
Originals 
cc: 

INSTITUTE FOR FISHERIES RESEARCH 
DIVISION OF FISHERIES 

MICHIGAN DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION 

COOPERATING WITH THE 

UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN 

✓ 
Fish Division and carbon copy 
Edueation. Gam.e 
Institute tor Fisheries 
Research 

c. f. Yoder 
R. L. fhapsen 
J. E. 'Rlliams 

ALBERT S. HAZZARD. PH.O. 

DIRECTOR 

June 11, 19.51 

:Report No. ~86 

( AN INVESTIGATION OF THE PIKE SPAWNING AREA AT TEE 

NOR!H DD OF OTSEGO LAKE• O!SEGO COlJ'mY,, 

llICHNAN. DURING APRIL, 1951 \ 

By 

John E. Williams 

Abstra.ot 

ADDRESS 
UNIVERSITY MUSEUMS ANNEX 

ANN ARBOR, MICHIGAN 

/' 

The lliobigan Conservation Department cm Ooteber 18, 1950 obtained 

a consent decree in Otsego County Circuit Court. whereby !label Fowler 

and George ane1 Mary Rofblan, in order to continue cottage development 

at the north end ot Otsego lake, Otsego CountJ-, must build culverts to 

permit the flow of water and passage of northern pike into their 

im.port.a.ut spawning grounds. It was therefore decided that a member et 

the Fish Division should be on hand to make a obeck ot conditions during 

the pike~spawning season ot 1951. Accordingly, the area was checked 

ewry day turing the month of April. Conditions seemed right tor a 

ape.'Wl:ling run tr-cm April 8 to 15, bu.t no pike were observed until April 

~ to 27, when perhaps a dozen pike were seen evidently sprmning around 

the edge of the la.goon near the entranee to the spawning site trom the 

la.Jee. During this time water temperatm-es ot the marsh varied from the 

low 4() ts F. at night to above 700 F. during the day. The water gage 

level at the lake stood near 1.54. 
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!he two fills aeross the marshy area at the north end et Otsego IaJm 

ettjetinly 'barr•d the pike from access to moat ef the •r•h• as tu first 

eulvert was ut installed until .April 28. Tbe terms ot the decree etatecl 

that the ouln:rt1 were to be installed bet ore the pike,, spawning peried. 

Law water levels were evidenced by Apr.il 26 by which time snow ael t.age bd 

either run into the lake or various clredgings in the m&Nh, except in the 

area dumecl between the two tills. 

It was .telt taat most ot ta p:llm spa11J:1.in.g had probably oeeurred 

eeween April S and 15 and had been UD.observed by ConaerTe. tion Officer 

~o llarlatt ot Gaylord. iegardlesa ot ,m.en tlle spallUing occurred• the 

tills had prevented them fra using at least wo-tldria ef the •rsh. 

!lwJ low n:ter level •st of the tills had par'bly been ca.used by the 4e:wd»g 

aotion ef the.tills and·bad thus restricted tb.e pike enn f'urther. !here 

es evidence tbat any eom1ection ot the marsh to the lake en tu east side 

ot the marsh would oonsiderably hasten the «raining of the marsh during 

mow meltage ttme and d.uring years of low lake water level llight l>e 

advantageous to pike• in 'that ii. would prevent them f'rOll spaning where 

eggs and try would be atranded. 
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liOHH END OF OfSEGO LAKE, OTSEGO COUN!Y, 

KICHmAK, DURING APRIL, 1951 

By 
. 

John E • Williams 

!he north end of otsego J:ake, otsego Comity (!r. 29-~0 ••• R. 3 w. • 

Sections any) within the past year bas been the ~ite ot resort ievelep.a 

ment which the Conservation Department teared would destroy w most 

Sm.portant northern pike spawnill.g habitat et the lake. Institate tor 

Fisheries Research Report••• 1255 by Olarenoe •• faube (19,50) iadioated 
-

tba't any tilling in of this area should. be considered a direct 'tbreat to 

tbe sport fishery tor northern. pi.lee, wbioh has been of considerable 

importance in Otsego lake. !b.ere:f.'ore on October 18• 1950, in Otsego 

Co\Ulty Oircui t Court, the Jlichigan Conservation Depariaent obtained a 

consent decree whereby property an.ertt, llabel Fowler and George and llary 

llotf'un, in order to oontillue ootte.ge d&-velopm.ent in that area, must 

install eulverts to permit the :f'lovr of water and pa•sa.ge of pike into tbe 

important spawning grounds. Culvert installation wait to bave been finisbed 

prior to the spring, pike-spa11lling season. There also was to be no further 

tilling ill the area known as govermn.ent let one 1n Bagley Tnnship, below 

th& oo1ltour elevation of 1274.5 feet abo-n sea level. It was therefore 

cteoicled to have a member ot the Fish Division on band to make a eheok of 
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eonditione awing the pike spawm.:ng season ot 1951. Accordingly. 1n 

Jfarcb., 1951, tbe writer asked. Conserft.tion Officer Leo Karla.tt of Gaylori 

to notify tlle Iuati imte tor Fisheries Researeh when a. pike spawning nn 

On April 8, on m:y way to Douglas Iake, Cheboygan Ceun:ty. I stopped 

at otsego Lake to ob.eek conditions at the •pike taetory.• Conditions 

found are sb.e'lll\ partly 'by figures 2 to 5. The ata te of the thaw and iee 

'breakup seemed ideal for a pike run at that time, 'but no fish were in 

evidenee. Jlost ef the :1116\l'sh oentained open water, section A (see Figure 

1) being entirely flooaed te depths of 6 inches to l toot, and sections 

B and O traa. 1 to 2 feet. Efforts bad been made to cGlllleC t sections A 

and B at the south end of fill J'o. l (where a culvert was later placed) 

but were 1.Befteetual. Thus pike had no access to either section B or 

Section o. 11; was easily seen that the water level in section B was a't 

lea.st 6 inches higher tll&u that in section A. The water gage rea.41ng a 

April 8 ns 1.37, the taperatve ot tb.e lake water was 37• F., an.4 the 

temperature of the water in the marsh Tarl.ecl from 50• to 52• F. on the 

east aide of the tills to 1&0• to 1-2• F. on the west side of the tills (due 

to the presenee of ioe still remaining on the west side of the tills). 

Tb.ere was approximately 10 feet of open water around the north end of the 

lake. Jtr-. Karlatt had seen no ericlenoe of a pike run as yet in daily 

ohecld.Dg. 

During the afternoon of April 15, I aga.in stopped at Otsego lake om 

~ return trip to Ann Arbor and ohecked -the area. J'o pike were seen and 

Kr. Marlatt still reported no activity. At this time all iee bad clisappeared 

trom the marsh, although there was still ioe remaining on the lake. Jlost 

ot section A was nGW too dry for pike apawmng but water in sectio:asB and C 
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was still high and still imoeessible to the pike. fhe gage reading 

ns 1.39. the temperature et the lake water 40- F •• and the :marsh water 

temperature 37° to 39• F. {air temperature ns 32• F.). 

On April 25 a oall was reoeived fr• lfr. lfarlatt that pike were 

spa:vming in Otsego Lake. lie and his fire oontrol man bad been checking 

otsego !Ake since setore the ice began to loosen at the shore. The ice 

went out oempletely about April 21, but no aoti vi ty was seen until the 

afternoon et the 2q.,thwhen possibly a dozen pike were seen splashing around 

itle edge ot the lagoon in section A (ahown by P ol!l Figure 1) aad part way 

up to till llo. 1. They were definitely identified as northern pike and 

al though. no attempt was :made to strip these fish. they were undoubtedly 

1». spawning oondi'ti.on u they were easily oaught in shallow water ld:tz 

the hands. I ar-rivecl at Otsego lake late in the evening ot April 25. 

!wo fish. had been seen around the edge ot tbe lagoon that afternoon. 

April 26 'RS spent at the marsh searching tor pi1m • taking pietures• 

reading the water gage and ia examiuing Fowler (llud) lake and its oon­

neotion to 0-tsego take. lfo pike were seen although the water temperature 

ot the :marsh rose to 7-e- F. by 3 P.M. The lake temperature at that time 

was 52• F. and the water gage reading was 1.53 or .14 higher than on April-

15. The four 24 inch ow.verts were still out 1,y County Road 618 and Kr. 

Summers, title owner to the land• indicated that he hoped to get them put 

1». by April ;o. The reason given for the oul'Yerts not being in on sohedule 

was the high water in the marsh. Kr • .Paddison• State Engineer, ran the 

line from the benoh :mark on April 26 and put in. stakes to mark the 

ele"Vation et the top ot the eulverts. 

fhe • ter level in the :marah had changed considerably since April 

15. Seotion A was now nearly dzy with the only area. aT&.ila.ble to pike 

being around the immediate edge of the lagoon aad. a portion et the area 



southwest ot the lagoon. Section B, still bloekea b7 fills, was at about 

the sae level as on April 15. Section c, however, was now almost entirely 

dry except tor the potholes and dredgi:ngs. 

Some time was spent on April 26 examining Fowler (llwl) Lake (!. ;o lf., 
R. 3 W., Section 20) to the west of the north end of otsego !Ake.- and its 

outlet draining across Count7 highway 618 toward Otsego take. Fowler lake 

h&s pike in it ancl lul.s excellent spawning marshes aroUD.d most of its 

periphery, espeoially on its northeast, east a.ad southeast shores. It 
\ 

drains through a culvert \111.der Ooimty road 618, through a barely discernible 

intermittent ohannel tbrolllgh the woods to the marsh at the nortb. end of 

Otsego lake. Upon reaching the marsh the \18.ter spreads out and tor a 

distance ot perhaps 100 yards there is no channel. In tact, at 'the time of 

my obsenation it would have been illlpossi"ble for a fish. to negotiate its 

way over this 100 yards, so nearly dry was it. At a clistance of 75 ,ards 

from the lagoon this marsh water again colleots into a channel and. flows 

into the lagoon. I feel that this must be a very u,.termittent inlet to 

Otsego Lake ainoe there ia no oamplete coxmectillg chmmeJ and tbat even at 

this time et year a fish could not have travelled it. Of course. it is 

poasil>le that tb.e high water level thia year may not have been as high 

as so.me or pez-haps most of the preceding years (e:mmi.Dation of gage recorcla 

will establish the facts). Conservation Officer Jlarlatt felt that the water 

level was exceptionally low this year. Several persons asked me. about 

dredging this obamlel through to Fowler Lake so that pike could get to 

Fowler to ap&wn. Fwtb.er study ot the differences in level between .the two 

lakes would have to be made• encl of the effect of a deeper oha.nnel. on Fowler 

lake. It seems to me it would be necessary to dam Fowler lake to prevent 

its draining and. this would, or eourse, nullify the work as tar as benefit 

to pike would be concerned. fbe fact tba t the channel would cross under 

Cou:a:t;y road 618 would lead to en e:ntoroeme:nt problem if' pike did rtll'l• 
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On. April 27 • :; pike were seen at the edge of the lagoon at about 5 p .M. 

ho of tkese seemed in the act of spaw.ning but my presence eaused the larger 

f'emale to dart into 'the lagoon. The male was easily eaught 'Dy band in the 

shallew grassy water. Examination of the male showed it to be 22 inches 

ill length and ripe. A search of the immediate area was 1mproductive as 

tar as freshly extruded eggs were ooncerned (Figure 9). The water temperatliu-e 

at the spot where the male was captured was 64• F., while the lake temperature 

was ~• F. One other fish was seen in shallow water nearly about an hour 

later but escaped capture. JI?'. Summers was present at the lake at the time• 

digging a ob&nnel through till llo. l tor the culvert• and observed the ripe 

male. 

Al though April 28 was a warm day and the marsh was pa trolled m.orning 

and afternoon, no pike activity was seen. »r. Smnmers laiti the culvert a 

this u.y eonueoting the lagoon ,rater with the impounded water be'Men the 

two fills. wbioh being about 6 inohes higher in elevation flowed in.to the 

lagoon. llr. lfarlatt and I ohecked tb.e elevation of the culvert and :tound 

i't to be 5 to 6 inches higher than stipulated. We conferred upon this 

:matter with llr. S\Ellers and were informed by him. that the County Drain 

Commissioner ha.a. assured hia -that it woule. settle the neoessary distance 

atter :tilling. We informed }Ir. Summers that if' the settling tailed to 

take plaoe it would be his responsibility to lower it, but that it he plaoed 

it at the stipulated level anti it settled thereafter, it would then be the 

responsibility of the l!ighn.y Commission to raise it. Mr. lfarla.tt was to 

oheok further on the subject before any changes were made. 

Various outs and. dredgings done to the south and east ot till No. 2 

for the purpose o:t connecting section C direetly with the lake and serving 

as beat channels giTing access to the rear of the eastern. peninsula were 

serving rather ef'i'ioiently to lower the water level in section c, wbioh 

except tor the caul1 an.cl several potholes was nearly- dry. These outs are 

7 
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not yet completely out across the peninsula but 'When tkey are it appears 

that they will very rapidly carry out the meltu, snow water rather than 

letting 1-t drain to tb.e west and into the lagoon. 1:a years of low lake 

wa.ter level this may be adw.ntagious to pike and prevent them from spawning 

'Where eggs will be stranded. The potholes on the southern si4e of seoidon 

e bad been eoim.eeted to the lake about April 22 and were draining into the 

lake. The Yater gage was checked again on April 28 and was at 1.SII,. 

Durbg the entire period of observance from.April 25 to 28 the lagoon 

and marsh mediately surrounding it were thiekly populated with bluegills, 

pumpkinseed sunfish• yellow perob, shiners and small bass. While plentiful 

in the edges ot the marsh, they were especially congregated at the mouth 

et the inlet from Fowler lake, feeding at the surface on :material washing 

into the lagoon. A eo:noentra.ted search for pike eggs around the edge ot 

the lagoon revealed only 2 or; eggs which obviously were only one or wo 

days removed from deposition. !the question waa raised in my mind whether 

low nter levels toroin.g the pike to spa:n near the eo.ge of the lagoon 

amid the presenoe ot thousands ot shiners might account for th.e few eggs 

found. I tnow, however, ot no instance where miml.ows have been obaenei 

te teed. on pike eggs. lJsua.lly, of course, the leoation ot pike marshes 

a.ad the attending low 11ater tempere:tures prevent 1ihe •illmows from being 

present before the eggs hatch. 

'fhe ,musua.l thing about these observations on pike spawni:.a.g is the 

advanced season, high water temperatures and. the tn pike seen. Pike r,ma 

should b&ve occurred a.round April 5 to S when the ioe began te loosen 

around the north shore et the lake. However• none were notioed until 

April 24,. The water temperature in. the marsh didn't get above lt2° F. until 

after April 16 and 17 and. then nnt up to the 6o•s and 70's 1D a hvry, 

possibly oatehing the pike at spa'Wni:ng ripeness then. However, pike are 

notorious tor rmm.ing before any appreciable warm weather cccws and indeed 

---, 
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ctt:en before the ioe even lo-,sens around the lake except at inlets. I 

feel theretere that rather than the e'bserved spawning trom. April 24 to 'Z7 

representing the spuming b. its entirety,, that it represented only the 

la.st of the action aai that the bw.k ot the spawning occurred before this 

time and was 1mebservecl. Certainly the tact that the first culvert wa.sn•t 

put in until April 28, 001D.l>ined with 'the ln water level in the marsh to 

tb.e west of tb.e first fill,, pa.rtly due te the water 'being mpotm.ded 'by the 

fills,, etfeetively reduced tb.e habi'tat fer pike apa'Qing by at least 

two-tbirds and will probably show results in the D.Ulll'ber of pike caught 

2 to 3 years hence. 
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