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Foreword


For one special year, now many years ago, I had three goals: That my wife and I would buy, rather than rent, a house. That we would expand our family. And that I would publish my first book.

Well, by the end of that year, 1985, we had a land contract on our home. Our daughter Elizabeth was a couple of months old. And Ice Fishing: Methods and Magic had rolled off the presses of ICS Books and, eventually, Stackpole Books.

The book did not join an extensive library. Only one other ice-fishing book was in print, and barely so. Ice-fishing magazines were scarce. Video was delivered on cassettes, long before the internet became a public information superhighway. And ice fishing itself was undergoing a metamorphosis.

Ice Fishing presented early efforts to convert boat-style electronics to winter fishing; how to build a portable shanty (since few were commercially available); and how to give up stick-and-string jigging rods in favor of spinning tackle (rods homemade, not commercially produced).

It was the end of one ice age and the beginning of another: the close of the do-it-yourself, learn-it-alone era of the hardwater sport, and the dawn of its modern iteration in which multiple technologies and industries have your back. What a great gift to have been able to experience the transition!

In time, I’d fish with one of modern ice fishing’s founders, Dave Genz, chatting about ice fishing while seducing some slab-sided perch. In years to follow I’d also share ice time and/or ice talk with gurus Mark Martin, Brian “Bro” Brosdahl, Jason Mitchell, and others, each of whom would reinforce and exude what drew me to the ice long, long ago—the kid-like glee that comes from sliding a bright-colored fish onto the ice.

The glee remains, while the gear and techniques have caught up. It’s time to share them—and that’s this book’s goal.












Introduction


It’s mid-June, and I’m fumbling with a tip-up.

Sweat breaks on my forehead and yet I’m dreaming of windswept snow and numbed fingers.

Bass anglers are pulling 7-pound largemouths out of lush lake vegetation, but I’m mentally sliding a 7-inch bluegill across ice through which I’ve drilled a hole.

I’m not completely crazy, and I’m surely not alone.

Many anglers pursue at least part of their fishing in winter—2 million in the United States in one recent year, according to the US Fish and Wildlife Service. They averaged nineteen days on the ice apiece. For some, ice fishing is what they do when ice seals off their favorite warm-weather fishing spots. But for others, a frozen lake is their favorite fishing setting.

Yes, for some of us, summer fishing is what we do in the “off” season, when we can’t ice-fish.

After all, seldom can you find faster fishing action than on a lake when it first freezes over. Never can you fry up a mess of panfish that tastes better than an ice-caught meal in midwinter. And never can you match the beauty and serenity of an ice-bound lake, any time during the long cold season.

Maybe you already know this. Perhaps we’ve compared notes on a frozen lake somewhere. If so, thanks for the tips you passed my way. I hope that in this book you’ll find some tricks you might want to try.

Maybe, though, your ice-fishing time has been limited by a lack of information. Or a fear that you’ll break through the ice or freeze solid. Or maybe you’ve just never taken the time to try this sport.

Regardless, come along. Whether a new ice angler or a veteran, in January or midsummer, turn a few pages. We’re going ice fishing!

Fishing conditions and regulations vary as one travels across ice country. Rules change from state to province to state, even lake to lake, and sometimes season to season on the same lake. That makes it impossible for a book to provide you with all the up-to-date information you need to stay on the right side of fishing and conservation laws. And rather than do the disservice of leading you to believe otherwise, we’ve left the legal research to you. Get the printed regulation booklet each state’s game and fish department publishes, or visit its website, or download a smartphone app to access and study up-to-date fishing regulations for the state or province in which you’ll be doing your ice fishing. Watch for such restrictions as seasonal closings, bans on all or some kinds of live bait, and limits on the types of gear you can use. Note how big fish of each species must be (or sometimes, how small, too, where “slot limits” allow you to keep midsize fish) and how many you can keep. Ice shanties and on-ice use of snowmobiles, ATVs, and road-licensed vehicles are among other subjects regulated in various ways and to varying degrees in each area.

Nor do we intend to cover all the various ice-fishing strategies one can employ to take winter fish. That would require a series, not a single book. This book divides ice fishing into general subjects and species, and for each, presents basic fishing methods that work. You take it from there—adopting and then adapting the methods, if necessary, to fit the fish and conditions you face. That’s part of the fun of ice fishing anyway—matching wits with your quarry.

Amid it all we’ll share some sketches and essays we hope convey the special draw of the frozen lake and the fish that swim beneath the hard surface. While there are differences subtle and stunning in fishing approaches across ice country, the magic of the pursuit is shared across them all. This book’s main goal is to get you on the ice with the basic know-how required to have fun and taste success.

That’s when the magic will capture you.












Chapter 1



Ice Angler’s Sunrise

Sunrise is imminent, judging by the red, yellow, and purple clouds piled against the eastern horizon. Nearly an hour has passed since we parked the car, loaded sleds and backpacks with gear and tackle, and trudged onto this big, frozen lake.

In weeks to come, we might speed to hot spots on snowmobiles, all-terrain vehicles (ATVs), or other vehicles, but today we’re satisfied walking. We checked the ice: It’s 5 inches thick. We made good time walking out, step after slippery step. More than one clumsy dance move was made as horizontal ice juggled vertical anglers. Now, we’re more than a mile offshore.

We’re ready for some ice fishing, eager to take part in a sport that’s the butt of so many jokes, cartoons, plays, and movie comedies. Some non-anglers and non–ice anglers think we’re crazy, but that’s OK. We were here yesterday, too, and many of the indoor jokesters would have envied our day of fresh air and the fat lake trout we carried off, two apiece.

Let’s try for a replay. We’ll use the same tip-ups, bait up with live smelt of about the same size. Over here’s the hole through which yesterday’s lunker was extracted, a lake trout of about 10 pounds. That trout shed a few drops of blood on the ice after its ascent from 100 feet down, and those stains are still visible in the snow. I’m going to set one of my tip-ups in that lucky hole.

Our other partner is already hard at work boring new holes with the power auger, glad now that he lugged it the long way out. In fifteen minutes he’ll have drilled enough holes for a day’s worth of wandering ice fishing.

[image: ]
An angler on a big, deep lake sets a tip-up at sunrise.


You’ve come along to see just what this ice-fishing stuff is all about, and it’s up to me and my buddy to show you why we’ve made all this effort.

Part of the answer is that vivid sunrise and the solitude in which we’re enjoying it. We’re a good half mile from our nearest angling neighbors, barely visible in the thin morning light. Spectral sunrise colors, glowing through ice shards scattered by the spinning auger, present a pleasant blend of things human, natural, and mechanical. I like, too, the crisp air that’s filled our lungs and numbed our hands. You’ll get used to the cold, I promise. Your fingers will be capable of fighting and icing a lake trout when the time comes.

Three of us have set a half dozen tip-ups, fewer than the maximum allowed by law here. We might add more later, but these will keep us busy enough now. At their simplest, we explained on the drive up, tip-ups are crossed sticks or platforms that suspend a reel beneath the ice and support a flag above it, connected by one of several types of spring mechanisms under tension. When a fish takes the bait and pulls on the line, the reel turns, releasing the signal flag that calls the angler to action. (There are even mechanisms that hold a rod and reel under tension, above the ice, releasing them to set the hook with a snap! and let the fight ensue, summer-style.)

Today our old-style tip-ups are set, and the waiting has begun. We’re hoping, of course, that the lake trout will cooperate as they have on so many memorable fishing days in the past. By the time this fishing session and the ride home is over, you’ll have heard about some of those days. By season’s end you may hear some of the stories several times. We’ll try not to exaggerate . . . too much.

This post-dawn period often seems the coldest part of the day. We pull one more time on the coat zippers, and burrow hands a little deeper into the mitts, trying to keep exposed flesh to a minimum. Cold as it is, though, I’ve a good hunch this is going to be a pleasant fishing day. Work is far away, and we’ve assembled just what we need: a car or truck to get us here, clothes that hold in most of our warmth, the auger that drilled the holes, tackle, including fishing line—a length of which is right now spinning off an underwater reel toward a fleeing lake trout!

That’s your tip-up! Some groups take turns tending flags; we enjoy assigning tip-ups and tending them individually. This one’s yours, the flag waving in the early morning breeze, and I swear I can see the tip-up wobbling back and forth in the hole as the fish spins off line. The water beneath us is 100 feet deep or more, and God only knows how long that flag has been flying. There’s 100 yards of line on that rig, but I’ve seen lakers run that far and more. Let’s get on over!

The fish is still swimming off as the three of us huddle over the hole in the ice, trying to decipher from the swiftly revolving reel the actions and even the mood of the trout.

Here, take the line while it’s slack and wait for the trout to snug it up. First, toss those mittens aside, for this battle’s to be fought barehanded. When you can feel the fish, give the line a short tug to set the hook, and then start bringing the trout in, hand-over-hand, as the fish allows you to.

This is a classic lake trout fight. For a while, it comes toward the hole fairly easily, then it’s off on another stubborn run. You’ve always got to be ready to allow a fish, especially a big fish, to take line. It’s possible to pull too hard on the line and break it. Toward the end of the fight, the fish might seem beaten, ready to be iced, but be on guard as it approaches the hole—there’s almost always one more burst of angry energy before the fish slides onto the ice.

Dale is backing up behind you, gradually winding back onto the tip-up reel the line you’ve won from the fish. That way, the line doesn’t get tangled and snarled by wind, ice chunks, and feet, unavailable if a hard-fighting fish demands it back. (If the fish runs, give Dale a yell; he’ll make sure line pays freely from the tip-up.) And when the battle’s over, the tip-up will be ready for quick resetting for another try at a trout.

Behind our backs the sun is rising a little higher and, with your battle with the laker nearly over, the yellow-gold rays shine on the fish’s sides as it comes nearer the hole and seems to fade into view. Its mottled-gray markings almost take the breath away, so magically they appear. I’m betting you’ll never get over that magic, no matter how many lakers you ice.

An angler’s nerves often fray when the fish nears the hole. Carefully bring the laker to the edge of the ice, then gently start its nose upward. When things go right, it’ll seem to swim up into the hole. I’ll grab the trout by the gills or body, wherever I can find a handle.

I wouldn’t really mind if, when trying to grab a fish of mine, you missed and knocked the fish off. But I’d sure hate to lose your first laker for you!

There, I got it! I’ve grabbed its gill plate and given it a hoist and toss, and there it is, flopping a few last times in the snow a few feet away.

Go ahead, spend a few minutes admiring the 8-pound trophy you’ve taken. If we judged you right, you’ll feel a twinge of regret as the laker’s blood stains the snow. Take your time; we’ll start setting back up.

It may well be an hour or several before there’s more action, and I sure hope you don’t mind. Like most anglers, we prize the sport more than the catch. We’ll try every trick we know to catch a few, and sit back and laugh if all those tricks fail. Most times, though, they don’t. The next flag may come in minutes.

Your hands look like they’ve finally warmed after the ten-minute, barehanded, wet-line fight with the lake trout. You’ve retrieved the mitts you tossed aside when the battle began. And your victorious grin has mellowed into what’s likely an all-day smile.

Ice fishing is funny. The sport seems so strange to those who have never tried it, so natural to those of us who love it. And believe me, it’s possible to learn quickly to love it.

Dale Smith, who became a longtime fishing partner and friend, first converted me into a committed ice angler. I’d dabbled, but this would be different. Dale and I had spent some mid-November deer-hunting time together, and one day we went scouting for new hunting grounds, pulling into a state forest campground adjacent to a large piece of state-owned land. Through the camp flowed a creek, backed up by a dam on a large river several miles downstream. Thus impounded, the creek had virtually no current, and it froze early. Yes, on this late-fall day, the creek was frozen, and that short-circuited all our deer-hunting ideas

At the sight of the frozen backwaters, Dale put all his other plans on the back burner. In an instant he had thrown a large rock onto the ice and, when it didn’t even produce a crunch, he grabbed the spud that rode in the back of his car from fall through spring. Tapping carefully for signs of weakness in the ice, he roamed out from shore, finally punching a hole a few feet out. The ice was safe—several inches thick.

We hustled back to town, where Dale collected a couple of short, light fishing rods and a handful of tiny jigging lures composed of painted chunks of metal on small single hooks. At a nearby sporting goods store, we bought a couple of dozen little grubs called wax worms for bait. Summer-fishing fans, too, we already had our fishing licenses. In less than an hour, we were back on the frozen creek.

Dale was, anyway. I was, shall we say, tentative. He snuck out, cut a hole in the ice, and, minutes later—while high-power deer rifles boomed in the distance and shoppers elsewhere examined Thanksgiving turkeys—he pulled a chunky bluegill onto the ice. Then another. After four or five nice ’gills flopped onto the ice, Dale urged me again to join him. I grabbed a jigging rod and all the courage I could muster and stepped out from shore, walking carefully along the path Dale had taken. He quickly showed me how to set the tiny bobber to hold the lure just off bottom in the 4-foot-deep water, how to jiggle the rod lightly and detect a strike when the bobber wiggled or dove, and, finally, how to ice a bluegill once it struck. More even than the bluegill, I was hooked!

All the way home that day, and for many weeks afterward, I bombarded Dale with questions. I wanted to learn all I could about ice fishing, and the sooner the better. Dale patiently fielded my many questions. Usually his answers were simpler than the inquiries. And maybe that’s what I like best about ice fishing. It’s a straightforward sport. You can get just as fancy with your fishing gear as you like, but ice fishing remains a relatively simple game.

You can count on motorized vehicles on the ice to take you to your fishing spot, but walking’s often easier and safer. You can yank to life a gas-powered auger or squeeze the trigger on an electric one and guide it quickly through a foot of ice or more, but a $25 spud or $75 hand auger will do the same job, even if it takes a little more work and time. You can assemble a fancy collection of tackle, but everything you really need will fit in a five-gallon plastic bucket, and you won’t need to have $100 invested.

You do, however, need the desire to head onto the ice in the first place.

Back in college, tuition, books, and less-academic expenditures had deflated our budgets, and my roommate and I had grown weary of macaroni and cheese and spaghetti. We heard that large perch were biting well through the ice of a small lake nearby, and our imaginations cooked up a mess of perch fillets bubbling in hot grease. Neither of us had ice-fishing experience, but we had vivid imaginations and plenty of self-confidence.

It turned out that the report was actually reversed: They were actually small perch in a large lake.

Nonetheless, we threaded newly purchased lines and lures down holes left over by previous anglers, easing the hooks down into about 20 feet of water beneath the foot-thick ice. The perch, mostly 6-inchers and even smaller, inhaled the grub-baited lures as soon as they fell. After two hours, a dozen line tangles, and even an early-spring rain, we’d filled a small bucket with perch.

Cleaning the catch was the next chore, and fellow dormitory residents grumbled about our fish-filleting in the shared kitchen. They had thought of ice fishing as crazy and now viewed our sopping-wet, fish-cleaning reappearance as proof. But those tiny fillets, rolled in pancake flour and fried in hot oil, produced one of the most memorable meals of my life. We’d been ice fishing—but I wasn’t yet an ice fisher. Dale would change that, and I’d eventually draw others into the fold.

My wife Mary Jo and I were married for three full years before she saw Higgins Lake, consistently rated one of Michigan’s most beautiful lakes, when it was unfrozen. Higgins is a big lake, plenty deep once you’ve ranged far enough offshore to where a drop-off falls about 40 feet down in 40 feet of walking. A similar drop farther out breaks into more than 100 feet of water. Along those ledges roam lake trout and splake, the latter an interesting hybrid cross of lake and brook trout.

We’d coaxed Mary Jo into joining us on Higgins Lake this winter day. We’d been taking trout with some regularity but never in what you’d call red-hot action. Three friends joined us as we walked out to the drop-off and finally over 110 feet of water. We’d built snow castles the previous day to mark the best holes and kill some of the hours in which even the good holes didn’t pay off.

We scattered to those holes and started setting tip-ups. “How deep is it here?” asked a friend who’d not fished this lake before. I told him a little more 100 feet. “But I have 150 feet of line out,” he protested, “and still haven’t hit bottom.”

A light went on in his head and his face broke into a rather foolish smile as he set the hook and fought a hungry trout toward the surface. The splake, eager for a meal, hadn’t even waited for the minnow to reach bottom before engulfing it and swimming off.

Fred fought his fish while the rest of us laughed at the fast action. And before his fish came through the hole, another flag was flying. Then another. For two hours the fish kept us busy chasing flags, fighting fish, and rebaiting. When we finally called it a day, we were a single fish short of the limit for all five anglers. And Mary Jo had a new appreciation for one of Michigan’s most beautiful lakes—frozen or unfrozen.

Not many ice-fishing outings produce that kind of action. But similar experiences are relived on a thousand other outings in ice country, with new memories born each winter.

Some fishing excursions are memorable for reasons other than the number of fish caught. One of my most enjoyable ice-fishing trips came on a Christmas Day. As a family gathering stretched into the hours and the outdoor temperature climbed into the 30s, Mary Jo, bless her, leaned over and whispered into my ear, “Let’s go ice fishing!”

In ten minutes I’d traded tie and dress shoes for wool scarf and felt-pac boots. The van already held my fishing tackle, as it seems to do all winter. We were quickly bound for an impoundment nearby.

The lake was all but deserted, most of its frequent anglers no doubt held ashore by domestic matters and perhaps spouses less understanding than mine.

A couple of hours later, when a kid with a brand-new pair of Christmas ice skates bladed over to check us out, we showed him our dozen crappies and bluegills, plus a 25-inch pike we were about to release. We’d just wanted a few panfish for dinner and a few hours alone in the outdoors. We’d succeeded on both counts.

For either peace or productive fishing, I’ll take ice-time anytime. Usually I find both.

I’m pretty sure I catch more fish per hour ice fishing than in open water. Most ice anglers with whom I’ve compared notes agree. There are plenty of reasons offered for the better success rate of ice anglers, although many of them are untested.

I think we focus better on our fishing when the weather’s cold and the water’s hard. You can easily doze off in a boat gently bobbing on a summer lake. But in the winter all of nature’s forces direct your attention to your fishing line, and maybe the electronic devices that have developed to enrich the sport.

The colder it gets, the harder you stare at that fishing hole, the line you’ve threaded down through it, and the information displayed on your electronic fish-finder or underwater camera. And the more attention you pay to your fishing, the more success you can expect.

Fish are a bit more predictable in winter than in warm-weather months, too. Perhaps it’s because they aren’t as active. They are cold-blooded creatures, so when the water temperature drops, so does their metabolism and body activity. They don’t burn up as much energy so they don’t need to eat as much. But there isn’t as much natural food available to them as in summer either, now that the major food-producing segment of the lake is closed for the winter. So, your offering faces less competition. And since weed growth slows until the vegetation eventually dies back in winter, the fish can even see your bait more easily. Declining dissolved oxygen content, as those decaying weeds consume rather than produce oxygen, concentrates fish where more oxygen remains, too.

In summer, frequent changes in weather, lake-top activity, or other factors can make it impossible to enjoy similar fishing success on two consecutive days. But in winter, if you caught fish from a certain hole in the ice on a certain bait yesterday, you’d best copy your tactics today.

Fish don’t seem quite as spooky under the ice as they do when those same waters are open. Maybe the impact of sunlight is reduced when that light is filtered through several inches of ice and snow.

That roof over the lake probably cuts the noise, too. Even though snowmobiles, ATVs, or even cars and trucks rumbling by may disrupt your fishing momentarily, it’s still a smaller problem than a summer lake chock-full of ski and wakeboard boats.

The fish you catch in winter will likely taste better than those you caught from the same lake last summer. Mine do, anyway. Maybe it’s because of the extra effort involved in catching them through the ice. Or perhaps there’s some biological reason involving changes in the fish’s diet or activity level. The superb taste of winter fish likely reflects the cold water, cold air, and snow that, together, keep spoilage to a minimum. Experts say a fish begins to deteriorate as soon as it dies. Cold, however, slows that spoilage greatly.

The lake trout you caught at the beginning of this chapter will convince you of the fine eating qualities of ice-caught fish, I’m certain. Keep it cold and fillet it out as soon as you get home. Cut the orange-ish fillets crossways into “fingers,” roll them in batter (as simple as pancake flour; I like to add cornmeal, 50–50), and pop the strips into hot oil for a few minutes on each side. Those chunks of gourmet fare will make strong argument for a long ice-fishing career. Their flavor challenges, but never overshadows, the magic of walking upon frozen water, the mystery of catching fish big and small far below you, and the charm of hours spent with kindred souls.

[image: ]
Mary Jo Griffin, the author’s wife, releases a northern pike caught on a Christmas Day outing.


We have a lot in common, after all. Even though you’re new to the ice and we spend much of the winter upon it, we all jumped with the same alarm when the ice boomed. It was just more safe ice forming, though, not too-thin ice giving way to too-heavy anglers.

We’ve shared the launching of a winter day. Winter clouds often hang brilliant white against a deep-blue sky, and even leaden-gray skies promise excitement in new snow on the way. When the waters freeze we share domain over every lake. We don’t need boats or fancy gear—just an access point from which we can walk onto the frozen waters.

Come again to this lake, or to any of thousands that freeze across the northern United States and Canada each winter. You’ll get cold, tired, and, once in awhile, maybe even a little bit bored. But when that little bobber twitches, the spring strike indicator dips, or the tip-up flag flies, your heart will beat with renewed vigor.

And after a season or two, your spirits will rise nearly as high just remembering a good ice-fishing day. You’ll look forward to winter when, heavily clothed and in the company of some good friends, you’ll savor again an ice angler’s sunrise.












Chapter 2



Safety

Often I’ve chatted with veteran ice anglers, swapping insights and stories on catches, baits, and the weather, when the conversation shifted to danger: times they’d dropped through the ice, emerging soaked-through but thankfully quite alive.

Maybe they were walking over water only a few feet deep. Perhaps the water was deeper, but they were able to use something—handheld rescue spikes, a spud, a knife, a rope thrown by a quick-thinking buddy—to pull themselves onto the ice. Maybe they were just plain lucky and bobbed back to the surface, kicked their feet, and were out.

The next season, the next day, or maybe even yet the same day, they were back on the ice, a little more cautious but no less enthusiastic about their sport.

I know of other people, however, who fell through the ice and just barely got themselves out. They quickly swore they’d never again trust a frozen body of water to support them. Some won’t even walk on a skating rink, even though they know there’s concrete, not water, beneath its ice!

Even those folks, however, are among the lucky ones.

During any winter in ice country, local news tells of people who plunged through the ice. Not all were anglers on foot. Some were on snowmobiles, either for fishing transportation or recreation on its own merits. Some were on all-terrain vehicles, and others yet traversing frozen lakes or streams in cars or trucks. Some were kids at play.

The people in these stories, however they came to be on the ice, had one thing in common: They died. Divers had to pull their bodies from lakes upon which they should have had fun. Their families and friends became survivors, bereaved, when they should have shared many more years with those who drowned or died of exposure.

[image: ]
An angler checks the thickness and quality of a lake’s ice with a spud. Its sharp edge will punch through the ice before the person does.


I noticed a crowd at one end of a Michigan lake one Saturday morning in February, and ambled over to where divers from the local sheriff’s department were clamping heavy cables onto a mostly submerged snowmobile, while a wrecker crew stood ready to drag the sled ashore. Nobody seemed eager to talk about what had happened to the snowmobile’s riders.

Later I found that a husband and wife had been on this machine the previous night. New to the lake, they didn’t know that it was connected by an open channel to another small lake, and into that channel they had driven. A bystander heard the yelling and quickly rescued the driver, but his wife was in the water for forty minutes before a rescue squad pulled her out. She was rushed to a hospital, where she was lying while I was watching workers pull the snowmobile from the icy waters. She lay in the hospital for several days before she died.

That same weekend, elsewhere in the state, an ice angler died when the pickup truck he was driving plunged through the ice over a Great Lakes bay. A kid, ice-skating, drowned after breaking through thin ice.

Every year people die after falling through ice. In almost every case, one or more violations of basic safety precautions can be pinpointed as contributing to the tragedy. Ice safety rules are similar to those for driving a car or truck. You can bend the rules, even break them outright, and get away with it—some or even most times. But no matter how often or how seldom you break those rules, there’s a chance that when you do, you’re going to get caught. And on the ice, just as in a car, the penalty for breaking the rules might be your life.

The first rule of ice safety is respect. Ice is not a living creature, of course, but it often resembles one. It’s born and then builds strength through its early life. Occasional illnesses may reduce that strength, and eventually, it’s going to weaken and, finally, pass away. You have to monitor its health, keeping an eye alert for changes, indications that it’s unsafe, and temper every decision with the knowledge that the water beneath the ice can easily and quickly take your life.

You must be responsible for your own actions.

Whether you choose to ice-fish or pursue another sport on a frozen lake is your decision. Once made, it’s you who must guard your own safety.

There have been many basic rules listed through the years on just what constitutes safe ice. These list ice thicknesses in inches, matching those measurements to activities considered safe. They’re good guidelines, generally, but that’s all. Too many other variables directly and emphatically affect ice safety. Few agencies issue specific guidelines anymore.

I once had a lengthy chat with Eric Olsen, a marine education specialist in the Michigan Department of Natural Resources. A year-round water and boat safety expert, he had a special interest in ice safety, having spent countless hours on frozen waters for both work and recreation. He explained the challenges of setting firm ice-safety rules to cover all situations. “While 3 inches of ice on a farm pond may hold a person with little danger, that same 3 inches on a moving stream or a lake with springs, stumps, marine growth, and currents could be very dangerous. On the Great Lakes, one step from 3-foot ice, you may find a lead with nothing more than skim ice and a little snow,” the result of sub-bodies of water freezing at differing rates.
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