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Noturus gladiator, a new species of madtom
(Siluriformes: Ictaluridae)

from Coastal Plain streams of Tennessee and Mississippi

Matthew R. Thomas* and Brooks M. Burr*

Noturus gladiator, new species, is described from tributaries of the Coastal Plain in Tennessee and Mississippi. The
new species, formerly part of the N. stigmosus complex, is distinguished by its bold and contrasting pigment
pattern, large body size, specific aspects of body shape, and more extensive armature on the anterior and posterior
portions of the pectoral spine. Known historically from seven river systems, the species is maintaining stable
populations in the upper Obion River, Hatchie River, and Wolf River, but has not been collected in two river
systems of Mississippi for over 20 years. Noturus gladiator, one of the most spectacular of madtom species, is
vulnerable to local extinctions because of poor environmental quality in the lower reaches of streams it inhabits,
and because its “equilibrium” life history strategy makes it susceptible to sudden changes in flow regimes, spates
of siltation in potential nesting reaches, and a concomintant loss in recruitment from the relatively few large males
that nest and reproduce.
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Introduction

Isolated in sand-swept streams under debris piles
on the Coastal Plain of Tennessee and Mississip-
pi is the most boldly marked of the madtom
catfishes (Noturus). Previously known under the
name Noturus stigmosus or N. sp. cf. stigmosus, and
queerly, with the common name Northern Mad-
tom, these isolated populations display a distinct
and consistent color pattern, body shape, and
spine armature that distinguishes them from close
relatives. Taylor (1969) recognized the Coastal
Plain populations as belonging to his new spe-
cies, N. stigmosus, based on examination of 14

specimens. Indeed, Taylor remarked that no geo-
graphic trends in variation were apparent when
he compared samples from western Tennessee
with those from the Great Lakes and Ohio River
basins. A recent re-examination of N. stigmosus in
museum and research collections revealed that
the disjunct Coastal Plain populations heretofore
known as N. stigmosus in reality represent a for-
mally undescribed species that we here name
and characterize as N. gladiator. Our other objec-
tives are to circumscribe the geography of the
new species, summarize its life history, and pro-
vide a review of data useful in evaluation of its
conservations status.
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