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SNOW AND GAME lN NORTHERN lliCl!IGAN 

llorthern iohigan, lik ieoon in end 1tinn eota, cov re ome .300 mil s 

north and south and lies acrose the trnn1ition zone between light snow falls 1n 

the south and relatively heavy enowtalll in the north. 

Our northern g mo ~llas begin a t th-t nort.ltem edge or the southern 

agr;lcul tural rogion t.:ad e··tond north over the north hn l f of ~ e r.outhem peninsula 

and the en tire length and bre~"!lth of t":.e U??A ... puninsula. Ov"r t\o,~ s bro~d re ion 

there exists wide variety of snJW conditions which af'foct ~ame to a carkod degree. 

Snov depths, sleet, crusta, hea-.y snow falls, f l uffy snow, wot teow, and 

other snow characteristice all h&To their effect on game 1"10VCJ:l&l1to t huntin& con­

ditions, avo.ilqbility of food and bt &1cally, of course, on populations of certain 

s cies. 

Av rftge snow depths range from a to~ inches to 6 feot or core durin& 

c rWn 'tinter~ ovor the 300 miles of l onr;itude covoreti b7 our northern g8.1118 areas. 

For general gone manag ent p-.n"poses this area oan bn divided into 

thr•e regions. That p,rti on of tho l ower peninsulti lyinG vj -'c.hin the no.,..thom go.:me 

ar a Ct;!l bo callf'ld oh e r ..-ion, al t hour.h mows may vary in dc-•h f1'011 a few inchea 

in t.n.., south ti.Dd along tho grQat lakes, to two feet in normal wint rc; ~<nd oTen jlllftp 

to t"'r .. "' f oot 1n de .. ,th f ollo i.oL oov re f'toms on tho highor eleTations inaldn. 'l'h 

up~r f.t"Dinsnl.~ can bo divided ro~hly into two flnow bAlta SO""'r".ltGd by a line 

dr 110. dia,.onall.y froa I ron Kount<1.in to Sault Ste. i&.rie. North of t his l ine sn"w 

mc:.1 becoco up to 6 foet or even oore in do;:rth mile south of tbe line three teet 

is oxceooivo. 

In ths vicinity of the C-r..,at Lakes in both peninsulas snow d ~ths are 

aue 1 loaa than farther inle.nd. Horevor, the effect of those lfu-ge boc:iee of water 
' 

seems to o:xtond nueh farther in1rnd o.bout the bordor"' of the lowe ... peninsula than in 

tho pper penirt~ula, I'Jrob .bly ~ uae of n1.ffe.,.~"ncfJs in elevation. 
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Th ffect on gaae of these differences in eno" dep~ !B is readily 

apparent in soma instt.ncea. However, over much of the area and 1th most 

speciee the effect of sno de:;>th is so inter-rolatOI'l wit h temper t urea, avn.U-

bi~ity of food, covor, population densities, game adaptabil i t y, toler~nces, and 

re~~r·tive o~p&citioo that the effect of any ono factor ncy bo obscured. 

Conversely, any one r~ctor outs~~in& to the e7e, suM~ c.s ano\1 d"~th, tl!ly oo 

or0d4 ted ---· th much mora effect on g~.me thr>n 1 t actually deserves. 

Cotton-taU ~·abbits aro foUlld scatterod ocoe"'"!.onally t:-.rough the 

ooded e.reas, grouped ubout openings, ::..nd coooon in farming areas throughout the 

northern portion of the lower peninaula. ?hey havo no'li invaded t he uppor 

penin"ula / er a few 7"' ..:-s a.eo tlu~y \fOre v~rtua.ll.y unk:nom. True, t hey stick 

close to openings and 1 r efor fam lnnd but will they later move into the 

ti bered tracts? Only tt.o Till reveal this. 

Hero i s an o.n1mal t hat not so many years ago waa considered aainJ¥ 

a fara game ttlilaal. w1 th the northern lioita of his r:.nge soaewb.P t coincidinP: 'Vii th 

th southern edge of the deep onow belt. Now he is found on fara l:mds even in 

the doop anow belt of the Keweenaw P"'ninsulrt where sbow often gota 5 feet deep. 

Tbe question now is whe .... her the lowly cottontail is adapting bi.Juelf to Pore 

severe oJ.ilute, whether or not tho r.ab1tat is becoming suitabl e for hill, or 

perheps doop suows were not the major retarding f e.ctor i fter all. 

The pheas~t, a gro;.md .r~er 1 seqos to be excluded by deop snow from 

this northern area but, who knows, perbv.ps some day one will jum':> up into a tree 

'"'nd find poplar buds as pa.l.atable as the ruffed grouse do - i.f this ever hep'""lells , 

th :::1 he my be destined to follow the cot tontail north. 

Prairie chicken, or pinna.ted grouse, for a 'While seemed to hold their 

om in deoij) snow -u-oas. R$cED tly , however, Uley havo •ooaed to drift farther 

south decreasing 11here onows were exoeoaiYEh I t is ihotGht by some observers thAt 

th ae birds, knotm to bud to a certain ext.ont, a.re sollewhnt Jepcndent on weed seeda 
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or grain. WhUs th oy ma1 becoms temporarily estt blishod 1n deep enow areas a 

aeries o! severo ~nters ~ y tend to drive them to milder climates. 

Sharpt:l.U r-ouse, a bird sir.IUar to the r rairia ehickon, is aleo 

present in the up·)er Y)oninsulR1 he~ mved in from the west 1n recent years. 

It has been pl: nted in t l-J.e 11nrer peninsula. whero increesea have been renorted. 

'r:'lis bird, a -winter •budder•, seems well adapted to deep snow areas where some 

coa31derrtble openings exist but will live in areas much more 'WOoded thvn that 

required by prairie c~icken. 

Th ruf'fod gl"OUse, of course, 1B native to this northern gamo area. It 

is perfec~l:y at homo in this rel"ion, thowh its num~s nuctuete in somo1rha.t cyclic 

fashion. Tb sa nuotuations do not coincide with l~bt1 moderate, or seYere winters. 

It, therefore, sens safe to s&Gume that ftri'ltion in snow del)th8 has little or no 

et1!eot on t his f r.mons ftRIIO bird. 

All threo of t~ese members of the urouse fallil7 have th habit of divil\i 

tnb dA~~ snow to s~end tho ni~ht. Tales nd rumors bPve bean c1rou1Pted for yaare 

t~t this hnbit contributee to oo~ul~t1on cycles amonr these bi~s. The theory ia 

t ...... t the birds live 1nto the snow in tho evening, ':.nd if conditione are just ri~tht 

during tho nir ht, a r<d.n or sleet storm forms a heavy crust over them tihich tr.ey 

ar 'mablP to brqu. ConaG1uently they IJDOthar, starve, or freeze to deeth .1n 

tneir snowy prison. .Altb("U(;h this oolief is wide ::Jpread, no authentic record of 

such an oocurrene ccn be f ound. Gnme mon are inclined to be ske-ptical on this 

ubject and feGl that, lle such conditions tdght be t>OSE~ible, 1 t 1s doubtful 

1£ ~ t vo,.. oecur1 over sutf'1eien t areas to materially eff'eet pop..lla tiona. 

I 
Slee<~- covering buds or ice cover:lne frotmd food often have boen tho~ht 

"1:-rf o3 to ccnwe wide epr d starT tion !lii.On?. tb grouso. However, it ia doubtful 

1! thf"o~ con"'i.tions orlst in a "~ufficiPntly OO!'lf\lete manner, over lQl'g en"' rrh 

territories or continuo for long periods to cause t.lte w'wl~sale1 wideSt'll"'ad, 

otarv~tior. so often attri~tted to eccompany then, 
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.Another otol"y believed by oome ie that llhen heavy cruots form during 

th day grouse att pt1ng to dive into the snow in the eveni.qt break theb- nock1. 

Uaae men ar e r athor skeptieal about tbis etor.r also, as no subs~lntiating evidence 

hlle been reported. 

T"ne snowshoe hare, like the ruffed grouse, is a truo native of deep 

snoY aroas. "!'his anil:wl is peculiarly a.d.L''"'~ted to tho conditions eXisting in thil 

r l,ion. Hare ?Opulationa are oyolio but these cycles do not coincide with 

v riations in snow depths. Fitted as these animals are with snow eho ... like fe~t, 

tl 1ve~ in all. types of snow is made re~tively easy. Only men and where food 

is scarce and deep snow covers more ond oore of what little is ~vail.e.ble does snoY 

depth appear to have an appreciable effect on hare populations. 
IJ 

~ear are little effected b7 snow. From beor kill records it appears 

t hat bear way hiboro' te at about tho eace time each fall, regnrdleso ot snow or 

o t hor weather conditions. After hibomation, of course, variation 1n snow oon-

d itio:us end dttptb probably effect s this b!s gume r..ninal vory Uttle. 

Deor ~~re 'l!"obe.bly effected core by T"l"i &.t.ions 1n snow conditions t.hBD 

s.n1J of our ot~or northern gamo animAls. rrhey 6hange thoir range eaeh apring and 

f ll bec"4ll.So ot changos in srow de .. 'th. They cannot travel .t'rooly in Gnow depth& 

greater than tliO feet. Snow ore thr.n three feot deep gener .lly restricts th 

t o very limited a.roa o 1n heavy oovar except whoro largo nUllbers aro "Jrosent to 

keep trails broken open to new feeding sites. lloat aevere conditione oocur 'fihen 

heavy falls of light n ·lf'.fy an ow stay in a li(;h+-, loose condition for long periods. 

TraJeling in this typo of SD.ow is very diff icult for deer. Instances have been 

ob served where deer leaving the packed runways ~uld sink iuto the snow untU only 

their !lead ')l"()truded. Under such conditions of restricted travel food supplies 

availnble to eoncentrat1ons of deer are soon exhausted and although tho older deer 

may hc.vo suff icient sta•ina to break trails to new food, fawns just paBB out of 

t he plc'blre. thousands of young deor have starved in the deep snow belt of the upper 
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peninsula under th••• conditions. 

As th1 s fluffy s:1ow ettlea rnli becomes Jl!ore ftrm bocsu3e of warm 

we ther or othor f-..ctors, taveling bflcorea less and less dS fficult for deor. 

Packed trzdls begin to t.p-;ear tmd soon if othar storms do not occur door o.rc tto!lain 

movi.n- froely about their v-·bter ""~ge on a net~o:-k of runways. l1hen the food 

that ce.n be reached f'rotl ·~eae packed nmways is consUtlad it beco~es necessary to 

bre l- trails to nev food supplies. If food s-..xpplles &.re available and snow con­

ditions fl'vor:lble t.~-m no t!'OUble ensues. If, however, snow is deep and fluffy or 

coTero1 with m icy aru::Jt not sutficiontly strong to support a. door r>.nd additiohal 

browse is not closely <ivcll~ble tten starvation roPul ta. 

Somotima"" extr"'""'Oly heavr crusts eid ro. +.~.,r thnn hE .. rm the d er. In 

honvily browned rl"'O":> r:no- area whore food is d~.fficult to r:::ach h&avy crttots on 

wn~ch de~r cr~ wnlk oft n put daer up ~ong the lower unbrowsed br~nchee nd thul 

make a new runply of food v 11 blo. 

Fnavy et sncws ott P break down br~c'las ::nd even troes oald.D{; available 

foOd tl-"'t wo·lld. oth~>rwis" be out of rerlc:h. To obte '\n ground food dee,. 'Will sometiua 

pc.w dom thro--.Jgh two feet of G:J.ow but ~"~rdin£>rll7 one foot of S l O"" is enough to atop 

mast pa'Winlt. 

Ice or sleet m~7 sometimes almost coapletcly co~t all b,.ows av~ilable to 

deer. Tho question bas been raised as to whether or not eeting a l.a...-nge quanti t,- of 

ice with the bro so may not c·,use severe digestive ursets. .A(;aln here is a 

po . ~...,111ty v!:th no dofin4 te ' root. 

In th~ lightPr snot· do~th sreas ecnditions differ ome~t. In general 

a s t~ averqge o~ der th decrease~ to rds the south, do~~ populat1ons increase 

r e a ltlnz in ""'he anmo d li<'"'tn bPlmc<~~ or tmba.lance et 1'!%1 ano de~tha cncl F<>..,ullltione 

trl.t :lt;lrvntion ror:ult1ng, where ooDeitionD beroou severe. 

AnothE'~ waath~,.. con:-11 tion thOlJt;ht to effect de r 18 a prolong ~ period ot 

wet cno"i'E &Tid T""''n 1n ar ao ~'"'o-re f'ooti is set ... ce, follo d b7 a aev re orop 1D 



temperature. This is tlought iJy some observers to c-..UBe terious outbreaks of 

ptOUlllOnia among halt' starved deer. If losses occur from this combination ot 

conditione it ia di.f-Picult to say wb.eth'3r snov1 tem.per[..ture, lack of food, or 

lung ot'll infestation ia the mr. jor contnbutine !actor. 

lichig • dePr ""~ort"ll.i ty tro:~ deep snow Md tood sho~ta.gos d·'ll"1ng 

norm!ll. and sever w1ntera has been ea~ted at upwnrds tro 20,000 head. 

J 1h so of thi s northern or forost g~o or recreation t hst T coiveo all 

too little consideration ia huntin~ f ox, bobcat, coyotoo, L~ oven timb r wolves. 

This probably c~nnot be classed under game but certainly would coma under rooreation, 

There nrob~bly ie no spor+ that will take a lone tnmtor b.r.a.ck to the 

enjo,....ant or prlaitiv hu.··rtilw 11o"trods more th3J1 still huntin~ ~ox on 6 to 10 inches cL 

fresh light snow. Thia may be on anows"'w-:>es on .3 fl)et of' old anow 'f'i th t~ frenh fall 

on top lr just on foot W1 th only the nev fallon an ~• to WP.de throu<-h. Thio is 

pri.Jiitiva aport and a hunter glories over tho f ox thAt he 1ft!S nuiet enough to 

surprise in its bed. A eood am.owshoer is sup")()sed to b9 able to tire a fox out and 

run hira dom 1il le83 tl'um a dq in the r!~,.t kind of den;t> llf;ht fl'lff'y s'low. 

Ot CO'lrBO the old sport ot huntinf' fox,bobct~-t, coyote, or wolves with doge 

is considered •tops•. In ·the northern snow areas t his snort hi'& m:my variations, too 

uanYJ to di cues her e. How ver, t' various onow con~itiona ~nd dopthl eff.oct th.1 

sport tro~>~ondously. Tha animus let?"v little so<:>:"lt 1'1 cold nom, deep snow makes 

many areae ibaooes~eble, orusts and very oold snow cut ~ngs ~eet, t ~~c~a 

goil:\1; tough for cniml::l, doP1 r::lrt can. .And eo on end on tho ieeussion goes. B t 
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