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Once a year, Pauls Valley, Oklahoma, is home to the Okie Noodling Tournament, a 24-
hour race to bring in the biggest catch using an unusual—and sometimes dangerous—
technique. Unlike traditional anglers, noodlers forego the rod and reel and take on 
massive catfish with their hands, pulling them from holes by their toothless mouths. The 
American Festivals Project was on the scene to capture the action in 2009.



Champion “noodler,” or handfisher, Lee McFarlin 
holds a giant flathead catfish he caught using his hand 
as bait. “Everybody tells me I’m the guru of noodling,” 
McFarlin says. “Until you can control that fish, he will 
whip your butt every time.”

McFarlin chalks up his wins to practice and technique. 
From May until July, McFarlin noodles two or three 
times during the week and all weekend, routinely 
snagging his limit of three fish.

Handfisher, or “nooder,” Ann Tittle holds a giant flathead catfish. 
Also known as shovelheads or mudcats, the fish species is 
distinguished by its yellow-olive to dark brown body color, square 
tail, and a head that appears flattened between the eyes.

According to the Ohio Department of Natural Resources Web 
site, “Flathead catfish spawn when water temperatures reach 
700F and build nests in dark secluded shelters, such as natural 
cavities, undercut banks, or near large submerged objects. The 
eggs are laid in a compact golden-yellow mass, which is fanned 
continuously. The egg mass may contain as many as 100,000 
eggs. After hatching, the young remain near the nest for several 
days in a large compact school. Flathead catfish feed almost 
exclusively on live fish.”

Handfishers, or “noodlers,” Cristi Snyder, Fostana Jenkins, and Betsy Dougherty search for flathead 
catfish, a species found in waterways in the South and Midwest U.S. Handfishers probe and prod for the 
holes where the fish lurk during breeding season. They then dive down and reach into the underwater 
lairs, hoping that a monster “cat” will take the proffered bai the noodler’s hand.

To avoid drowning or other accidents, noodlers recommend fishing in teams. The extra hands can also 
help block escape routes for wary fish.


