and it is expected 

that this area ,1ay be ideal for pike spa,ming. 



-2-

The cannibalistic nature of the northern pike precludes the possibility 

of their being present in very large numbers in any la.ke. The number of 

forage fish (minnows, suckers, or young ga.r.i.e fish) necessary to produce 

10,000 adult northern pike would sta;;ger the irnag;ination. An example of 

this along sir:iilar lines is to be found in the large nu.'"J.bers of antelopes 

(and si:nilar forms) and the relatively few lions present in Africa. If 

the lions increased appreciably in numbers they woulci soon be without food. 

Likewise, it appears al!!!.ost impossible to expect to find very large nunber s 

of pike in a lake containing; a well balanced fish population. Of course, 

larger nu21cers of pike could. be supported by many of our lakes, but this 

would mean that species such as the walleye, large- and sr.i.allmouth black 

bass and muskellunge that compete with the northern pike for food would 

necessarily have to be absent, or present in much reduced numbers. Many 

of our lakes that formerly produced good pike fishing have been damaged 

in several ways: 1. The introduction of competing species, such as the 

walleye, large- and smallmouth bass. 2. The fluctuation of the water 

level of a lake which may elininate either permanently or temporarily 

(during spa:wning season) pike spawning grounds. 3. The eli~~nation of 

pike spawnine; grounds either by filling, drain.age, or by preventin;; the 

migration of spawY'.....ing pike. I do not know which of these three factors 

are nost ir.1portant, cut all doubtless enter into the picture. 

It is also realizeci that other factors are hazardous to the success

f'J..l co,YJletion of tne early- life history and spawning of the pike. First 

arn.o?c.g these na:r be listed the vulnere.bili ty of the spawning pike to t.1--ie 

poacher vrho, with his spear, has remoYed ~.1any pike c:uring the s~.a.vmint; 

season. Also, during this period, the blue heron and other fish predators 

l:'.ay find "easJ' pickings" on ad.ul ts or young. It is also the habit of the 
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spa:wnins pike to deposit its eggs in the sr.allov; waters of marshes. A 

sudden drop of the water level ( especially c.1.1ring a dr--.:r spring) may leave 

many r:rillions of egt;s or f!"J hi,:;h anci. drJ. Also, a freeze may kill the 

eggs or fr-; at this ti~e. 

A trenendous rr:.ortality occurs in the northern pike during the first 

the eg· 0 s 
month or t"\vo after/ha~chi-,.:.-. It is for this reason, if none other, that 

every spawning area should be available during the spawnint; season. 

The cyclic nature of northern pike fishin:; has been demonstrated 

in several Eichigan lakes. It is believed that this is tied up in soJ'.le 

way with spavming, and the bal::.mce between tLe pike and forage fish, and 

the balance between the ::;il:e and its conpetitors. If a poor hatch results 

in one or 1:1ore S'-lccesc:ive spavmin§; seasons, the competitors increase in 

rruT'lbers. If the conpetitors are capable of maintaining their lead due to 

nore successful spa,,ming habits, an abundance of food, am~ the fact that 

fewer pike are present to prey upon them., the chances are that the pike 

may be forced to play "second fidclle 11 for so:ri.e time. It may also be possible 

that sone factor such as disease, poor spawninG facilities, predation, etc., 

may decrease the numbers of fora~e fishes to such an oxtent that small 

pike may not be able to obtain enough of the proper sized food organisms, 

and the resultant cannibalisn "'.ay diminish their nurnbers. In other words, 

the relation between the pike and its competitors and the pike and its 

forage fish are important factors. It is also likely that more pike are 

now removed by fisher::ten than in fo:r:mer years when certai!l lakes had a 

re:::mtation as excellent pike lakes, and when the pike was noc so highly 

prized. 

A::ot:-,er ex:,la!'la tion !.'or poor pike fishing in certain lakes !'lay be 

that :-'lany ni·c::e are caught before they have hac. an op=-1ortunity to spavm 
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0ven :J:::tce. Peri1a"'"ls if ~:1e legal length ·were increased, !:18.ny nore pike 

would be available as s-::Rvmers and fishing would be nore satisfactory 

because :"",ore sizable fish wo11ld be taken. It is also possible that a 

more nroducti ve balance bet':rec:->. s·'.:lecies ,.-,ould result from this move. 
" 4 4 

From 1935 through 191+0, the avers.6 e lengt:--,_ of all norther:1. pike 

(over 15,000) reported in the 6eneral census vms 20.7 inches. In 1939 

aYid 1940 a total of 496 adult northern pike were caught in ·weirs at 

Houghton Ls.ke on their spavming run. 'I'he average size of these fish v,as 

21.8 inches (315 ,:JB.les a.verttged 20.9 inches and. 181 fe~:1.8.les averaged 

2J.l+ inches). This indicates that the average size of the spawning fish 

was laq:;er than th,s average size of fish that were caught by fishermen. 

]orthern pike probably do not become :matm·e until two, or perhaps three, 

:1ears old. In :tichii:':an, northern pike reach legal size sometime in 

their second su..r:nner (Beckr10.11). Therefore, many northern pike are caught 

be fore h0, ,-,-i_n::: had a char1ce to spai,•m once. 

'I'o i:nnrove pike fishing in any particular lake, many factors nust 

½e considered. 'l'he follovriri6 remarks are therefore in order for Hamlin 

Lake, as well as any other pike lake. 

1. ~Iaxi!:nn,1 productivity in most lakes can proba'ol:r be obtained by 

stable (firrr1ly estabUshed) ,;ater levels, subject only to nom.al 

fluctuatio:1. Fluctuatio!ls in -the level of :ienlin Lake no doubt have 

some effect upon the fi sl1 and fish food organis~s. 

2. The custom of lmrnring an:.: rai.sing the y,rater level at :::-fac--:ilin 

L9.ke is probably necessary at present -:::iecause of the da__qage to docks, 

boathouses, etc., due to ice action. :Jnder present ?ractice, it is 

doul::tful whet~1.er t~1e lake level :)OUlr~ be raised in time to improve 

spaw:u.n,; facilities for northern. :,ike, bece.use pike usually start to 



-·rater lev'='l before the ice c.i sap-;,ee,rs ::li ~ht result in nore ~Jr ope rt:/ d.a::.1.a6 e 

tha.12 t~1e benefit derived from i!:i.provin~ s::iawnin; co::idi tions for Dike. 

A .. -r-iy raise in 1:.rater level after tne pike spavm :1ay benefi.t the ?oung by 

insurin:; then ';ri th a :n.eans of return to tne lake, or again it .::iay exoose 

tne JOUn,; to t~1e rav0);es of predators. 

3. It see,1s doubtful '':hether pike fishing vrould be i::nproved to any 

2Tea t e::"'.:er::.t ir1 ::-Ia.ml in Lake by ,'lainta.inin1::· ne.tu.ral water levels because 

o1.' the li·1ito.tions that nature places upon the rru.nbers of this fish. It 

sust be re:1enbered, also, that any appreciable increase in t!:le nuinbers of 

t'-1.e northern pike vnll reduce the nu..nbers of other desirable fish. 

I believe that pike fishing could be inproved to a cert&.in extent 

by mainta.ininG:; a constant 'Nater level, but comparatively fevr fisher:::10n 

would actually benefit f'ror,1 the increase. If walleye, bass and perhaps 

e--ren perch fishin::-.; ·would decline as a resul-':; of an increase in the nu::nber 

of northern pike, fewer fisher,'ten would be able to obte.L1 a mess of fish 

and probably :-:iore complaints would be received about poor fi shinf;. Ho 

one is ever satisfied. If good perch, bluegill, or bass fishing is to 

be had in a lal:e, someone, or all, vrould. also v.rant walleyes, pike, muskies, 

~alicoes, trout and/or other species planted. Few people realize that a 

la1:e, lil':::e a piece oI' lanci, will produce ,just so ::iuch, and ~ it sta.nd.s 

to reaso:-: -shat fev,er pike (anc: fewer pounds of pike) than bass ,·."ill be 

By i'i. F. Car bi:1.e 

Report a9proved by: -'i• S. =-::azzard 

Eeport typed by: R. Bauch 
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