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HOUGHTON COUNTY 

by 

Paul Eschmeyer 

Ongie Lake& covers portions of Sections 19. 20, 29 and 30, in T. 53 N., 

R. 35 W. It is located in Elm River TOffllsMp of Houghton CountiJ, in the 

western part of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. The City of Houghton is 

situated about 16 miles north of the lake, and the Village of Do:nl~en is 

2 miles south. Ongie Lake is near the headwaters of the Elm River. It , -. , , 

is about one mile south of t he Taviola Lakes and about 6 miles north of 

the popular Twin Lakes (Lake Roland and Lake Gerald). 

Ongie Lake may be reached by a short dirt road which turns west from 

highway M-26 at a point about 2 miles south of the Village of Taviola. 

The lake is located loss than a quarter mile from the main highway. The 

Copper Range Railroad passes along the east shore of the lake. 

T~e map of Ongie Lake was ma.de by the writer, assisted by Mr. Raymond 

Nye of the Watersmeet Hatchery Staff, on October 2, 1941. The biological 

survey of the lake was completed on October 4 by the writer. 

~onmonly confused with Stonington LJlke, w},.ich is iimllediately south of 

Ongie ~ke, also in Sections 29 and 30, T. 53 N., R. 35 W. 
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Onbie Lake appears never to have been of any particular importance, 

either for fishin6 or for other uses. Most of the shoreline of the lake 

is :;_:irivately o·wned. The public is not ordinaril:,r excluded from fishing 

at the lake, al though the only direct access, without crossing land mmed 

by individuals (whose roads are blocked b:,r locked gates except when they 

are actually li vi.ng in their lakeshore cottages), is along the Copper Range 

Railroad 6rade, which passes along the east side of the lake. Fishing in 

Ongie Lake appears never to have been much better than averabe, although 

some good catches have been verbally reported from time to time. The 

fisheries survey of t r:.e lake was made at the request of one of the riparian 

owners, who believed the lake might be suitable for trout. 

Only three cottages are located alone the shore of Ongie La.kc, and 

there are no boat liveries, resorts or hotels. 

On6ie Lake will probably continue in the future in its present s tatus 

as 0. li.;htly fished lake. The lack of direct public access is largely 

responsible for this. 

Physical Characteristics of Ongie I.Ake 

Ong;ie I.Ake has an irregularly shaped basin with a.n aree. of 18. 7 acres 

and a m.a:x:imum depth of 27 feet. Its longer axis is abont 1500 feet in 

length, e.nd lies in a southeast-northwest direction. The average width 

of the basin is about 500 feet. 

The area surrounding Ongie Lake is rather heavily wooded, has sandy 

glacial soils, and is gently rolling. Tbis evidence of ~lacial action, as 

well as the fa.ct that the basin has some characters of a 11 pot hole" type of 

lake, !llW:es it quite probable that it was formed by the melting of a huge 

ice cube left by the retreating glacier. 
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Ongie Lake is situated near the headwaters of the Zlm River. The 

lake's drainage is limited to nearby areas and is served by two intermittent 

inlet streams. One of these enters the lake froM the north and drains 3 

small ponds (one of which is known a:; Morrison Lake). The second is a very 

short s·tream which enters the southeast end of the lake and seldom carries 

any water. Wei ther of the strear.1s was flowing (in fact, neither was 

recognized. as a stream) at the time of the survey, and apparently they flow 

only during -times of abnormal precipitation or during the spring break-up. 

The entire drainage basin of Ongie Lake is less than a square mile in area. 

A single outlet leaves the extreme southern end of Ongie Lake and, 

apparently, enters Stonington Lake. It is not functional during most of 

the year. There is no dam in the outlet. 

Ongie Lake has a shoreline development of 1.42. This means that the 

lake has a shoreline which is 42 per cent (1.42 times) longer than that of 

a perfectly circular le.ke of the same area. Ongie Lake has very few shallow 

bays and coves, which offer food and shelter for fish. Ordinarily, the 

greater the shoreline development of a lake, the gre~:ter is its productivity. 

About 20 per cent of the area of Ongie Lake is shoal. There is a 

relatively gradual declivity from the shoal to the depths in most of the 

lake, with the steepest drop-off occurring along the northeast shore of the 

south ba:, of the lake. A. broad, shallow, weedy shoal covers the area in 

the vicinity of the outlet cf the la.ke. The shoal area of the lake has, 

almos t exclusively, sandy bottom soils, with small amounts of' fine gravel. 

The de 0per 178. ters have a pulpy peat substratum. 

Water in Ongie Lake is light brovm in color and a Secchi disk (white 

metal disk a.bo1.1t 6 inches in diameter), when lowered into the water, 

disappears from view at a. depth of 10 f eet. This represents above-e.vera.ge 
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transparency for lakes in the vicinity. The degree of clearness of t he water 

is an important factor in determining the depth to which aquatic vegetation 

will grow in a given water. Hone of the higher aqi ... atic plants can survive 

in the continued absence of light. 

Temperature and Chemical Characteristics of Ongie Lake 

As a part of the survey conducted at Ongie Lake, various physical and 

chemical data concerninG the lake water itself were collected. Temperature 

of the water at various depths was observed, and the amount of certain 

dissolved i::;a.ses and minerals was determj_ned. Such data are very important 

in determining the degree of adaptability of a lake to the different fish 

species. All fish have certain ranees of temperature, disoolved gas 

content, etc., which they will tol0rate, and within these ranges are optj_ma. 

Wot only the ranges, but particularly the optima, vary among the d.i fferc11t 

fish species, as well as among food organisms and other living t~~ngs in 

the .rater. 

Temperatures were taken and water analyses were made on October 2. 

The temperature of the water ranged from 54°F. at the surface to 45°F. at 

the bottom. The air temperature at 11 A.M. was ,54°F. It was found that 

a thermocline (area of rapid change in temperature, e.g., o:r.Le degree 

centigrade or more per meter of depth) was present , extending from a. depth 

of 18 to 21 feet. Temperature at the top of this stratum was 52.5°F. and 

at the bottom (21 feet), 46.6°F. 

The presence of a thermocline in a lake indicates that the lake is 

divided into 3 distinct horizontal temperature strata during the summer. 

The uppermost of these is the epilimnion, which is a warm, circulating 

layer of water above the thermocline. The hypolirnnion is a cold, non­

circulating stratum of water extending; from t he thermocline to the bottom 
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of the lake. If t~ere is sufficient oxygen present in the thermocline or 

hypolimnion, a lake will ordinarily support cold-vra. ter species, such as 

trout, since temperav~res remain well below the maximum (about 70°F.) of 

such fish. If a thermocline is not present, or if insufficient ox-ygen is 

present in the thermocline or hypoli.'nnion throughout the summer, the water 

can ordinarily be managed only for warm-water species, since either the 

water in the entire lake is too warm to support cold-water fish or else 

it has insufficient OX'IJgen to support such species in parts of the lake 

where temperature is suitable. 

In the case of Ongie lftke, although a thermocline was found., the 

oxygen in +,'. ,is area, as well as in the hypolimnion, was insufficient to 

support trout. These were among the most important data. obtained in the 

survey, since the principal reason for making th~ inventory was to determine 

whether or not the lake would support trout. The survey showed 0.1 perts 

per million of oxygen near the bottom of the lake and 1.4 parts per million 

in the thermocline, at a depth of 20 feet. (At least 4 parts per million 

are required to support trout). Oxygen would be expected to be ample in 

the circul~ting waters above the thermocline, but, as has been mentioned, 

that area, without doubt, becomes too warm during the sUilliiler months to 

permit the existence of trout. 

The early October survey does not entirely exclude trout from considera­

tion at Ongie Lake without further investigation, even though the very low 

content of ox-Jgen of the thermocline as here reported leaves little hope 

that the water will sustain this species. Since the temperature above the 

therrn ocline v.ra.s .54°F. or less, while that of the thermocline itself ranged 

from 46.6°F. to 52 • .50F., it is entirely possible that the upper portion of 

the thermocline ha.d become dissipated by the circula.ting; waters above it. 
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In other words, the temperar,~re of the top of the thermocline and the 

epilinmion were so nearly equal t:1A.t a partial mixing had occurred, 

affecting principally the top portion of the ther:r,.ocline. It is this part 

of the thermooline which would be the last to lose its oxygen. As a result 

it is possible, although not probable, that a ne.rrow layer of water near 

the top of the therm.ocline has both proper temperature and adequate oxygen 

for trout during the summer. A water analysis should be made durinc mid­

Acti::nst to check t~is possibility. 

A sme.11 amount of carbon dio:d de was found in the water near the bottom 

of Ongie Le.ke, but this gas is present in insufficient quantities to require 

considE:ration in the ,nanagement of the fishery there. 

Methyl Orange Alkalinity tests (designed. to show the amounts bf certain 

buffer salts and minerals in the water) showed that the vra.te:i:- in ()r,gie LeJ:e 

is qv.i te ~oft. A Methyl Orange Alka.lini ty ranging; from 15 to 28 parts per 

million was found. From 100 to 200 parts per million are ordinarily con­

sidered optimum for high producti-.r:ity, when t~e management of "l'Vt!.!'r.'.-water 

species of fish is being considered. 

The p:a (hydrogen ion concentration) of Ongie Lake was found to range 

from 6.2 to 6.9 degrees, or from fairly acid to almost neutral (7.0 is 

:rieatra.l). ;,Ioderately alkaline waters are ordinarily more productive t ha.n 

a.re acid waters. 

Eo pollution was found at Or..f'ie Lake. None would be expected in view 

of the lfl.kE:' s far removal from sources of industrial or significant amounts 

of domestic wastes. 

Biological Characteristics of Ongie Le.ke 

Ongie Lake has aboYe-average amounts of vegetation for a lake of its 

physical and chemical r..ature. A strip of emergent and submergent vegetation 



-7-

follows almost the entire lake shore. The small bay in the southwest end 

of the lake, near the outlet, has a particularly dense growth of vegetation. 

The we.ta!" weeds !)resent appea.:r to be sufficiently abundant to be adeque_te 

for the lake. A list of the species of vegetatioc1. collected at the lake 

and an esti~ate of their abundance is shown in Table I. 

Table I 
Aquatic Vegetation Collected in Ongie Lake~ 

Species 
Sedge (Carex lasciocarpa) 
Rattlesnake manna grass (Glyceria cana.densis) 
Three-way sedge (Dulichium arundinaceum) 
Horsetail (Equisetum fluviatile £. linnaeanu.~) 
Pipewort Eriocaulon septe.ngulare) 
Yellow water lily Nuphar variegatum) 
Leafy pondweed (Pota.~ogeton epihydrus var. Nuttalii) 
Floating-leaf pondweed Pote.mo eton na.tans) 
Floating-leaf bur reed Sparganium angustifolium) 
Bur reed Sparganium sp. 
Bladderwort Utricu aria wlgaris var. americana) 
Water moss (Fontina is 

Abundance 
Common 
Sparse 
.Abundant 
Common 
Common 
Sparse 
Common 
Co!l'1i:no:.1 
COlll£1011 

Sparse 
Spo.rso 
Very abundant 

~Idcntifica ti ons by B. M. Robertso11, Department of Botany, Uni Yersi ty of 
Hichigan. 

Ple.r.kton (microscopic free sv:i:::rrning and floating pll:l.nt~ and ani~-ls) 

was found to be of about avt1ro.ge abundance in Ongie I.Ake. Cruste.cea.ns 1Nere 

the dominant organisms at the time the survey was made. 

No s.uantitative samples of the bottom organisms iu the lake were taken. 

General observations indicated that bottom foods are quite scant, although 

about average for waters of the physical and chemical nature of Ongie Lake. 

The pulpy peat substratum covering most of the lake basin is very unpro­

ductive. Some mayfly nymphs and considerable numbers of dragonfly nymphs 

were present on the shoal areas. The food present in the lake would 

probabl:r support a normal, balanced (though not lar£;c) population of game 

and forage fish. It is inadequate to support t:1e present large population 

of perch and bluegills. 
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The fish lmown to be present in Ongie Lake include only yellov1 perch, 

bluegills, and an unidentified species o::: minnows. Of these, only the 

yellow perch was collected during the sl.!rvey. A 48-hour set of 2 graded 

mesh experimental gill nets yielded only 10 perch, ranging in size from 

6 to 12.4 inches. Fish are not readily collected with nets in the late 

fall, and the gill net catch cannot be considered as bein6 :!"Cpresenta ti ve 

of the fish population in the lake. A lc.q;e school of unidentifiec. 

r.rl.rmows and lEi.rge numbers of bluegills were seen in a visit to the lake 

on Aue;ust 1. Large colonies of nests cf the latter .:.i;ecies were seen a.Ieng 

the so-.i-~L e.nd southwest shores. Further collections of bluegills and other 

species which may be in the lake wouk b e ~-;.ig;hly desirable. 

One;ie L!:1.l:c has l-ieen heavily stocked Ju:d.r .g recent :rears. From 1?36 

to 19L~o there were planted 26,000 bluegills, L~OO la.r€:;emouth bass, and 1,000 

smallmouth bas::;. In addition, 1,000 yellow perch were ple.nted durin,c 1935. 

The age of' se"Teral of the specimens collected during the Sl1::ve:,, rc~;ea.ls 

that the latter species had become established in the lake previous t o the 

time of the 1935 stocking. 

The growth rate of perch te.1:en in Ongie Lake is shovm in Table II. Due 

to the f~M specimens available upon which the growth rate could be based, 

the figures may not be representa. ti ve. They set::r.i to quite definitely 

present evidence of e. stunted population, however. 

Table II 
The Growth Rate of Perch in Ongie IJ3.k~ 

Growing seasons Number of Average length Average ?reight 
completed ::,Eecimens in inches in ounces 

V 7 6 1.3 
VI 1 7.4 2.l,. 

VIII 1 7.4 2.3 
IX 1 12.4 13.9 

~ Srowth determinations made by w. c. Beckman. 

In average Michigan waters, perch ree.ch legal size (6 ~-rches) during 

their second summer of growth. In Ongie IJJce it seems s:,li to ev:i dent that 
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perch require a. full 5 summers to reach the legal limit. The perch, during 

the course of years, have apparentl;y- become ovorab•.mc".ant and have outgrown 

their food supply. The one 9-year-olcl fish had apparently become large 

enourh to feed on its srae.lle1· rele.ti ves, a."'1. d obviousl:,' thrived well on the 

abundant food supply. 

Unfortunately no growth data are available on the bluegills in the 

lake. The large numbers of bluegills seen on August 1, their uniformity 

in size (apparently all very close to 5½ or 6 inches), the tendenc~, of 

bluegills to have ~eeding habits closely relate~ to those of the perch 

(in the size groups ':ere considered), and the fa.ct that the bluegills 

were inclined to follow the boat in schools, presumably in search of food 

( t-<;pica.l of the behavior of stunted bluei;ills in other lakes observed by 

the writer), all give weight to the supposition that this species is also 

stunted in Ongie Lake. In the absence of scale samples, however, no factual 

information on the growth of bluegills in this water is available. 

Spa,·ming; facil:i.ties in Ongie Lake are adequate for the Centre.rchi'.i 

~ishes 1s well as for per~h. Ample sandy nhoal, wj_th some gravel, is 

present for bass and bluegills, and t~.0 perch have considerable amounts 

of aquatic vegetation npon which to lay their ec;gs. 

Management Suggestions 

Ongie Lake is at the present time in the 11all others" cle,ssification. 

The survey revealed no reason for changing this designation. 

It is recommended that about 25 adult largemouth bass be stocked in 

Ongie Lake for the purpose of establishing the species and atter:iptir,.i:; to 

reduce and control the perch and bluegill popula.tiQn. Planting of 

largemouth bass fry and fincerlings has been attempted in the paet without 

success. Apparently the perch have consUDed the planted fish before the 

latter could reach a sufficiently large size to a.voic. predation. If large 
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adults are introduced, the perch popula.tion should ul timatcly become re­

duced to the point where the bas s can successfully reproduce (naturally) 

in the lake. A drastic reduction in numbers of perch and bluegills in 

the lake is certainly necessary if t he fi shine; is to be improved. The 

largemouth bass is the most highly pi sci Y(;lro1.1 s species which coulc. be 

introduced into the lake and be expected to reproduce, thus perpetuating 

the balance between predator and prey. :fore costly methods of reducing 

the stunted populations (e.g. poisoning) cannot be justified in view of 

the se~i-private nature of the lake and the very light public use made of 

the ·wa. t er. 

No r; redr.-tors were observed durinc the survey of Ongie Lake. None 

would c e likely to occur which would do suffi. cient damage to require con­

sideration in the management o:f the fishery there. 

Occasional black spot parasites and yellow grubs were observed in 

the sl,.in and musculature of perch taken from Ongi e Lake. These were 

apparently doing no harm and no practical control met hods are knovm. 

Cover present in Ongie Lake consists of the vegetation described above 

and numbers of dee.dfe.lls, besides debris and brush. The cover is adequate 

to meet the needs of the lake. 

No regule.tion of the water level or improver.1ent of spawning facilities 

is necessary to promote the quality of the fishing at Ongie Lake. 

As has been sugges:ted above, a TT1.ic.-A.ugust water analysis should °!:le 

:-:-'.ade at Ong;ie Lake to conclusively determine whether or not the v,ater will 

support trout. Since there are very few trout lakes in the vicinity of 

Ongie Lake, t he possibilit:,r for development of a trout fishery should not 

be overlooked. If the lake is found suitable for trout, proper management 
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procedure would include the poisoning of t !w present population, re-stocking 

with trout, and establislJment of means for easy public access to the lRke, 

Report approved by: A. s. Eazzard 

Report typed by: R. Bauch 
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