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Mu skies being stri pped - f irs t eggs token in Iowa 

\¥'ally JorgfJl1Sm Terry Jcnnings 
Hatchery Ma nager Hatchery Biologist 

10 the past, to catch t e el uffive 
mllskellunge Iowa anglers had to 
spend hours fishing one of the 
isolated lakes of northem Min
nesota or northern Wisconsin. To 
many Iowa fishermen the dream 
of hooking one of th se vicious 
fighting trophies CQuid never b 
come a reality because of person
al travel time or monetary re
strictions. But due to a limited 
stocking program in Iowa, trophy 
sized muskies are now presen t in 
Clear Lake and West Okoboji. 
For some, the Once impossible 
dream of hooking a muskie is 
now possible. 

During the late 1950's, in re
sponse to numerous angler in
q uiries, the Fisheries Section of 
the Iowa Conservati n Commis
sion investigated the possibility 
of introducing muskies i.nto Iowa 
waters. Resulting from these in
vestigations, in 1960 a muskel
lunge stocking program was imt
iated. Uniil 1970, when Rathbun 
Reservoir was stocked, the mus
ki!! program was restricted to 
Clear Lake and West Okoboji. 

Muskies will not be commonly 
caught by Iowa anglers, but they 
will be highly prized whether 
caught incidental to other fishing 
or while angling specifically for 
them. 

Muskellunge reproduction be
gins w hen the water temperature 
reaches 540 F t usually late April 
in no thern Iowa. They prefer to 
sp wn in shallow marshy areas 
connected to larger lakes where 
the adhesive eggs are scattered 
over ubmergent vegetati n. 

D uring the six to ten days re
quired fa yolk sac absorption, 
the fry are inactive and remain 
attached to submergent vegeta
tion . After the yolk sac has dis
appeared, the fry become active 
and begin searching for zooplank
ton. A critical period in the life of 
all muskies occurs dllring the 
initial feeding period. If zoo
plankton of an edible size is not 
abundant, the fry will starve to 
death. Zooplankton is a primary 
"Ource of food until the fis at
tains two inches total length , nor
mally 15 to 20 days. Durina this 
stage, muskies are vulnerable to 
predation by other fish - partic
ularly fingerling northern pike. 
Muskies longer than two inches 
are primarily carnivorous, feed~ 
ing on minnow f ry or any other 
live organism available. The tran
siti n period between plankton 
and predacious feeding is another 
critical period in the life of a 
muskie. If ample quantities of a 
suitable forage are not available 

cannibalism and starvation are 
common . 

Muskellunge is the fastest 
growing member of the pike fam
ily. In a favorable environment 
this specie will attain a length of 
12 inches at age one and 20 inches 
at age two. Growth of male and 
female is similar until sexual ma
turity is attained then females 
grow faster. Males reach sexual 
maturity at age four and about 
30 inches, whereas females reach 
e.xual maturity at age five and 

approximately 34 inches. 

The life span (10-15 years) and 
the rapid growth rate f or this 
species are indicative that fish 
larger than the present state rec
ord of 23 powl{is and two ounces 
are present. 

Sources of Fish for Iowa's 
Muskie Program 

Since Iowa s m uskie program 
began n has been dependent on 
other states for a supply of eggs. 
This has been a major factor con~ 
tro lling the number of fish 
stocked (Table 1) . 

Eggs are not readily available 
from states artifically propogat
ing this species because muskies 
are valuable to their own state. 
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A matu re muskie taken from Clear Lake for -stripping 

After stripping, fish are measured and togg ed, then released_ 

Table 1. Number Clear West Rathbun 

of m uskellunge 
stocked in Clear 

Yeor 
1960 
1962 

Lake 
40 
4 1 

Okoboji 
40 
41 

ResllfYoir 

Lake, West Oko
boji, and Rathbun 

1965 
1967 
1968 

200 
133 
376 

200 
134 
401 

ReservQlr. 1969 75 77 
1970 129 231 35,000 
1971 326 553 1,0 10 

Eggs, normally obtained from 
Wisconsin, New York, or Pen
nsylvania, are shipped to the 
Lansing, Iowa fish hatchery and 
hatched at this station. From 
Lansing they are distribut d in 
oxygenated plastic bags either to 
Rathbun Reservoir or to r earing 
facilities a t Decorah, Clear Lake, 
and Spirit Lake. At the rearing 
stations muskies are gr own to 
ti n g e rl i n g size before being 
planted into the lakes. 

Firs t Eggs Token in Iowa 
This year a limited quantity 

of eggs were collected from adult 
muskies at both Clear Lake an 
West Okoboji. Although the n um
ber of fry obtained was not uf

ficient to maintain a desirable 
stocking program, it is signili
cant that this was the first 'year 
Iowa has produced its own fry. 
An nually the n mber of sexually 
mature muskies in Clear Lake 
and West Okoboji is expected to 
increase. Thus these lakes should 
upply a major porti 11 of the fis h 

needed to maintain the present 
program. Rathbun Reservoir is 
also expected to be a major 
source y 1975. If t his expectat ion 
becomes a reality and if Cl ar 
Lake and West Okoboj i m uskie 
popUlations inc ease as expected, 
th~ muskje program could be ex
panded to include other uitable 
lakes. 

Another source of m uskies for 
West Okoboji has been from a 
private sportsman's cl ub. Musky 
Inc., a group of sportsmen formed 
this club wi h the intent of stock
i g as many fingerling muskie as 
their funds will allow. All mus
kies s tocked by the club have 
been fin-clipped to distinguish 
them from state planted fish and 
to evalu te the club's effort. 

Management 
Techniques for managing m us

kies vary depending on the type 
of water. At Clear Lake and West 
Okoboji m uskie p opulations have 
been established in spite of dense 
populat ions of o t her spe c ie s. 
These opulations were estab
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5c po~ts ON 
LOYtiE R JAW .\.~ 

CHEE t< - FulU SCA LED ' 

G(LL COvER - SCA LES ON UP PER HALf 

6 - B PORES ON 
LOWER JAW 

CHEEK - SCAl£S OH UPPER HAL F' 

GILL COVER - SCALES ON UPPER HALF 

Non-kern Pike or Muskie? 
Northe m pi ke a re abundant in mus Ie 

wa te rs and they do phys ica ll y resem b le a 
musk ie. Since angl in g restriction s are dif
ferent fo r each o f these speci es, it is im
pera t ive that anglers be ab le to accurately 
identify northern pi ke and mu skellunge. 
M usk ies a re distinguished from o th er 
m embers of th is fam il y by a lock o f scol es 
on h e lower ha lf o f t heir ch eek and oper
cle and the presence o f six to eight po res 
on the unders ide of th eir lower jaw (see 
d ra w ing ). Generall y, but no t always, th is 
species has dark verti ca l bars along each 
siu'! of their body. A m u k ie North ern 
hybr id (" normie" ) is con sidered a musk ie . 

Clear Lake ha tchery - where first muskie eggs were token in Iowa . 

lished by stockin g lar ge finger
lings_ Muskie populations in each 
lake have matured so that nat
ural reproduction can now be ex
pected. However, the com peting 
northern pike in each lake w iil 
probabl y suppr ess natural muskie 
reproduction_ So, the continua
Lion or expansion of this program 
depends on the success of rearing 
sufficient numbers of fish to more 
than offset annual mortality. 

Muskie management at Rath
bun has been somewhat different 
because this was a newly im
pounded reservoir and Lhe species 
of fish could be controUed_ In 
1970, with the expectation of es

tablishing a reproducin cr m~kie 

population , a large number of 
m uskie fry were planted. The 
competit ive northern pike h as not 
been stocked into t he reserv ir . 

Since m uskellunge are trophy 
f ish and never become as densely 
populaled as norlhern pike or 
walleye, restric ive harvest regu
lations are a beneficial manage
men t tool. Statewide regulations 
for the 1972-73 fishing season per
m ils a daily catch and a possess
ion limit of one prOvided the fish 
is at leas t 30 inches long. Th sea
son is open from April 29 through 
February 15. In order to protect 
small muskellunge and to elimin

ate the need to accurately iden
tify "nonnies" (m uskie-northern 
pike hybrid) f rom muskies, 
angling regula tions consider hy
brids to be m skies_ These re
stric tive regulations are neces
sary to provide a trophy fish, 
ma intain a harvestable popula
t ion, and to distribute the take to 
a maximum number of anglers. 

Because of the low density of 
legal-sized fish , few anglers have 
specifically sought tbis species. 
But with recent increases in 
stocking rates, the cbances of a 
dedicated Iowa muslrie fisherman 
fulfilling his dream in his home'*state are rapidly increasing. 
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