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TH1'~ UI CHIG.AN GRP.YLING 

Justin W. Leonard 

Ia the famed l.H.ehigan gray ling extinct '? 

I. i'. R. 
J. w. Leonard 

Has this fish, once so 

abundant that spawners were sho-n,led trom strea1111 with potato forks and 

hauled Mray by the wagon load, followed the passenger pigeon and the 

heath hen into Limbo? On numerous occasions during the past tnnty yeara 

tisht:•ries authorities have regretful~ prepared the !Jiichigan grayllng's 

obitua17. But always, just as last ritea were being administered, a 

!"\Ill.or that a specimen had been captured would be received; and even 

fishery scientists, t.rained to reach all conclusions by cold analysis 

unaoved by personal emotion, couldn't wholly suppress a wist:f'ul hope 

that somewhere• in some remote, unspoiled corner of the state the 

fabulous Michigan gra:rling still existed. Mone ot these scattered 

records has been ftrlfied. Some ma-r haft been baaed on lllenondnee Yhi te­

tish, or on unt1.St12.lly silvery rainbow trc;>ut. But 80 long as reports come 

in, hope ror the grayling will persist. 

Why has the era·1llng vanished? Before the state was settled, it 

wu the only sa1mono1.d fish in :many streams south of the Strait.s--..iuakegon~ 



Manistee, Boardman, Jordan, Au Sable, Rine, Au Gres-here,. before the 

white man's coming, the grayling reigned supreme. By some chance brook 

trout did not occur naturally in many Lorrer Peninsula streams. But 

grayling, once known as "trout of the pines," abounded in numbers that 

seem incredible today. One early writer, describing a boat trip down 
y 

the Au Sable made in 1874, just 75 years ago, stateda "On our second 

day we killed and salted doW11=-heada and tails off-a hundred and twenty 

pounds of fish (grayling), besides eating all we wanted." Aga.i.n, on the 

68118 trips •1 took at five casts fifteen fisp (grayling), averaging 

three-quarters of a potmd each.• Less than 50 years later the species 

was k11own to exist only in the Otter River, at the base of the Keweena,r 

Peninsulal 

Many possible explanations for the r,rayling•a di sappearance have 

been sugt::est ed-that i ts spring spawning activities were diarupted and 

its nests destroyed by the a:anual log-drives of the lumberrnenJ that when 

the brook trout ,,as introduced (early in the •8o•s) the grayling was 

unable Ck> meet the added eompetitionJ that ecological changes in its 

habitat, induced by deforestation and increased culti~tion, proved 

fatalJ or th.at the grayling was so umrary and so avid for any sort of 

bait that it was brought to the danger point through overfishing. 

Fish cultural efforts to bolster the dwindlin.£: graylinr, population 

by artificial propagation were not spared. For some unexplained reason 

attempts to produce the Michigan grayling in hatcheries were unsuccessful. 

But the l.iontana grayling, 11hich leading fish taxonomists now believe is 

not really distinct from the Michigan species, is not hard to rai8e in 

Norris, Thaddews, 188.3. The Michigan grayling • .!!• Sport with 
Om and Rod. Centuq Co•, New York, PP• 493-$06, illue. 
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hatcheri es, and as long ago as 1900 plantings of t he Montana grayling 

were being made here. Betweem 1926 and 1936 nearly two million fry and 

about half a mi1 lion yearling graylin1:, , ha t ched from eggs o0tained from 

:Montana, were stocked in, varj_ ous Mich:i.:;an streams and l akes. No evidence 

has appeared to i ndicate that any of theoe plantings were successful. 

In 1936, some 51000 Montana grayling reared at the Wolf Lake Hatchery 

-.rere stocked in a s~all lake in the Pigeon River state Forest, a.ft.er the 

lake 's existi-:-.g fish population, made up almost wholly of stunted yellow 

perch, had been removed by chemical treatment. For about two years the 

grayling made excellent growth; but in 1937 t l:e lake received an unauthorised 

planti ng of bh1e::;ills whi ch soon overran it and apparently crowded out the 

grayling by food competi tion. This W1fortunate experience marked the 

termination of department.al efforts to maintain grayling by artificial 

propagation. 

Berhaps the disappearance of the gr e1yling should not be mourned 

too deeply. Anglers who have taken the species in Montana condd.er it 

inferi or t o• trout in fighting ~ualities. In t ]:le writer's OTm limi ted 

e:xpericnce , i t t akes the fly more readily than do brook, brown, or rainbow 

trout. Once hooked, the initial nurry or activity is quite spectacular, 

but of very short duration. In the pan, the fieah seemed somewhat more 

delicate, in texture and navor, than trout of comparable size. Testimony 

of old-timers familiar with the Michigan erayling corroborate these 

observations. Our native t:..rrayling appears to have beein a gullible fish 

which struck uncriti cally at almost any bait cast witl,in its reach. A 

closely-related species of grayling occurring in Europe is held in such low 



esteem as to be considered & ; 11weed .fiah, 11 and subjected to drastic control 

measu.res on privately managed trout watere. Perhaps w •hould teel relief' 

that eraylirig no longer compete with trout for food and lebenaram in 

Michigan streams. 

But our grayllng was a handsome fieh--with slender, racy lines, a 

silvery body, and a showy, sail-like doraal fin Ul"ked with green-rlnged 

red spots-and p'loneere were tmrt.l.oiently illlpressed by it to perpetuate 

ite memory in t he name of a town and a township. Sentimental regret at . 

the passing of an attractive denizen of our streams makes it easier to 

keep all ve the faint hope that somewhere in ll.ichi gan a :fragJDent of the 

native stock may still exist. 
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