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Commercial Flounder Gigging 
By 

HILTON M. F LOY D 

Fishery Methods and E qui p m ent Spe c i alis t 
Bureau of Comme rcial Fishe rie s 

Exploratory Fishing and G e ar Re s e arch Base 
Pascagoula , Mississippi 

ABSTRACT 

The leaflet describes a comm e rcial m e tho d of spearing southern flounde r 
(Paralichthys lethostigma), and the ge ar us e d. The e ssential e quipm e nt is a spea r 
and a light. 

INTRODUCTION 

The information on southern flounder (Para
hthys lethostigma) spearing presented i n 
s leaflet was gained through personal ex
dence and close association w ith the com
:rcial fishing industry in the southe aste r n 
ited State s. 
For many years the commercial spearing 
flounde r has played a noteworthy role in 

: commercial fishe rmen's livelihood along 
: southeastern and Gulf coasts of the U nite d 
ltes. For example, in 1940 according t o 
ishery Statistics of the United States " 
ielder, 1943), 177,300 pounds of flounders , 
rth $21,716, were caught with spears along 
! coasts of the Gulf States (these figures 
:lude the east coast of Florida but d o no t 
:lude Louisiana). In 196 0 in all the Gulf 
ltes, 118,200 pounds of flounder, w orth 
7,655, were caught with spe ars (Powe r , 
62). 
Sin<. ~ the gear is inexpensive and r e adily 
ailable, more commercial fishermen might 
e this method were they better acquainte d 
th it. The purpose of this pape r, there for e, 
to describe the commercial spearing of 

under. 
The first part of the paper will describe 
! methods of fishing; and the second part, 
! kinds of gear used. 
The one-prong spear used in the commercial 
lunder fishery is known as a gig and will b e 
ferred to as such in this paper. 

METHODS 

Flounder gigging is done at night when the 
.under moves near the shore and lies motion-
3S on the bottom, well camouflaged (dark 
:Ie up), waiting for small fishes to feed on. 
Ideal conditions for flounder gigging are 
~ar, still waters and dark nights. If the w ind 

is b l owing, the ripples on t he water will 
greatly reduc e the visibility. Often, where 
the bottom is soft, the flounder will appear 
t o be completely covered except for the head, 
a nd the fisherm an has to look very close ly 
t o distinguish it from a mud spot, r ock, or 
she l l. 

During b r ight moonlight nights the flounder 
s eems to be mor e alert or more able to de
t ec t predators , and if gigging is done during 
t his t i me, it is best, whe n possible , to move 
in the direc tion of the moon to prevent casting 
a shadow over the search area. 

Where t here is a pronounc ed ris e and fall 
o f the tide , it is better to fish during the 
rl smg tide . When the tide is falli:1.g the 
flounder seems to go offshore to deeper water. 
If flounde rs ar e gigged in a current, one should 
always wo r k against the current to pre~ent the 
turb i dity f r om obstructing t he bottom Vlew. 

Since flound e rs are gigged in water from 
s eve ral inches to s everal feet deep , it is best 
t o t r y varying dept hs until the mo st productive 
de pth i s found . 

In most area s whe r e flounders are gigged, 
the r e a re also stingrays. T hese triangular 
shape d fish have one o r more . s~arp , barbed 
spine s, near the base of a whlpbke tall, that 
are capable of inflicting seve r e and very p~m
ful wo und. The stingrays are not aggresslve , 
but i t pays to kee p a good lookout .to avo.id 
ste pping on one. The stingra y splne wlll 
pene trate most sho e s. 

GEAR 
Es s e ntially, the only gear needed to catch 

flounde r i s a gig and a light. 

Gig 

M any diffe r e nt types of gig s can be used , but 
the most popul ar is a straight, barbless, metal 



rod, abo ut 8 inches long nd 1/ -inch 
diameter, wit h a v ry sha r p , long, t p r d 
point on one end and with a wood h ft, bout 
5 feet long and a I-t /Z -inch di m t r, t
tached to the o t h r end (fi g . I ). Out t nding 
advantages of th s traight b rbl gig is 
that it do es not damag th flound r 8 much 
as multipronged spears and is asily r mov d 
from the fish. 

Materials needed to construct a flound r gig 
are: 

t. One piece, metal rod, to inch s long nd 
1 /4 -inch diamet r. 

2. One piece, wood sh ft, 5 f et long nd 
1-1 /2 -inches diamet r. 

To make a gig, drill a 3/1 -inch - diam t r 
by 2 - inches - deep hole in th c nt l' of on 
end of the wood shaft . Then using a hie , 
slightly taper one end of th mf't I rod nd 
drive it into the hole in th end of the sh ft . 
NOTE: Soaking the wood shaft 10 wat r b Cor 
driving the rod will help to pr vent sphtting . 

The gig is stuck through the flounder very 
quickly and held firmly again!>t the bottom 
until the fish stops struggling. Th n, the gig 
is held down with one hand and the oth r hand 

I 

c n r 
cov r . 

Lights 

Actu 11y. ny hght c p hi of howi ng r 

bottom m y b us d Cor flounder gi gin . Th. 
p p r will d c ri b four typ that h v 
us d ucc fully within h 
wood fir, oil light , 
lantl"rn: 

'ood fire . - - Th old t and ch pes 
for flounder glgglOg i wood fire , In n, 

arly fl hery , a light d ood torch w prob 
bly c rried in the fisherman' band . T .: 

in lat r ye r , th Cit wa eon aln d On 
raey xt oded ov r the wat r !l'om . e be 
of hallow-dr f boat . Th rack , o r r t 
cant in r, c n be eon trueted of metal 0 

or plpe and a pi ee of me hed . h avy - ga g' 
f nee wue (Cig . 2) . 

METAL ROD 
.t;" x 8" 

WOOD SHAFT 
l¥' x S ' 

HEAVY GAUGE 
FENCE WIRE 

Figure 1.-- Flounder gig . 

3/4" - DIA . METAL 
ROD OR PIPE 

Figure 2.--Fire rack for flounder gigging. 
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Materials needed to construct a fire rack 
r flounder gigging are: 

1. One 3/ 4-inch-diameter m e tal rod, or 
3/ 4-inch pipe, 14 feet long. 

2. One piece of circular shaped, heavy
gauge fence wire, about 3 feet indiamete r 
(almo'st any mesh size from 2 to 5 inches 
will suffice). 

3. One piece of 1/ l6-inch-diameter w ire , 
10 feet long. 

To make a fire rack, bend one e nd of the 
)d into a circle about 2-1 / 2 fee t i n diam e t e r , 
.en bend the remaining rod outona 90-de gree 
19le from the circle. Place the f e nce wire 
rer the circle of rod and push d o wn i n the 
!nter until the e dge is even w ith t he r od, 
rming a dish shape . Next, las h t he e d ge of 
.e fence wire to the circle of rod, us i n g t he 
r16-inc h-diamete r w ire. (The e nd o f the r od 
tn be b e nt in a hook shape or any o t he r f o r m 
·r convenienc e in attaching it t o t he bow 
· a boat.) 
Fat pine, or any other wood conta i n ing pitch, 
suitable for maki ng a fire in t he rac k . 
Whe n using the w ood fir e lig h t , t he fis her 

an wades b e hind the fir e , holding the bow 
· the boat with one hand and the g ig wi t h t he 
:her. 

Oillight.-- The r e are t w o type s o f o il lights: 
'loulder supporte d and bo a t supporte d. 

A. Shoulder-supported o il lig h t . --The 
'loulder- supporte d oil-burning light h a s a 
stinct advantage in tha t it is se lfconta i ned; 

.e refore , a boat is not r e quir e d. T hi s s t yle 
· light is slung ove r the fishe rman ' s shoul der 
'1 a l e athe r strap or a pie c e of r ope . It con
.s t s primarily of a fu e l tank, fu e l feeder 
.pe, and an asbe stos w ick (fig. 3 ). 
Matt:= ials needed to construct a shoulde r

Ipported oil light are : 

1. A cylindrical tank about 16 inch e s l ong 
and 6 inche s in diam e t e r c o nstruc t e d of 
t hin metal (aluminum is ide al), a nd fitt e d 
with a I-I / Z-inch threade d cappe d open
ing in the c e nte r of one end and a I / Z-inc h 
gate valve on the side 1 inc h from t he 
other end. The tank is als o fitted wi t h 
a I-inch-diam e t e r m e tal ring, orpade y e, 
on the end with the fille r c ap, one - half 
inch from the oute r edg e and in line 
with the valve. NOTE: If a v ailable, or 
so desired, a diffe rent shape d tank c an 
be used . 

2. One I / Z-inch-diameter by 5-feet-Iong 
standard galvanized pipe, threade d on 
one end. 

3. One - half pound of narrow asbe stos tape 
(or twine). 

4. One piece of baling wire, 3 fe e t long. 
5. One 3/4-inch-wide leather strap, o r 

I / Z-inch-diameter rope, 36 inches long. 
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FILLER 
CAP 

F igure 3.- - Shoulder- s upported oil light. 

WICK 

To construct the oil light, make a gradual 
bend in 6 inches of the unt hreaded end of t he 
pipe to form a 90 - degree angle, and screw the 
t hreaded end tightly into the control valve 
(on t he t ank), with the bent end in line with 
the tank, pointing up towards the fill e r c ap 
end. Next, using a 3 - cornere d fil e , m ake a 
few notches about 1 o r 2 inc hes from t he 
bent end of the pipe. Then, with the e nd of 
the pipe for a center point, wrap tig h t ly w ith 
nar r ow strips of rags, forming a ball 3 t o 4 
inches indiameter. Then, continue the w r apping 
with asbe stos until the ball of rags is co m
ple t ely covered with about one -quarte r inch 
of asbestos. Next, to hold the ball in sha pe , 
wrap tightly with the baling wire. 

Secure one e nd of t he l e athe r strap t o t he 
padeye on the e nd of the fuel tank and adjust 
and secur e the other end to the fu el fee d e r 
pipe, about 1 - I / Z feet from the fishe r man ' s 
body. 

The tank is filled with k e ros e ne or a high
grade diesel oil; the control v a l ve is o pened 
for just a moment to saturate the a sbes t os 
ball, then the valve is turne d o ff. Now, t he 
asbes t os ball is ignited and the strap is s l ung 
ove r one shoulder. The tank should r est 
again st the fisherman's back, and the fu e l 
fee d e r pipe held hori z ontally, dir ec tly in 
f r o nt . The flame is controlled with the fu e l 
contr o l valve. 

B. B oat-supported oillight.--The boat-sup
ported oil light rests on the bo w of a s hallow 
draft boat and consists primarily of a fu e l 
ta nk, fuel feeder pipe, and an asbestos wic k 
(fig . 4 ). 

FILLER CAP 

FUEL TA~l< 
FUEL FEEDER PIPE 

Figure 4.-- Boat- supported oil light. 



Mat e rials n ee ded to c onstruc t a boat- sup
porte d oil light ar : 

1. A tank construc t d of t hi n m t a l-- c ub 
s haped , and f itt d wi t h a 1-1 /2 - i n ch , 
t h r eade d , capped opening on t h t op a nd 
a 1/2-inch gate valv p c n t r d on one 
side inch from t h bo t tom . Silo o f 
tank is optional. 

2 . One piece, standard galvaniz d pipe , 
112 - inch diam€'te r by 9 feet long , th r aded 
on both ends . 

3. One 1 12 -inch galvaniz d pipe cap . 
4. About I pound of asbestos tape . 
S . 10 feet of baling wIre. 

To make this type of oil lamp, screw the 
cap onto one end of the pipe . Bend 3 feet of the 
capped end into a circle. Then bend the remain
ing 6 feet a t a 90-degree angle to th circle . 
Next, scre,v the straight end of the pip int o 
the cont r ol valve on the tank until it is tight 
and the circle end lies on a horizontal plan 
to the bottom of the tank . DrIll I/H _inch_ 
diameter holes, 4 inches apart, into the pipe 
all the way a r ound the circle . T hen wrap the 
pipe ci rcle with the asbestos tapp to a thick 
ness of about one-half inch and wrap the 
baling wire to hold the asbestos in place . 

The fuel tank is filled with kerosene or a 
high- grade die se I oil and plac €'d on the bow 
of the boat witn the feeder pipe extending 
horizontally over the water. It is safest to 
lash the tank to the boat. Open the control 
valve for a moment to saturate the asbestos . 
No" ignite the asbestos and control the flame 
with the valve. The fisherman p r oceeds the 
same as with a wood fire light. 

Electric light.- - The boat - or float - suppo r ted 
underwater electric hght is ideal fo r use 
when flounders are found in water seve r al 
feet deep. The waterproof light can be sub 
merged, greatly increaslng the visibility 
(fig . S) . 

Mate r ials needed to const r uct the unde r
water electric light are: 

I. One automotive sealed-be a m headlamp 
(6- or 12 - volt) . OTE : Many olde r 
seale d- beam headlamps co nta i n a double 
filame nt. When one f i la me nt fa ils, t he 
whole u n i t has to be replac e d for safe 
driving . S i nce only one filam e nt is neede d 
for flo unde r lights , t he dis c arde d l a mps 
can be use d. The se la mps ca n s ome tim e s 
be pu r cha s e d inexp ensively fr o m auto 
mot ive se rvice sta tions. 

2 . One 6 - o r 12 - volt, automotive type , 
s to r a g e batt e ry . NO T E : Battery and 
la m p must be of the sa me voltag e . 

3 . One wood shaft, I t o 1 - 1/ 2 inches in 
diam e ter and 5 feet long . 

4 . One 2 - c o nductor, insulated, wa t e rpr oof, 
14- or 16 - gauge electric wir e , 12 fee t 
long. 
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Figure S.-- Boar- or noar- 8upponed underwat 
11 hr . 

S . One r oll (abo 12 fee t ) o f lec tric a 
insulation thermose t ting adhe i ve tape 
Two batt r y clips (fo r t empo r a ry con~ 
nections). 

7 . One 8 - ounce tube of sealing com po und . 

To construc this unde r wa t e r light, pee 
the insulation off about 3 inches o f one en 
of the 2 - conducto r wire . Then sepa r a t e he 
two wires for about inches and secure one 
to each of the batte r y clips (fo r a good con
nection use solde r ), Use t he t he r mos etting 
tape t o insula t e the exposed wi r es . Peel thp 
insulation off about 3 inches o f t he other 
end of the 2 - conduc to r wi r e , s epa r a t e the 
two wi r es , and secu r e o ne t o each o f the 
elect r ical contac t posts o n t he r e ar of the 
sealed - beam lamp , In t he ca s e o f a double 
filament lamp , u s e only o ne o f t he po sitive 
posts and the g r ound po st . If t he l amp is a 
new double - filamen t uni t and you h ave a 
choice , use the high- bea m fi lam e nt . The po st 
not in use can be cu t o ff fl u s h and c ove r ed 
wit h sealing c o mpound or insulate d and used 
t o help ho l d t he wood shaft (or handle) in place . 
Fo r a goo d c onnec t ion s old e r the w ires to t he 
elec tr ical c onta c t posts . To insulate the ex
p osed w ir e s us e t he t he rmosetting tape . ext, 
us ing a sharp k nife , s hape one end of the 
w o o d shaft so t h at i t fits snugly in be t ween 
t he elec tr ical contact posts on the rea r of 
the lamp. OTE : A sturdier fit can be made 
by we lding a 2 - or 3 - inch extension to the 
e nds of the contact posts . 

Apply s e veral thick coats of sealing com 
pound ove r all elect rical contacts and wi re 
within 3 or 4 inche s of the r ea r of the lamp. 
Then, tightly wrap all the contacts and the 
wood handle from t he r ea r of the lamp for a 
distance of about 2 feet with thermosetting 
t ape . 

To use the unde r water lamp, place the 
battery on a floa t or a shallow- d r aft skiff. 



Figure 6.--Hand gasoline lantern. 

: only one fisherman is using the rig, the 
loat or boat can be towed by a short length 
f rope ti e d to the fisherman's waist, thus 
~ aving both hands f r ee for holding the light 
n d gig. One advantage of using a boat is 
~at it can be used to cross areas of water 
:> 0 deep to wade. 

Gasoline lantern.--A gasoline lantern fitted 
' Uh a reflector is the most popular light used 
:> r f: ()under gigging . It can be purchased 
r' om most hardware and sporting goods stores. 
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The re are many types of gasoline lanterns on 
the marke t, but most flounder fishe rm en prefer 
the two-mantle unit with a built-in pump 
(fig. 6). 

This light is used in the same manner as 
the shoulder - supported oil light. It is very 
compact, and if a popular make is purchased, 
parts are readily available. 

A s mentioned earlier, any light capable of 
showing the bottom can be us e d for flounder 
gigging. For example, the miner's headlight 
is sometimes us e d and has the distinct ad
vantage of leaving both hands fr ee for handling 
the gig and catch. 

Other lights that can b e used include a 
battery-powered hand lantern or an o rdinary 
flashlight. 

SUMMARY 

The m e thod of catching fi sh presente d here 
can b e applied in most areas whe r e flounders 
exist. 

In an endeavor to acquaint the apprentice 
commercial fisherman, with the methods and 
g ea r em ployed i n commercial flounder gigging, 
the information co ntained here is presented 
in an e l ementary manne r. 

The gear is inexpensive , readily available, 
or e asily c onstruc t e d, and thus, is attractive 
to the commercial fisherman. 
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