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  DEDICATION




  For more than a year, several mornings a week at 5:00 a.m., Melissa McLemore got out of bed, turned on her computer and took dictation before starting her own day caring for her family. Fishing for catfish is fun but listening to the retelling of catfish tales can be less than exciting.




  But with the dedication that exemplifies her perky personality, “Miss Melissa” has worked faithfully to produce not only this book but also many of the other books and articles I’ve written in the past. While most people are still asleep, Miss Melissa is at her computer helping my writing career. For this loyalty and her constant sweet spirit, I dedicate this book to Melissa McLemore. Thanks, Miss Melissa.
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  To each and all I want to say a hearty “thank you.” Without your help and efforts, this book never would have been possible.




  ABOUT THE AUTHOR




  John E. Phillips once quit college to become a commercial catfisherman. He made this decision on a Wednesday after failing a chemistry test. He decided he would begin his catfishing career on Friday when school was out. He purchased trotlines and hooks, caught minnows, crawfish, shad and grasshoppers and bought chicken livers and chicken hearts at the grocery store.




  On Friday afternoon, he took his tent and aluminum johnboat and went to the Tombigbee River near Livingston University to begin his new career as a commercial catfisherman. After putting out six trotlines and baiting them, he returned to his camp to cook dinner and make preparations to check his lines two or three times during the night. But before the hotdogs were cooked, a torrential downpour started. Phillips crawled into his tent and discovered it leaked. His sleeping bag was soaked as the rain continued to pour down from Friday night until late Sunday afternoon.




  When the rain was over, Phillips spent an hour bailing water out of his johnboat. When he went to run his trotlines, he found the river had risen 4 feet during the rain. All his trotlines had been washed downstream. Phillips, who was nursing a case of the flu, packed up his wet tent and sleeping bag and returned to college, deciding not to be a commercial catfisherman but to return to class on Monday dedicated to study harder and to make better grades.




  However, he never lost his love for the sport of catfishing and for more than 35 years has been an avid cat-catcher. He has been fortunate enough to fish with and interview some of the greatest anglers for catfish in the world. In this book, he reveals some of their secret tactics.




  An active outdoor writer for more than 20 years specializing in newspaper and magazine assignments, Phillips is the author of 17 outdoor books, including Masters’ Secrets of Deer Hunting. Science of Deer Hunting, Masters’ Secrets of Turkey Hunting, and Masters’ Secrets of Crappie Fishing, all listed in the Resource Directory in the back of this book.




  An active member of the Outdoor Writers Association of America, the Southeastern Outdoors Association, the Alabama Press Association, the Alabama Sports writers’ Association and the Outdoors Photographic League, Phillips has won numerous awards for excellence in writing.




  As Phillips explains, “I like to catch and eat fish. The catfish is a terrific sportfish and one of the most delicious fish to eat. When I fish for catfish, I enjoy my recreation and help my family be more healthy by eating fresh fish. I’ve never met an angler who’s experienced catfishing who didn’t continue to find and catch Mr. Whiskers.”




  PREFACE




  For years Mr. Whiskers was viewed as an ugly scavenger, mainly eaten by Southerners who couldn’t afford to buy good fish. In the North, many anglers saw the catfish as a trash fish. Bullhead cats were considered bait-stealers not worthy of an addition to anyone’s stringer.




  But in the last 20 years, Mr.Whiskers has become Mr. Moneybags as more and more consumers, not only in the South but all across the nation, have discovered the delicious flavor of the catfish’s white meat. In many southern states, catfish has become a primary cash crop with catfish farms springing up and the demand for catfish growing faster than the supply. The good news is most lakes, rivers and streams throughout the nation have an abundant supply of catfish. Rarely do the fish have to be stocked. In most areas each spring, more catfish are available to be caught than anglers can take. The tackle to catch cats is relatively inexpensive, and the fish can be taken on a wide variety of baits. You can catch catfish from a bank or from a boat, in a little stream or a major reservoir, during daylight hours or at night.




  [image: John E. Phillips has spent a lifetime finding, catching and eating cats.]




  John E. Phillips has spent a lifetime finding, catching and eating cats.




  Most states have liberal creel limits on cats. However, in some states and in Canada, big catfish are seen as a trophy species and when caught must be released. The number of people who fish for catfish is only rivaled by the number of people who fish for largemouth bass.




  In this book you will learn many different tactics, baits and strategies for catching Mr. Whiskers. The good news is when you take Mr. Whiskers home to dinner, you can provide a delicious treat for family and friends.




   


  




  CHAPTER 1


  




  ALL ABOUT CATFISH




  Although more than 1,000 kinds of catfish that make up the family Ictaluridae are found across the world, 28 species live in the United States, ranging in size from the 1-inch least madtom to the blue catfish and the flathead catfish, the largest American catfish. Captain William Heckman in his book, “Steamboating Sixty-Five Years on Missouri’s Rivers,” tells of a 315-pound blue cat taken from the Missouri River just after the Civil War of the 1860s. But the world’s largest catfish reside in European rivers east of the Rhine River, where specimens of greater than 400 pounds have been recorded, and in the Amazon Basin.




  The major categories of catfish that are gamefish found in the United States as denoted by the International Game Fish Association (IGFA) in Ft.Lauderdale, Florida, include the following all-tackle world records, three of which have been records since the 1950s and 1960s.




  

    

      

      

      



      

        	  SPECIES



        	WORLD RECORD


        WEIGHT



        	PLACE


        CAUGHT

      




      

        	

          


        

      




      

        	  blue catfish



        	109 lbs., 4 oz.



        	South Carolina

      




      

        	  bullhead, black



        	8 lbs.



        	New York

      




      

        	  bullhead, brown



        	5 lbs., 8 oz.



        	Georgia

      




      

        	  bullhead, yellow



        	4 lbs., 4 oz.



        	Arizona

      




      

        	  channel catfish



        	58 lbs.



        	South Carolina

      




      

        	  flathead catfish



        	91 lbs., 4 oz.



        	Texas

      




      

        	  white catfish



        	18 lbs., 14 oz.



        	Florida

      


    


  




  The wide range of states where these world record catfish have been caught shows the vast distribution of this fish that anglers love to catch and eat. Most fishermen prefer the channel, white and blue catfish for eating, although the meat of the brown and black bullheads is also delicious. The yellow bullhead tastes just O.K., according to catfish connoisseurs.




  Catfish have a wide variety of characteristics. All catfish are scaleless, except for the armored catfish from South America that has become entrenched in Florida today. The walking catfish, a native of Asia that was imported for aquariums, is a kind of catfish that appears to walk on the water and is thriving in many Florida waters. The tiny madtom catfish, which often is used for bait for smallmouth and walleye, is equipped with a poison gland at the base of the ray on its pectoral fin. Also color variations exist in the same subspecies of catfish from one area to another.




  The four main species of catfish in North America are the bullhead catfish, which has three subspecies, the yellow bullhead (Ictalurus natalis), the brown bullhead (Ictalurus nebulosus) and the black bullhead (Ictalurus melas); the blue catfish (Ictalurus furcatus); the channel catfish (Ictalurus punctatus); and the flathead catfish (Pylodictis olivaris). Another important type of catfish that has become more widespread in North America is the white catfish (Ictalurus catus).




  The white catfish, which is bluish-gray on its back and sides, olive-gray on its head and white underneath, has a forked tail like the channel catfish, which has gray-blue sides that fade to a silver-white on its belly and sports dark spots on its sides and back. The blue catfish has no spots on its back or sides like the channel catfish and is colored silvery-pale-blue on its top and sides and milk-white on its underbelly. The flathead catfish sports not only a wide, flattened head but also a squared tail and is mottled brown in color. The bullhead catfish is distinguished by a round tail and various colors on its top side from black to dark-green to yellow-brown to yellow-olive, depending on the subspecies.




  Catfish live across the United States and have been introduced outside their natural habitats often with great success. The bullhead is one of the most widely distributed catfish -- inhabiting most of the United States and southern Canada. Perhaps its adaptability to many types of water is due to its high-pollution tolerance. Too, this catfish also fares well in water with a low-oxygen content.
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  Catfishing usually starts in youth and continues for the rest of the angler’s life.




  (Drawing by Willie Logan).




  The channel catfish had an original wide range from southern Canada through the Great Lakes region and the central drainage systems of the United States south to Mexico as well as parts of the Atlantic Coast and all of the states bordering the Gulf of Mexico. Today channel catfish also have been introduced successfully throughout other sections of the nation.
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  Catfishing is a greatfamily sport.




  The flathead, a catfish that has been introduced across the country in rivers and reservoirs, had its original range in the rivers in the Mississippi Valley -- the Missouri, Ohio and Mississippi river basins -- south to Mexico.




  The blue catfish is not as abundant today as it was before power dams were raised. But still the blue catfish is distributed in large rivers from Minnesota and Ohio southward and in Atlantic Coast streams, because it prefers clear, swift streams and bottoms of bedrock, boulders, gravel or sand.
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  Barbels, often referred to as whiskers, help Catfish find their food (Drawing by Willie Logan).




  The white catfish inhabits freshwater and slightly brackish coastal waters from New York to Texas. It also has been widely introduced on the West Coast.




  All North American species of catfish, nicknamed Mr. Whiskers, no-scales, creek cats, river cats and shovelhead catfish, have long feelers or barbels (whiskers) on their faces. These barbels enable catfish to find food. A catfish has more than 100,000 food sensors located all over its body with the largest number in its whiskers. It discovers food by fanning the bottom with its barbels and honing in on vibrations as well as by following food scents. Some catfish, particularly the channel catfish, are sight feeders too.




  Catfish like to eat almost anything, including various fish like gizzard and threadfin shad, suckers and mullet, freshwater mussels, hellgrammites, worms, leeches, frogs and decaying matter since they often feed close to the bottom. An angler’s best bet for catching catfish probably will be to determine what baits are natural to the area and fish them first. Also a fisherman can check with local marinas and sporting-goods stores to learn what catfish are biting in the region at that time of year.
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  During the summer months, everyone enjoys catching a mess of cats.




  Because catfish like to eat a wide variety of foods, they can be caught using many different baits and tactics, including bush hooks, snag hooks, slat traps, basket traps, trammels and gillnets where allowed by law as well as conventional catfish tactics such as rods and reels, trotlines and jugs. White catfish, which today are being stocked heavily in fish-for-pay ponds because they can live with largemouth bass and are less nocturnal than many catfish, prefer to eat gizzard and threadfin shad and are taken best on live bait with canepoles and/or spinning tackle.




  Although blue catfish often are caught by jugging and prefer cut fish bait or meat like chicken or beef livers or innards, flathead catfish won’t have anything to do with decaying matter. Flatheads often are taken on trotlines, handlines or jugs. In states where angling with live fish is not against the law, the most productive baits are bream, small catfish and crappie. Flatheads like to lie quietly in shallow water against big boulders or under submerged logs with their large mouths open to catch frightened fish.
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  Channel catfish will hit cut-fish baits on set-lines as well as shrimp and artificial lures like deep-running spoons, jigs and plugs on casting tackle.




  Channel catfish will hit cut-fish baits and chicken innards on set-lines as well as shrimp and artificial lures like deep-running spoons, jigs and plugs on casting tackle. However, the bullhead catfish prefers a natural bait like suckers, crayfish and mollusks or lures such as wet flies, tiny jigs and spinners fished on canepoles or light-spinning tackle.




  Another unusual tactic utilized for catching big catfish is noodling, also known as grabbling or tickling. A sportsman wades the edge of a creek or a stream feeling for catfish under the logs and banks. Once a catfish is located, the man wading (the noodler) forces the catfish to open its mouth or tickles the fish on its belly until it opens its mouth and then inserts his hand and lower arm inside the large catfish’s mouth and pulls it out of the water.




  Often too the season of the year determines what baits catfish will bite. Their preferences may include hot dogs, frogs, salamanders, freshwater clams, catalpa worms, fish entrails, various kinds of soap -- Ivory, Palmolive, Camay and Octagon -- as well as cheese balls, soybean meal cakes and flavored sponge baits.




  Like bass and crappie, catfish have seasonal migration patterns, which differ in various regions of the nation, according to water temperature. When the water temperature is 55 degrees or below, catfish generally will be found in deep holes in the winter.




  In the early spring, catfish begin moving into more shallow water, which warms up first. Lakes with rocky banks, riprap, rock slides and exposed layers of underwater shale will have catfish near those sites, since rocks hold heat and warm up the water around them. Rocky banks facing south and southwest usually warm up first and will have catfish on them the earliest.




  Depending on the subspecies, catfish spawn when the water temperature is 60 to 84 degrees, which may occur from mid-March to August, according to the section of the country. In areas where both channels and blues live, the channels will spawn first before the blues, which only spawn when the water is at 70 to 75 degrees. However, flatheads require the warmest water for spawning with 80 to 84 degrees their favored temperature.




  Anglers who locate a spawning site, which must conceal the eggs from the current and predators and may include areas like holes and under logs as well as an open sand or a mud bottom, will find they can catch spawning catfish there for four to six weeks, because catfish don’t all spawn at one time. For instance, channel catfish spawn only once a year, while bullheads may reproduce several times during the spawn. Some catfish, according to subspecies and the size and the age of the female, may lay as few as 2,000 eggs per fish per year while others may lay up to 90,000 eggs per fish per spawning season.




  The various subspecies even prepare their nests in different ways with the male and female white catfish fanning the bottom of a lake or a river with their sides and fins to sweep it clean and carrying away rocks and sticks in their mouths. Both sexes of bullheads also help to build their nests as well as guard the eggs during the incubation period. But the male channel catfish has the responsibility of selecting and clearing the nest site as well as guarding the eggs.




  To pinpoint where catfish are, study topo maps of a lake, particularly before it was raised, or river and look for long, sloping points, flats, sandbars, old roadbeds, drop-offs, holes, canals and submerged bridges. Many river anglers for catfish consider spring the optimum time to fish rivers, because the water is generally rising due to the spring rains, and fresh bait is being washed into the river. River specialists for catfish suggest fishing the meandering parts of a river, which will have more holes than the straight sections, besides brushpiles, ripples and shallow flooded timber. Some lake anglers who catch catfish mention that catfish may be as shallow as 3 feet in the spring and can hold at 1 foot to 30 feet but usually are at 5 feet to 10 feet.
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