CATFISH TAILS, COTTONWOOD SEEDS……….Outdoor Adventures, June 20, 2008
I got a couple of catfish tales for you this week, but first I want to address cottonwood trees.  I drove into the garage the other day and, since we are both retired, I thought Wifeus had taken up a new occupation to supplement our income in order to support her golfing habit and to combat the ever rising price of gasoline.  Either that or she was getting ready to enter the sheep shearing contest at the Lyon County Fair!  She ought to be pretty good at it since she has been fleecing me for years. 
Fluffy white seeds are being shed from the cottonwood trees and thick as snow they covered the garage floor.  Cottonwoods, native to our area, multiply through these silky soft, air-borne seeds and create problems by clogging up the coils on home air conditioning units causing them to overheat.  Some communities such as Lawrence have banned the planting of seeding Cottonwoods.  Bob Burenheide of Modern Air Conditioning suggests homeowners take a garden hose and, after turning off their air conditioning unit, gently spray away any seed build-up on the unit’s aluminum fins.  I find it ironic that groves of cottonwood, known to give shelter, shade and provide firewood to our early settlers in their quest to establish Kansas now face being banned for their existence.  

Our changing world……..Thoughts of separate bike paths for people wanting to ease “pressure at the pumps” are one thing under consideration in Emporia.  And, even though I am all for it, heaven help us if our rural dwellers need to start riding their horses to town for needed supplies!
Catfish………In my book, this takes into account bullheads, channel cats,  blue cats and flatheads or yellow cats. With a face only a mother could love, they are my least favorite species to fish for, but seem to be the only fish wanting to reward my angling efforts this past week.  This works for me as I am easy to please and have been known to fish for carp and gar if I have an urge to fish and they are willing to cooperate.  

As for table fare, I prefer walleye, crappie or large sunfish.  Who doesn’t?  But I need to give catfish their just due.  They are quite tasty if prepared right and, as with any fish, they must be properly cared for the minute they become part of your creel.  By this I mean keeping them alive either on a cord stringer, not one with metal snaps, or in a live well.  Sometimes, as with crappie during hot weather, I just throw my catch into a cooler full of ice right along with the refreshments for the day.   Unless you belong to the Fraternal Order of the River Rats, care should always be taken to wipe the beverage off before taking the first sip unless one forgets, is really thirsty or the fish are really biting! 

We use to clean fish right on the lake, put the filets in a bag on ice and discard the rest.  Possession laws on public waters won’t permit us to do that anymore.  All fish taken shall have the head, body and tail fin left attached while in possession on the water.   
The first fish I ever caught was a bullhead taken on a small crayfish.  I kept playing with the pole so much and throwing things into the water, Pa was surprised anything would take the bait. Kids have such short attention spans, let them play and enjoy their time outside. Serious fishing can come later. 
Bullheads are not usually filleted.  I once knew a woman who would leave the tails on bullheads and eat this fin right along with the fish!  To each his own, I guess.  I also know a fellow who, at a golfing banquet and after trying boiled or hot spiced shrimp for the first time, raved about how good they were. I had to hide my smile when I told him if he liked them now, he would think they were out of this world once he peeled them before eating!
With channels, I like to clean them using an electric fish filet knife.  Once this skill is mastered, fish cleaning becomes so much easier and there is very little waste.  Smaller fish are often just skinned and head, fins, and innards removed. They are great grilled or pan fried, but care must be taken while picking the meat off the bones.  You see pictures of some fish recipes with their head still on, but that isn’t for me.
For taste and texture, I prefer small flatheads to channel cats.  Anything over seven pounds I release with hopes someone else will get the pleasure of catching such a fish. 
One thing I do when cleaning both species is to hang the fish up and cut the tail off to let it bleed out.  To me, this makes for a better tasting catfish and makes it easier to handle while cleaning. 

The best catfish I ever ate was so good I just couldn’t believe it was catfish. Years back, I went on a combined pheasant and goose hunt in Phillips County with Nelson Emery and Bruce Hoover.  Our outfitter for the goose hunt on Kirwin Reservior invited us over for a fish fry.  The fish was scrumptious.  I was told they were catfish and being a lover of fish and wild game, I just had to know how they were prepared.  The secret starts in the cleaning and processing.  Whatever batter you choose to dip the fish in, whether it be crushed cracker crumbs, corn meal, flour or any combination only enhances the flavor.   When I asked our host how he cooked such splendid tasting catfish, he told me he would like to tell, but since it was an old family secret passed down through the years, he just couldn’t.  
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To say Eric Priest of Emporia knows a little something about catfishing and our outdoor heritage and traditions would be an understatement.  I met Eric this past week and feel privileged to make the acquaintance of a person who cares so much about hunting, fishing, bird watching and wildlife appreciation.  You might remember him from a story the Gazette did concerning his passion for making his own archery equipment and Indian drums. 
And Eric knew the secret to preparing great-tasting catfish I’m going to mention in this week’s article.

In last week’s story, I had just been goose hunting and was treated to dinner by our host.  The fish dinner he served was the best I’ve had for a long time and boy was I surprised when he told me it was catfish. When I asked him how he prepared such a good tasting filet, the “rat” clammed up and wouldn’t share his recipe, saying it was an old family secret.  

We all know there is more than one way to “skin a cat.”  My next trip out west pheasant hunting, I took a little something I call “Chick on a Stick” and invited the fellow over to dine with us after the hunt.  He ate the grilled, mouth-watering morsels and made the statement they were the best-tasting upland game birds he  ever had the pleasure to eat.  They were so good he thought his lips fell in love and wanted the recipe to share with his clients.  Well, I told him it was quail, wrapped in bacon, but the marinade was (you guessed it) an old family secret I just couldn’t divulge unless he saw fit to share his family’s secret recipe.  

If you won’t eat catfish because you think they have a strong, fishy taste, what can I say?  They’re fish and  have an oilier type of flesh than say walleye or crappie.  And that alone will make them a bit stronger tasting. The secret that makes catfish, white bass, or even carp better tasting is to double filet the fish as my new “recipe sharing partner” out West would say.  By double filleting he would simply lift his knife up off the skin when he separated the filet from the skin, thus leaving some of the red, stronger-tasting oily flesh on the skin and free from the filet. 

Monday morning I got a call from Eric and he invited me over to his house for a fish cleaning lesson.  He had just returned from checking his lines set in the Cottonwood River and goodness gracious, did he have a mess of catfish.  The catch included channel cats up to 10 pounds, several flatheads in the 20 pound range and one forty pounder.  These fish were caught on perch or green sunfish that his wife sometimes helps him catch.    Eric’s fish cleaning technique takes the double filet method a step further.  Once the fish is filleted from the bone and separated from the skin, he turns the filet over and trims any remaining red meat out.  Any fat should also be discarded. The end result will be a better tasting fish filet, whether it is catfish or one of the stronger tasting species having a red “blood” line.  

I mentioned I don’t keep flatheads that weigh over seven pounds and hope I wasn’t  misleading readers into thinking fish any bigger are  not good to eat.  That’s far from the truth. Big ones are good.  I personally choose to let big ones go because they are such a thrill to catch…a pleasure every fisherman should experience at least once in their life. The main thing is, please don’t waste, and use what you take. 

Bill Brown of Lebo also sent me several tips via e-mail I would like to share.  He suggests filets should be immediately placed in ice water.  Place them in bags once they are rinsed clean along with a little ice water and a tablespoon of either red wine or malt vinegar. Seal, and be sure to squeeze all the air out before you freeze them.

For immediately cooking and not freezing, place filet in vinegar of choice and let them sit for an hour or more. Bill’s golden rule is to keep the filets below 40 degrees as much as possible. 

To cook, he lets the filets drain in the refrigerator and then cuts into bite size pieces.  He then breads with Andy’s Red Fish breading.  Pieces that are not being fried are kept in an aluminium pan sitting on top of ice. Bill likes to use peanut oil heated between 350 and 375 degrees.   All fish he catches are prepared this way, except walleye doesn’t need the vinegar.

Thanks, Eric and Bill for sharing your secrets with the readers.  I’m fish hungry and heading to the lake.  
