
MONSTERS OF THE MISSISSIPPIPRIVATE 

     Many years ago, some twenty odd to be precise, I and my dog   were cruising the backwaters of the Mississippi river close to Dyersburg.  Something bumped the bottom of the canoe, scrapped a little, then splashed just to the starboard thwart.  Gus, my labrador retriever, whined a bit and I turned to see a gallon Clorox jug bobbin' along against the current.  Retrievin' dogs tend to get a little excited whenever they see things moving through the water, so I told Gus to "stay" and attempted to turn enough to reach the slowly traveling milk jug.   As I reached with the paddle to coax it closer, another jug porpoised to the surface alongside it.  As I reached down, grasped hold of a jug and began to pull, the water exploded with a huge caudal fin flailing away in my face.  Both jugs lunged across the slough and slipped beneath the surface.  Guess what?  They never surfaced again.  At the time I had no idea as to what kind of monster fish or other creature could have been on the other end of those lines.  Twenty years later I've narrowed it down to a half-dozen possibilities,  all monsters of the Mississippi.

     Remember the movie and novel "Jaws" when those barrels were fixed by rope to the great white shark using harpoons.  The idea behind the barrels being that they would eventually tire the great beast out as he struggled to remain submerged against their constant drag and buoyancy.  Well, that's the idea behind jug fishing or "blockin'" as many call it.  With a hook, line and sinker tied to some sort of float (liter soda bottles, styrofoam blocks, PVC pipe and caps, etc.) the fisherman baits each hook and releases the rigs into the current.  Catfish are the usual catch and those up to 20 or so pounds are easily landed.  But much bigger fish are very rarely taken this way because they can pull the floats where ever they desire, ultimately becoming fouled on some underwater snag or rock.  Then they simply pull hard enough to straighten the hook or break the line.  Whatever it was we chased that day must've been a whopper.  Listed here are the possible monster species:

   1)  Alligator Gar (Atractosteus spatula) maximum weight 302 lbs.         length 9 ft. 8 in. a primitive predatory fish with                 fossils over 100 million years old.  Lots of sharp scary           looking teeth.
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   2)  Lake Sturgeon (Acipenser fulvescens)  maximum wt. 310 lbs.        (or 1800 lbs. if you include another species from the Snake

       river).  Length 8 ft.  An even more primitive fish than the        gars, sturgeon date back 350 million years in the fossil        record.  Also the longest living fish in North America with         one specimen over 150 years old!  Very rare in our portion         of the Mississippi river unlike its smaller cousin the             Shovelnose sturgeon (Scaphirhyncus platorynchus) which is          fairly common.
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   3)  Paddlefish (Polyodon spathula) max. wt. 184 lbs.  Length ?

       Also known as the "spoonbill catfish" this large mouthed 

       plankton eater is not a catfish at all.  Its large paddle

       shaped snout probably helps stabilize it as it cruises the 

       water with its huge gaping mouth funneling in small aquatic 

       organisms.  Its eggs are valued for caviar though I've never         had the pleasure.
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   4)  The true catfishes of which there are 3 large species        endemic to our area:  

       Blue catfish (Ictalurus furcatus) max. wt. 150 lbs verified

       315 lbs. speculative!  Length 6 ft.

       Channel catfish (Ictalurus punctatus)  max. wt. 75 lbs

       Flathead catfish (Pylodictis olivaris) max. wt. 100 lbs.   

       plus. 82 lbs. in Tennessee.

       All of these large catfish are highly prized food fish which         occur in large numbers throughout the Mississippi river        system.  Truly large specimens are becoming very rare.

   5)  Alligator Snapping Turtle (Macroclemys temmincki)  Max. wt.        219 lbs. shell length 26 inches plus.  This monster turtle        has jaws capable of severing a man's leg.  Fortunately these

       monsters aren't that ferocious underwater.  Just don't crowd         'em on land!

   6)  American Alligator (Alligator mississipiensis) max. length         19 ft. 2 in.  Yep, it's possible.  Historically the     

       alligator was found as far north as Cairo, Illinois.  Today, 

       you have to go down river as far as southern Arkansas.

   7)  Bull Shark (Carcharhinus leucas) max. length 12 ft.  

       Yes, its true!  This shark is the same species that occurs 

       in Lake Nicaragua where it is feared as a notorious        maneater.  In 1937 a five foot specimen was captured above 

       St. Louis near Alton, Illinois.  This is one of the few        fishes that can handle salt and fresh water environments.
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   8)  Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) max. wt. 12,000 lbs.  Max length

       30 ft.  This giant marine cetacean ...... NO, not really.         But dolphins, yeah, sometimes and any other creature that

       decides he wants to come up the Mississippi from the Gulf of

       Mexico for a short little freshwater vacation

     So, knowing all this do I still swim in the muddy waters of old man river?  Well, yes.  Though its true I have given up skinny dippin'

