Catfish

Without a doubt, channel catfish are the most pursued game fish on Fort Riley.  But did you know there are approximately 2,200 species of catfish throughout the world.  Catfish are in the family Ictaluridae.  They vary tremendously in size from a couple of inches all the way up to 650 lbs.  Kansas is home to 12 different species of catfish.  You have to look pretty hard in the state to find a stream, river, pond or reservoir that doesn’t have at least one species of catfish in it.  

Catfish differ from most other fish families by their lack of scales.  They also have long “whiskers” called barbells.  These barbells are covered with hundreds of taste buds.  Not only are the barbells useful for finding food, but also is their keen sense of smell.  Catfish are also unique for there ability to deliver a mild poison using their pectoral and anal fin.  The sting is painful but does not cause any significant damage.  Nighttime is when catfish most actively feed and move around, although they are commonly caught during daytime hours.  Catfish are known as cavity spawners.  The females lay their egg mass in something such has an old tire or a hollow log.  Even an undercut riverbank will work.  Once the female deposits the large jelly like egg mass the male moves in and fertilizes them.  Once fertilized, the male will gently fan the eggs with his pelvic fin.  This keeps silt from covering them.  The male will also guard the eggs from predators.  

There are seven species of catfish found on Fort Riley.  The smallest two species are in a group of a smaller catfish called madtoms.  The two madtom species on Fort Riley are the stone cat and the slender madtom.  They both are found in streams and rarely exceed five inches.  They primarily eat aquatic insects.  There are two types of bullhead catfish on Fort Riley, the yellow bullhead and the black bullhead.  The two species look very similar, but can be distinguished from each other by looking at the barbells on the underside of the fish.  The yellow bullhead has whitish barbells underneath and the black bullhead has black barbells underneath.  Neither species typically exceeds  1-2 pounds.  The blue cat is a rare find on Fort Riley.  There are likely some in the Republican and Kansas Rivers.  The blue cat looks similar to the channel catfish but is very pale in color usually lacking spots, and has a short heavy head with a hump in front of the dorsal fin.  The tail is more deeply forked and the anal fin is longer.  Blue cats can obtain much larger size than channel cats, reaching upwards of 100 lbs.  

The monster of Kansas’s cats is the flathead.  They are typically found in river systems but are also found in streams, reservoirs and even some ponds.  On Fort Riley someone looking to catch a flathead should try the Kansas or Republican rivers, Wildcat creek or Moon lake.  Flathead catfish typically reach sizes of 40-60 lbs with the largest ones hitting 100lbs.  When compared to channel catfish, flatheads are much more predatory in nature.  Small fish such as sunfish and shad are their preferred prey.  Using live bait and fishing at night is the preferred method for catching flatheads.  Many anglers will use setlines with sunfish or bullheads as bait.  

Channel catfish can be found in most of the creeks, rivers and ponds on Fort Riley.  If one had to design the perfect fish for all of America’s anglers to go out and catch and enjoy, and also be good to eat, it would likely be similar to the channel catfish.  The channel catfish is fairly easy to catch, and it doesn’t require any expensive equipment.  It is very widespread and they get fairly large.  Kansas has a new state record of 36.5 lbs.  This fish is currently on display at the Cabela’s in Kansas City.  Channels can live in a variety of different water conditions, and of course are popular on the dinner plate.  The Conservation Office has stocked around 14,000 lbs of channel cat into its ponds each year since 2003.  The channel catfish is by far the most popular fish grown for commercial aquaculture in the United States.  Over 572 million lbs are produced annually, generating 421 million dollars annually in sales.  

