Monsters of Ross Barnett and the Crazy Men Who Catch Them

By Ray Huntzicker

Handgrabbing catfish; I’ve always wanted to go, but never knew anyone who did it. I’ll tell you what handgrabbing catfish involves: you holding your breath, closing your eyes and swimming five or six feet down to reach your arm all the way into a planted box or a hole in the riverbank; then you grab the catfish, if it is home, by the lower jaw and wrestle it to the surface. Sounds crazy, but it is addictive; I can attest to that…finally.

Now some people in Alabama call it “Noodling”; but that just sounds like your doing something to the catfish that would make your mama disown you. It is “HANDGRABBING”. And it involves exactly what the term implies.

I, along with Rick Fountain, JR., met Gerald Moore, Steven Bowden, Mike Willoughby and Danny Willoughby at a small boat ramp on the Madison side of Ross Barnett at 6:30am one morning to film an episode of my show, “Ray Huntzicker Outdoors”. These guys from www.mississippihandgrabbing.com are the real deal when it comes to handgrabbing catfish, specifically the Flathead Catfish, which is the very best of the catfish species to eat. This is the only kind of catfish that the Mississippi Handgrabbers will keep; Blue or Channel Catfish get to swim for another day…they are more popular with the trot-liners and rod and reel fishermen. Misssissippihandgrabbing.com has been featured on CNN, the Today Show and Liars and Legends on the Turner Network.

After introductions (Danny Willoughby, a catfish jugging and crappie fishing expert guide-www.mississippicrappie.com-and friend of mine had set up the trip), we headed out onto the flats of Ross Barnett in the great, high performance and matching G3 boats that the Willoughby brothers run. It was a beautiful morning, except for the one-foot chop that would make checking deeper boxes difficult. But not to worry, the fellas had boxes all over the place.

Handgrabbing season for catfish is short and it matches their spawn. It starts in May and the season ends on July 15th. After that, the big Flatheads head back out to the deeper parts of the Pearl River channel as it winds its way through Ross Barnett.

I was more than ready as we got out to check the third box of the day; the first two were empty. Mike and Steven positioned themselves in front of the box as Mike checked the inside with a thin pole that would tell him if a fish was home by how it felt when reached into the box. We were in luck; this box held a fish.

Mike went under. After a few seconds, the water swirled and up popped Mike with a ten pound Flathead held firmly by the jaw with one hand while the other arm was wrapped around the fish in a sort of headlock. Into the cooler our first fish went. And talk about giving the fish a sporting chance….grabbing its mouth and wrestling it to the surface…if that isn’t giving them a chance, I don’t know what is.

So on to the next box we went.

Again, Steven and Mike checked the box with the rod. This time we were informed that two fish were in the box; and not only that, both were Flatheads. Now, knowing something like that just by feel, that is just plain experience, as Gerald put it after our trip.

This time it was Steven’s turn. He and Mike positioned themselves and down Steven went, disappearing into the muddy reservoir water. After a few seconds, up came Steven, wrestling a twenty or so pound Flathead. Into the cooler it went.

Mike was still blocking the box’s door so the second fish wouldn’t get out. Down Steven went again. Just like before, after a few seconds, up came Steven with the twin to the Flathead he had just caught. And don’t forget, they are catching these big fish by HAND!

I was intrigued and amazed and couldn’t wait to try my hand at handgrabbing. But I would have to wait.

The next box held a much bigger Flathead and was in deeper water, so the “Legend”, Gerald got into the water. Gerald went under to get the fish. He was down for longer than anyone had previously been; this was a big fish to try and wrangle. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, Gerald blew out of the water with a giant Flathead wrapped up in one arm and held firmly in the bottom jaw by the other hand. It was a monster; a Flathead in the thirty pound range.

At the next box, once again two fish were detected. And once again, both fish were big.

This time it was Steven and Mike who went in, along with Gerald. The scene of a head disappearing under water was repeated. First, Gerald came up holding onto a twenty-pound plus fish. After putting that fish on a stout stringer, Steven got into the action on the second fish, a twin to the first. It was crazy to think of being under the water with eyes closed, no air and trying to grab and fight these huge fish.

At the next box it was two more big Flatheads. Gerald got the first up; another fish around twenty pounds.

Then it was Rick’s turn to try his luck. After one dive to feel around the box, Rick went back down. After a few seconds, up pops Rick with the twin to the Flathead Gerald had just caught. His first try, and it was a big one, too!

Then it was my turn to try and grab one of these Flatheads for myself.

My feet kept floating up when I tried to go under. It took a few tries to get that under control and then down I went to get a feel for the box, with Mike coaching me along. It was a smaller fish and was swimming all around the box to get away. (I’m told the bigger fish just go ahead and bite your hand when you stick it in the box). Finally, with some help from Mike, I had my first hand grabbed fish on the surface…a respectable ten or so pound Flathead.

Mike, Gerald, and Steven continued to pull up twenty-pound plus fish when we hit other boxes. It is amazing the amount of skill that handgrabbing involves: knowing the kind of fish, feeling around for its mouth with eyes closed and no air…and then getting the fish to the surface. Gerald told me that the biggest Flathead that the Mississippi Hangrabbers had ever grabbed was sixty-seven pounds! Imagine trying to wrestle THAT fish up; it was probably like fighting a bull under water.

As the day wore on, we did try a couple of more boxes for me, but no fish were home. But I didn’t care; just being able to watch these guys in action and to get in and do it once myself was incredible.

We ended the day with fifteen or sixteen fish; the total weight was almost three hundred pounds…and all Flatheads. The smallest couple of fish were around ten or twelve pounds, but the rest were between twenty and thirty pounds. I don’t think that that could happen with a rod and reel in a day on the rez. I had one of my best times on Ross Barnett ever!

I would encourage any readers to contact the Mississippi Handgrabbers and go see it for yourself…and try it, too. They offer guided trips and videos; all you have to do is go to www.mississippihandgrabbing.com and email Mike or Gerald. They will hook you up.    

