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A Northern Michigan Bat Doctor Fights
for the Hibernacula's Future
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Northern Michigan: The Great Lakes have buffered
Michigan’s bats against a disastrous disease that's
decimated populations up and down the East Coast. Writer
Suzanne Van Dam ventures underground with Dr. Allen
Kurta and his bat squad to learn what the future holds for
our mysterious and misunderstood friends of the night.

Shivering, | ease myself onto a rock deep inside an
abandoned iron mine in Vulcan, Michigan. The mine is a Michigan University
damp 45 degrees, as it has been all day, indeed all year,

here underground. Water droplets seep through fissures in

the earth, breaking the silence as they plop onto a puddle. My headlamp creates a halo of light
that reveals a little brown bat above me. He’s tucked himself into a nook of the ceiling where a
man’s chisel once searched for metal. Dangling there precariously from what looks like an
impossibly slim toehold, his soft, furry body looks vulnerable against the backdrop—jagged
stones below him and nothing but dark passages ahead.

Im tagging along with the Michigan “bat squad,” which consists of a university biologist, a
DNR officer, and a local caver who knows these subterranean tunnels nearly as well as the
bats who make this mine their winter home. As the men’s footsteps approach and their
voices grow louder, the bat’s tiny body starts to quiver, like the swaying of a chrysalis before it
cracks open. He peels one eyelid back and peeks at me, his body too sluggish from winter
torpor to fly away. | give him a silent nod and move on to join my group.

After finishing the tour of the iron mine in Vulcan, we drive the back roads of Michigan’s
western Upper Peninsula searching for copper mines and more hibernacula, as the hideouts
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