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INTRODUCTION


My love of catfishing began at the impressionable age of ten when my Uncle Pat invited all his nieces and nephews to fish a pond he had stocked with thousands of channel catfish. The pond had been off limits since its creation while Uncle Pat fattened the cats on a prodigious diet of commercial fish chow. His intent was to create a kids-only fishing paradise teeming with big, hungry, easy-to-catch catfish, and that he did. I will never forget standing on the pond’s bank with my sister and cousins on opening day and catching one big catfish after another. As soon as we would drop in a baited hook, a whiskerfish would gobble it up, and our long cane pole would bend under the fish’s weight. Until that day, none of us had caught a fish bigger than a bluegill, so we were excited as we struggled to beach cats as big as 10 pounds. All of us went home very happy, including Uncle Pat, whose joy that day knew no bounds.


For most of my cousins, that day was a one-shot deal. Few of them ever visited the pond again. For me, it was just the beginning. I fished the pond almost daily, and the more catfish I caught, the more I wanted to catch.


Not surprisingly, big cats soon drew most of my attention. Uncle Pat had stocked several brood fish in the pond, and one of these—a 20-pounder—broke my line on several occasions. I fished for her after school, and she taught me a lot about the habits of catfish.


She usually hung out by a big stump, and I learned she was keenly attuned to the world around her. If I walked the shore toward the stump at a normal gait, she would shoot away before I got close enough to cast a bait. If I approached quietly, I still had to be sure not to cast a shadow on the water, or once again she would spook. She taught me that big cats are wary cats. Only the stealthiest approach would allow me to dangle a bait within her reach. When finally I caught her, I quickly released her so I might enjoy the experience once again. And the tenth time I landed her was as exciting as the first.


Every time I learned something about catfish behavior, my fascination grew. I started fishing other lakes and rivers and began reading everything I could find about catfish. The thought never entered my young mind that one day I’d be writing a book on the subject.


You have in your hands my third such book, more than four decades of experience bound together between two covers. I hope you learn many new things as you delve into its pages. Most of all, I hope all your catfishing adventures are fruitful and create memories that will last a lifetime.











CHAPTER ONE


The Truth about Catfish


Right up front, we should try to dispel some myths about catfish you may have heard. Some of these ugly rumors are as persistent as the old wives’ tale about toads causing warts. The truth may be much different.
 



What you may have heard:  Catfish are strictly bottom-feeders.


The truth:  Catfish are well adapted for feeding on the bottoms of rivers, lakes, and ponds, but if you think they never feed at mid-depths or on the surface, you’re wrong. Catfish are opportunistic and take their food where they find it. They often feed on grasshoppers, cicadas, frogs, and other creatures found on the surface (floating catfish chow too), and prey on baitfish such as shad and herring in midwaters. If bottom-fishing doesn’t produce, try presenting elsewhere in the water column.
 



What you may have heard:  Catfish are lazy scavengers that only eat dead, rotten foods.


The truth:  Catfish, particularly young catfish, will eat some dead and decaying food items, but they also are highly efficient predators adept at chasing down and ambushing live prey.
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There are many persistent myths about catfish, including one whopper about monster cats near dams that are large enough to swallow divers.


What you may have heard:  Divers working on dams have seen incredibly large catfish—so large, in fact, that the divers refused to go back under water because they feared being eaten.


The truth:  This tale surfaces frequently throughout the country, but it’s just not true. While some catfish can weigh more than 100 pounds, they don’t get big enough to swallow humans. One indication these stories are nothing but myths is the fact that the people telling them aren’t the ones who saw the catfish. It’s always some anonymous person or a friend of a friend who isn’t available for verification. That’s a key element of all such myths.
 



What you may have heard:  The smellier the bait, the better it is for catfish.


The truth:  Catfish anglers have been mixing up smelly brews of secret-recipe specialty baits for centuries, and these “stinkbaits” can be great cat-catchers. Stinkbaits don’t work because they stink, however. In fact, what stinks to anglers can’t be smelled by catfish; the chemistry of olfaction is much different in catfish and humans. The truth is, many superb catfish baits stink no more than baits used for walleyes or bass.
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A catfish’s whiskers, or barbels, are harmless. They’re organs of taste, not organs of defense.


What you may have heard:  A catfish’s whiskers and spines are poisonous stingers.


The truth:  The whiskers, or barbels, of catfish often are avoided because people believe they can sting. Actually, the barbels are as limp as cooked spaghetti and can’t hurt you. These fleshy organs are covered with dense taste buds to help cats find food. Catfish can  inflict painful wounds with their sharp, serrated pectoral and dorsal fin spines. On madtoms and saltwater catfish, the spines’ skin contains poison cells that rupture when an unwary angler gets stabbed. The wounds are very painful and often require medical attention. The spines of channel, blue, and flathead catfish are not covered with poison cells, but painful puncture wounds can occur when handling these fish. The wounds may become infected if not properly treated.
 



What you may have heard:  If a catfish sees your hook, it won’t bite.


The truth: Catfish don’t look at a hook and think, “I better not bite that or I might get caught.” In fact, you’ll probably catch more cats if you leave the barb of the hook exposed.
 





What you may have heard:  Catfish thrive in muddy, often foul water.


The truth: Catfish can tolerate poor-quality water that might kill other species, and are able to feed in warm, muddy water that would stress many creatures. But just like smallmouth bass, trout and other fishes, catfish need clean water in which to thrive. If the water is too turbid, too hot, too polluted, or too low in oxygen, catfish will not be in prime condition.
 



What you may have heard:  The best fishing for catfish is during summer.


The truth:  Catfishing can be great during hot weather, particularly at night or near dawn and dusk. Summer, however, is not the best season for catfishing. Anglers who learn to find and pattern catfish during other seasons often discover the bite is even better when the water, and the weather, is cooler. Catfishing during winter often produces more and bigger fish than fishing in warm months.
 



What you may have heard:  Catfish only bite at night.


The truth:  Catfish feed around the clock—morning, noon, and night. In clear water, the bite may be better during hours of darkness. The more turbid the water, the more likely the bite will be good when the sun is high.
 



What you may have heard:  Catfish are dumb compared to other fishes.


The truth:  A study conducted by Missouri fisheries biologist Gordon Farabee tested the comparative learning ability of different fishes. Catfish learned quickest and achieved the highest overall scores, far above other popular sportfish such as bass, trout, pike, and bluegills.
 



What you may have heard:  Catfish make their croaking sounds using their swim bladder.


The truth: The swim bladder does not produce the unusual vocalizations of North American catfish. The sounds are made when the catfish moves the fins on the sides of its body. The bony spine in each pectoral fin has an enlarged base that rubs adjacent bones to produce the catfish’s weird voice. Many species vocalize in this manner.











CHAPTER TWO


The Catfishes


Catfish comprise an incredibly large and diverse group of animals—much larger, in fact, than most people realize. To date, 2,855 species have been described. This means that one in four species of all freshwater fishes is a catfish. One in ten species of all fishes—marine and freshwater—is a catfish. And one in twenty species of all vertebrates is a catfish.


Even with this large number of documented species, scientists estimate another 873 to 1,750 species of catfish remain to be described. These new species are represented by specimens of recognized, but still unnamed, fishes in institutional collections or are predicted to be discovered through additional field research under way in many parts of the world. Within the next few years, the number of recognized catfish species is predicted to climb to between 3,600 and 4,500.


North America north of Mexico is home to just forty-five catfish species, quite a meager collection compared to other continents. But what we lack in quantity, we make up for in quality. The “big three” of North American catfish—channel, blue, and flathead—rank among the world’s largest. Other species popular with American anglers include the white catfish and several species of bullhead.




When you’re fishing, it’s important to understand that each species of catfish exhibits unique behaviors. Blue cats are different from channel cats, channel cats are different from flatheads, and so forth. Understanding the differences helps us target each species properly, thus increasing our success rate and allowing us to better enjoy each precious hour on the water. The descriptions below will help you get started.


Channel Catfish (Ictalurus punctatus)


Let’s begin our discussion of North American catfish with the most popular, most widespread, most abundant member of the family, the channel cat. Blue cats and flatheads grow much larger, but when it comes to popularity polls, these heavyweights can’t hold a candle to their cousin. The channel catfish is the most popular fish in three states (Iowa, Kansas, and Nebraska), second most popular in two (Arkansas and Mississippi), and third most popular in ten (Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Missouri, Nevada, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Texas). Everywhere it swims, the channel cat is targeted by a devoted group of anglers who like nothing better than catching this whiskered wonder.
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Channel catfish are one of the most widespread and popular sportfish in North America.




There are good reasons why millions of folks love channel cats, chief among them the fact that this fish always seems hungry and eager to bite. Everyone can catch them—young anglers and old, skilled and unskilled. And fun catching it is. These sleek, muscular fish do their best to throw a hook, and that bulldoggish ferocity puts smiles on the faces of all anglers. Regardless of when you fish for them—day or night; spring, summer, fall, or winter—chances are you’ll catch a mess.


Channel cats are delicious, too. No matter how the cook prepares them—deep-fried, broiled, baked, grilled, or in a chowder—they provide the makings for some of the most mouthwatering repasts imaginable. And your fellow catfishing enthusiasts won’t look down their noses at you while you’re cleaning a stringer full of small fish for the table. For most catfish anglers, eating the catch is part of the joy of fishing.



Other Local Names


Spotted cat, speckled cat, blue cat, blue channel, fiddler, lady cat, chucklehead, willow cat



Description


Channel cats are sleeker and more pleasing to the eye than flatheads and blues. Most have silvery-gray to coppery-brown back and sides, and a white belly. The tail is deeply forked. The sides usually are peppered with a few to many small black spots. Breeding males are deep blue-black, with thickened, fleshy lips and a knobby, swollen head.
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Channel catfish. DUANE RAVER, USFWS


The look-alike blue catfish has similar coloration and a deeply forked tail, but always lacks the scattered dark spots seen on most channel cats. The spots may be absent on older channel cats, however, so they do not provide a reliable means for separating the two species. The most precise method for distinguishing channels and blues is looking at the anal fin. If it has a straight outer edge and thirty or more rays, it’s a blue cat. If the fin has twenty-four to twenty-nine rays and is rounded, it’s a channel catfish. White catfish, another look-alike, usually have fewer than twenty-four rays in the anal fin and a less deeply forked tail.



Size


Channel cats are midsize models as catfish go. An average weight in most waters with healthy populations is 1 to 5 pounds, but 6- to 10-pounders are common throughout the fish’s range. Channel cats weighing 15 pounds or more are caught only occasionally except in a few extraordinary waters. In the Red River below Lockport Dam near Selkirk, Manitoba, for example, 20- to 25-pound channel cats comprise a large percentage of the catch.


The 47½-inch-long world record caught in South Carolina’s Lake Moultrie in July 1964 weighed 58 pounds, but this was an exceptional fish, and most experts agree this record is unlikely ever to be broken. Channel cats heavier than 50 pounds have been reported only in four states—South Carolina, Arkansas, Mississippi, and California—and no body of water has regularly produced channels that size. In all but a few waters, a 20-pounder is considered a trophy, and 30-pounders are as rare as 12-pound largemouths.
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Channel cats larger than 30 pounds are rare in all but a few waters.




Range


Channel cats are the most widely distributed sportfish in North America. They originally were native to waters between the Rocky and Appalachian Mountains from the Hudson Bay drainage to the Gulf of Mexico and waters north and east of the Appalachians. Introductions expanded their range to include every state but Alaska, plus six of the ten Canadian provinces and many lakes and rivers in Mexico as well. Today, channel cats are considered important sport species in at least thirty-two U.S. states.



Habitat


These fish inhabit everything from city ponds, gravel-bottomed creeks, and muddy bayous to vast man-made reservoirs, natural lakes, and big delta rivers. They can tolerate extreme conditions better than many fish, but they do not, as many people think, prefer living in turbid, poor-quality waters. Channel catfish are healthiest in clean, warm, well-oxygenated water with slow to moderate current and abundant cover such as logs, boulders, cavities, and debris. Their adaptability is amazing, however, and channel cats inhabit nearly every body of water within their range that’s not too cold or too polluted.



Diet


Channel catfish sometimes eat plant foods such as algae, seeds, and fruits, but their diet consists primarily of aquatic and semiaquatic animals. The diet changes as the catfish grow. Fry eat zooplankton and small aquatic insects. Juvenile fish to about 12 inches long feed extensively on large aquatic insects but also eat terrestrial insects, crayfish, mussels, and small fish. Channel cats longer than 12 inches incorporate more fish in their diet, but still depend heavily on invertebrates and other available foods. The bigger they become, though, the more fish they eat. By the time a channel cat weighs several pounds, it subsists almost entirely on other fish.




Channel catfish are generalists and use food items in proportion to their availability. This means the diet may change from season to season as different foods become obtainable. For example, in summer, channel cats may feed heavily on grasshoppers, cicadas, and other large insects that are abundant in this season. If rising water floods woodlands where terrestrial crayfish live, channel cats move into the flooded forests to take advantage of this bounty. When large numbers of frogs enter the water to breed and lay eggs, they are eagerly consumed by hungry catfish. And so forth.


Know, too, that channel catfish feed very little, sometimes not at all, when engaged in spawning activities—an important fact to file away for future reference. And while channels can be caught even during the coldest days and nights of winter, they feed much less often when the water temperature drops below 48 degrees F.
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This blue cat weighs 72 pounds. The species has the potential to grow more than twice this size.


Blue Catfish (Ictalurus furcatus)


No catfish in North America grows larger than the blue. The only freshwater fishes in the U.S. that reach larger maximum sizes are the alligator gar, lake sturgeon, and white sturgeon, but none of these is nearly as widespread and abundant as the blue catfish. Anglers hoping to catch a freshwater fish weighing 50 to 100 pounds or more are turning their attention to this incredible catfish in greater numbers than ever before. As a result, dozens of new state and world records have been established in the past two decades.


A proper telling of the blue cat story should start with a historical note recorded by William Heckman in  Steamboating Sixty-Five Years on Missouri’s Rivers (1950). “Of interest to fishermen,” Heckman said, “is the fact that the largest known fish ever caught in the Missouri River was taken just below Portland, Missouri. This fish, caught in 1866, was a blue channel cat and weighed 315 lb. It provided the biggest sensation of those days all through Chamois and Morrison Bottoms. Another ‘fish sensation’ was brought in about 1868 when two men, Sholten and New, brought into Hermann, Missouri, a blue channel cat that tipped the scales at 242 lb.”


This note indicates blue cats, often known then and now as “blue channel cats,” once reached much larger sizes than today’s fish. The world rod-and-reel record currently stands at 124 pounds, but blue cats exceeding 100 pounds are rare in the twenty-first century. By comparison, published accounts from Heckman and others provide evidence that it was common to catch blue catfish weighing 125 to 250 pounds from big Midwestern rivers during the nineteenth century.


Overharvest accounted for the decline of big blue cats in many areas. A sizeable catfish brought a good price at the fish market, and there were no harvest restrictions in most areas. The primary factor, however, was river “improvement” work begun after World War II. Dams blocked natural migration routes, and channelization reduced spawning and feeding areas. As the big river systems they inhabited were altered, blue cat populations plummeted. Anglers seeking big blues were increasingly frustrated by too few fish and a lack of trophy-class specimens.
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Overharvest of mature blue cats for fish markets was one factor that led to the decline of heavyweight blues in many areas by the middle of the nineteenth century.




When Edward Elliott landed a 97-pound world record in the South Dakota portion of the Missouri River in 1957, it seemed his fish was the last of the giants. More than three decades would pass before a heavier blue cat was caught on rod and reel.


Changes first were noticed in the 1970s and 1980s when introductions expanded the blue cat’s range from California to the Carolinas. Many lakes were stocked where blues previously were absent. And the huge size of the fish in many of these waters sparked renewed interest in trophy blue cat fishing. Big river fish started turning up, too—most on trotlines—including a 118-pounder from Arkansas’ Big Creek, 120-pound blues in Texas and Oklahoma, and a 128-pounder in Louisiana.


Perhaps blues started adapting to habitat changes. Perhaps decreased fishing pressure allowed them to grow. No one knows for sure, but more anglers began seeking these freshwater giants.


One highlight of the blue cat’s comeback came on March 14, 1991. While fishing in the Tail Race Canal below South Carolina’s Lake Moultrie that day, George Lijewski landed a 109-pound, 4-ounce blue, a new world record. After thirty-two years, Ed Elliott’s record had fallen.


Other records fell during the 1990s as well—state records, that is. Three giants were among the catches: a 103-pound Missouri record from the Missouri River, a 104-pound Indiana/Kentucky record from the Ohio River, and a 105-pound Mississippi River blue that established a new benchmark for Louisiana. Anglers in Mississippi and Virginia caught new state-record blues at least three times during the decade; California, Indiana, Iowa, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Texas records fell twice; and new records also were established in Alabama, Florida, Illinois, and New Mexico.


This surge in record activity and Lijewski’s catch had folks thinking: “Could the world record fall again?”


Indeed. On July 5, 1996, William McKinley landed a 111-pound world-record blue in Alabama’s Wheeler Reservoir. And to no one’s surprise, two years later, on June 7, 1998, a 112-pounder from Tennessee’s Cumberland River established yet another benchmark.




The year 2000 had hardly begun when the first “century-mark” blue of the new millennium was reported in California. Roger Rohrbouck caught that 101-pound behemoth on March 12, 2000, in southern California’s 1,000-acre San Vicente Reservoir, proving that waters outside the blue cat’s natural range also had record potential.


Once again anglers were speculating on the possibility of a new world record being caught, and once again it happened. On August 3, 2001, Charles Ashley Jr. landed a whopping 116-pound, 12-ounce blue cat on the Mississippi River at West Memphis, Arkansas. Ashley’s record was short-lived, however. It stood just over two years until Cody Mullenix of Howe, Texas, caught a monster weighing 121 pounds, 8 ounces in the Texas portion of Lake Texoma. Landed on January 16, 2004, that blue cat, which Mullenix named Splash, was exhibited for two years at the Texas Freshwater Fisheries Center in Athens. The International Game Fish Association (IGFA) certified the fish as a new all-tackle world record in May 2004, but one year later, that record, too, would be broken.


The date was May 21, 2005. Fishing below Melvin Price Lock and Dam on the Mississippi River at Alton, Illinois, Tim Pruitt hooked a blue cat that was 58 inches long with a 44-inch girth. That catfish, the currently recognized IGFA world record, weighed an even 124 pounds.
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Illinois angler Tim Pruitt with his 124-pound, world-record blue catfish. ILLINOIS DEPT. OF NATURAL RESOURCES




Could even bigger blue cats be swimming somewhere? The probability is high. And that fact has made the blue cat the target of thousands of anglers, each of whom hopes to be the next person to put their name in the record books.



Other Local Names


White cat, silver cat, blue fulton, white fulton, blue channel, humpback cat, highfin blue, forktail cat



Description


Although they grow much larger, blue catfish closely resemble channel cats. The back and sides are slate-blue to grayish-brown, fading to a whitish belly. The tail is deeply forked. On blue cats, however, the anal fin contains more rays—usually thirty to thirty-five as compared to the channel cat’s twenty-four to twenty-nine—and has a straight and tapered outer margin (not rounded) much like a barber’s comb. In muddy environs, some blue cats appear albinistic, the pale skin evoking the common nickname “white cat.” Many individuals also are distinctly humpbacked in appearance and have a head much smaller in proportion to the body than a similar-size channel cat.



[image: chpt_fig_009]


Blue catfish. DUANE RAVER, USFWS


Size


Healthy populations of blue cats usually contain numerous individuals up to 28 inches, or about 10 pounds. Larger, older fish are much less common, but in some prime waters, catching several 20- to 40-pound blues during a few hours of fishing is not considered unusual during peak fishing times. The largest specimens, those weighing 50 pounds or more, are scarce and often difficult to find and catch, but more and more anglers enjoy the challenge of targeting these big, hard-hitting trophies.



Range


Blue catfish occur in portions of at least twenty-nine states, from South Dakota to southern Texas and from Washington to Florida. They’re also found throughout the eastern third of Mexico and south into Guatemala and Belize. The native range encompasses the major rivers of the Mississippi, Ohio, and Missouri basins of the central and southern U.S. Blues have been introduced in Washington, Oregon, California, Arizona, Colorado, Maryland, Virginia, South Carolina, and Florida.


In some areas at the fringe of their range—West Virginia and Minnesota, for instance—blue catfish are so rare they’re considered a species of special concern. They are also uncommon over much of the northern part of their range, a decline triggered by commercial fishing, dam construction, and stream channelization.



Habitat


Blue catfish prefer open waters of large reservoirs and main channels, backwaters, and bays of large rivers where water normally is turbid. Given the opportunity, they spend much of their time in deep, swift channels and flowing pools. Large specimens often hold in the swift tailwaters below dams. Although sometimes stocked in ponds and small reservoirs, blue cats thrive better in large, open-water impoundments, especially those with gizzard shad as forage. Blue cats also tolerate moderate levels of salinity and are found in brackish-water marshes and rivers in some coastal areas.



Diet


Blue cats are opportunistic feeders, consuming a variety of animals that include fishes, insects, crayfish, and freshwater mussels. Larger individuals eat mostly fish and larger invertebrates. They are particularly fond of shad, herring, and other schooling baitfish and often are found associated with these schools. Blue cats frequently suspend in deep water beneath gizzard shad being eaten by striped bass, picking off the wounded and dead shad left by the stripers. They also feed on wounded baitfish that pass through the turbines of dams and baitfish killed by cold winter temperatures.


Blues fall somewhere between the other two species of big cats in feeding habits, not insisting on live baits as flatheads do but generally ignoring many specialty offerings such as stinkbaits and blood baits often used to catch channel cats. Blue cats feed year-round except during spawning activities. Feeding diminishes, however, when the water temperature falls below 40 degrees F.




Flathead Catfish (Pylodictis olivaris)


The flathead is a brute of a fish, muscular and streamlined, but ugly by all accepted standards. Its flattened cranium looks like it was run through a trash compactor. The beady eyes are wide-set. Its thickened underlip protrudes in a perpetual pout, wormlike barbels dangle from its chin and mouth, and its hide has the color and texture of a slug.


Despite its ugliness, however, the flathead catfish has a devoted following of anglers. This is largely because this fish is a big, bullish battler. When one takes your bait, you may first think you have snagged a sunken log. But set the hook, and it will explode with a fury that is sometimes frightening. The unprepared angler may see his rod snapped like a strand of dry spaghetti or stand in amazement after his favorite fishing combo has been yanked from his hands and deep-sixed.


The biggest flatheads I’ve seen—50- to 80-pounders—were bizarrely obese, with enormous potbellies. Thin barbels dangled from the corners of cavernous mouths like Fu Manchu mustaches. Beady eyes glared menacingly from barbarous, battle-hardened facades. Like Sumo wrestlers, they gave the distinct impression that anyone foolish enough to mess with them might come away minus an arm or leg.
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Flathead catfish are aptly named. The flat, broadened head is a key characteristic distinguishing this catfish from its relatives.




Giant flatheads are like Sumos in other ways, too. They move with a fluidity and swiftness that seems contradictory to their corpulence. I once watched a 30-pounder in an aquarium devour a saucer-size bluegill in a single gulp. It happened in a split second. The flathead darted from a hollow log, flared its gills, and inhaled the sunfish.


“Never knew what hit him,” another observer proclaimed about the unfortunate bluegill. “Good thing flatheads don’t get big as killer whales. None of us would be safe in the water.”
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