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DECISION TIME
IN THE MARKET FOR A ROD TOUGH ENOUGH FOR ICE 
FISHING IN ALASKA? CONSIDER THESE 11 LOCAL AND 
NATIONAL BRANDS AND THEIR PRODUCT LINES
PART II OF II
BY MICHAEL LUNDE

In part I of this two-part series on 
selecting the right ice fi shing rod, 
we provided a comprehensive list of 

criteria to help you choose one or more 
for your Alaska ice fi shing excursions. 
Building off  last issue’s concepts, we 
now break down what’s on off er from 
commercial and custom rod compa-
nies, both those in the Lower 48 and the 
wares of highly skilled rod craftsmen in 

Alaska. Each company is mentioned 
with regards to their geographical lo-
cation, rod length and action specifi cs, 
guide components, blank technology, 
and ice fi shing technique their rods are 
designed for.

Overall, this brief but thorough ex-
planation will expand your horizons and 
hopefully help you catch more fi sh each 
winter. Here is the split combination of 
commercial and custom rod options 
from multiple sources in the Lower 48 
and the Last Frontier. 

In a state as rugged as Alaska in the winter and with such hungry and at times 
massive fi sh swimming in its waters, it’s important to make the right decision when 
it comes to choosing a ice fi shing rod. Everything from length to action should be 
researched wisely. (GFYS CUSTOMS)
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LOWER 48 COMMERCIAL 
ROD MAKERS

ST. CROIX
Straight out of Parks Falls, Wis, this 
legendary rod company has been pro-
ducing fine quality craftsmanship since 
1948. Multiple series of ice fishing rods 
are available for technique-specific 
situations. Each model features vari-
ations in graphite technology, handle 
configurations and guide components. 
Here are the preferred rods for Alas-
ka’s gamefish:

Avid Ice Rods: Available in both fi-
berglass and graphite, and in lengths 
of 27, 30, and 36 inches. Actions in-
clude medium, medium-light, and me-
dium-heavy. Spring-bobber options 
are available for the light-powered 
glass version.

Mojo Ice Rods: This rod series has 
10 technique-specific models suit-
ed to a wide variety of fishing styles. 
Rod blanks are characterized as pre-
cision-tapered, solid carbon blanks 
equipped with stainless-steel guides, 

which assist in freeze-up prevention. 
Length and actions include 24-inch UL 
and L, 28-inch ML, M, MH, 32-inch 
M and H, and 36-inch MH. Retails  
for $50. 

More: stcroixrods.com

FRABILL
Another Wisconsin-based compa-
ny, Frabill is a compilation of multiple 
series of rods designed to cater to a 
variety of finesse and aggressive jig-
ging techniques. Length of rods vary 
from 27 to 36 inches. A couple of  
good choices:

Bro Series Finesse: A light-pow-
ered, fast-action rod that’s 25 inches 
long. Titanium guides are construct-
ed on high-modulus graphite blank 
designed for ultrasensitivity. Ideal for 
jigging microsized panfish or jigs for 
rainbow trout, Arctic grayling, and 
landlocked salmon.

Bro Series 30-inch Pike: At 30 inch-
es, this medium-heavy jigging weapon 
is ideal for jigging deadbait, spoons, 

and jigs.
More: frabill.com 

DAVE GENZ ICE SERIES 
These guys never disappoint when it 
comes to their specific selection of ice 
fishing rods. A veteran ice angler and 
member of the IGFA Fishing Hall of 
Fame, Dave Genz’ series of rods has fa-
vored well with hardwater fanatics for 
years. 

Elite Series: Available in four models: 
22-inch ultralight, 25-inch light action, 
and 28-inch medium action. Other 
features include cork composite rear 
handle, lightweight guides and graphite 
blank with woven graphite butt section. 
Retails for $39.99.

Litebite Series: An ultrasensitive jig-
ging tool for employing a light dead-
stick presentation or when sensitivity is 
needed for nonaggressive fish. Lengths 
available in 24 and 26 inches.

Split-rod Series: Split grips have 
increased in popularity for open 
water and hardwater anglers. 
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Available in 28- and 30-inch me-
dium, 32-inch medium-heavy 
and 34-inch fiberglass. Features 
stainless-steel guide frames with 
chrome rings.

More: davegenz.com

BERKLEY
A company well-known for its famous 
monofi lament and braided fi shing lines, 
plus its famed trout baits, also has a 
long-standing tradition of producing af-
fordable ice fi shing rods. 

Heritage Ice Series: All rods are fi-
berglass and come in a variety of 
lengths and actions to cater to spe-

cific techniques. Available in the fol-
lowing lengths and actions: 26-inch 
light and medium, 28-inch medium 
and medium-light, and 30-inch medi-
um-heavy. 

Berkley Lightning: The 28-inch- and 
32-inch-long lightweight ice sticks are 
exceptional tools for battling rainbow 
trout, Arctic grayling and small- to 
moderate-sized pike. Blank technology 
is of fi berglass construction combined 
with some graphite for increased sensi-
tivity without sacrifi cing strength.

More: berkley-fi shing.com

Many of the best custom ice rods are 
designed in the upper Midwest, where ice 
fi shing is a winter ritual, like it is in Alaska. 
Haat Rods are designed specifi cally by pro-
fessional Great Lakes guide Eric Haataja in 
Milwaukee. (HAAT RODS)



54  ALASKA SPORTING JOURNAL  JANUARY 2017  |  aksportingjournal.com

WRIGHT MCGILL
More known for dependable salm-
on and steelhead rods, their series of 
ice fishing rods is of similar quality  
and dependability. 

Max Ice Rods: This rod series is char-
acterized by Wright McGill’s S-Curve 
graphite blank technology combined 
with split-grip handles to increase sensi-
tivity throughout the entire rod. This re-
sults in an ultrasensitive, lightweight tool 
for ice fishing that ensures confidence. 
An additional advantage with the split 
grip is it provides exceptional balance 
and maximum performance at a mini-
mum weight. Models include medium in 
28 inches, light in 48, and heavy in 50.

Ti-Core Spinning Ice Rods: Light-
weight titanium blank coupled with sin-
gle-foot PacMac Minima guides. Rod 
design eliminates the need for additive 
spring-bobber option. It’s a perfect tool 
for rainbow trout, grayling and smaller 
char. Available in 20- and 24-inch pan-
fish finesse models.

More: wright-mcgill.com

LOWER 48 AND ALASKA CUSTOM 
ROD MAKERS

Custom-made ice fishing rods are 
something special, since they seem to 
provide a distinct technological advan-
tage that some anglers prefer. In this 
section, we provide a comprehensive 
breakdown on custom-rod companies 
located in the Lower 48 and in Alaska. 

THORNE BROTHERS
As in Alaska, ice fishing is a way of life 
in Minneapolis, Minn., which is also the 
home of Thorne Brothers, which has 
been in business for 20-plus years. All 
their graphite and fiberglass bank tech-
nology is developed and originated in 
the shop itself. Builders Lonnie Murphy 
and Mike Johnson are often nicknamed 
the gurus of rod building. A thorough 
synthesis of their online website reveals 
a cumulative total of 15 rods, with that 
number expanded further depending on 
the list of guides, material components 
and custom aesthetics available. 

Multiple handle configurations, 

blank and trim colors and guide options 
are available. Popular rod lines include 
Deadstick Series, Finesse Ice Plus, Wall-
eye Sweatheart and Quiverstick. Lonnie 
Murphy says Thorne Brothers custom-
ized fiberglass blanks are specifically 
designed to vertically jig muskie-sized 
soft plastics for the biggest of lake trout 
when targeting large pelagic baitfish.

More: thornebros.com

HAAT RODS
An explosion of high-performance cus-
tom ice fishing rods in the Midwest is 
taking the hardwater world by storm. 
Haat Rods are designed specifically 
by professional Great Lakes guide Eric 
Haataja in Milwaukee and they are one 
of the newest custom rods available.

A combination of two spinning and 
three baitcasting rods are available in 
lengths of 36 and 45 inches, respective-
ly. Spinning rods come in medium-light 
and medium power. Baitcasting rods are 
available in medium-heavy, heavy, and ex-
tra-heavy power.
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The blank-specific technology that 
excels in this arsenal of rods is a fiber-
glass-graphite composite that increas-
es sensitivity around the upper region 
of the rod without sacrificing durability 
and a bulletproof attitude. Rods contain 
seven guides, allowing for increased 
line control and power for manhandling 
trophy gamefish. Prices of rods range 
from $99.95 to $149.95.

More: haatrods.com

ALASKA CUSTOM ROD MAKERS
Alaska’s vast diversity of freshwater 
watersheds contain populations of 
trophy 25-plus-pound pike, 20-pound 
sheefish and 20-plus-pound lake trout, 
which make for a requirement for 
high-performance rods. 

Although there is a multitude of tal-

Scott Lee, owner of GFYS Rods in Palmer, 
caught this beautiful Mat-Su rainbow us-
ing one of his custom designs. Trends in 
ice fishing rod technology have changed 
through the course of time. The predom-
inant world of fiberglass evolved into the  
simplicity of graphite. (GFYS CUSTOMS)
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a halibut, but its strength has been vali-
dated time and again.

Lee also specializes in customized 
real seats consisting of painted metal-
lic combinations that add a degree of 
awe to the overall appearance. He spe-
cifically incorporates 6-foot fiberglass 
blanks from Batson and cuts them to a 
client’s desired length. A range of six to 
eight guides are interspaced evenly on 
the blank, which is dependent on the 
rod’s length.

Guides are Fuji double-foot that 
contain Teflon rings. A special feature 
he notes is no power wrapping is im-
plemented through the rod building 
process, but rather hand-wrapped on a 
custom device built by his dad in 1979. 
Rods range in price from $90 to $250 
depending on customized options.  

More: gofishyourselfak.com

TWO RIVER RODS
In Interior Alaska, veteran guide and ex-
pert Alaskan angler Brian Mills resides in 
a small community located a 30-minute 

ented rod manufacturers in the Lower 
48, a surge in custom rod development 
has been seen recently in both the In-
terior and Southcentral Alaska. The 
superiority of the rods we are about 
to highlight is, bar none, some of the 
best I have witnessed. After seeing 
a photograph surface on social me-
dia of a 50-pound halibut landed on a 
custom-made 42-inch-long, split-grip 
heavy-powered fiberglass rod, there 
was no doubt that Alaskans could re-
invest confidence in supporting locally 
made ice fishing artillery characterized 
as high-performance ice fishing sticks.   

THREE RIVERS FLY TACKLE
Located off the Parks Highway in Wasil-
la, Mike Hudson of Three Rivers Fly 
Tackle has specialized in custom rod de-
velopment since 1986. His line is highly 
favored amongst Alaska’s diehard lake 
trout and northern pike chasers. Con-
structed on Batson fiberglass blanks 
rated for 50-pound braid, Hudson lays 
out a standard set of five guides even-

ly distributed on the blank. Annual ex-
ploratory sessions with 30-plus-pound 
Chinook salmon is evidence of their 
dominant strength, yet no sacrifice in 
sensitivity is noticed. Length options 
range from 38 to 56 inches, with most 
anglers ordering the 42-inch model. 
Prices range from $89.95 to $149.95.

More: 3riversflyandtackle.com 

GFYS (GO FISH YOURSELF) CUSTOMS
Palmer-based Scott Lee is an excep-
tional rod builder with a reputation for 
supplying trophy anglers in Alaska with 
endless options to design the ultimate 
multispecies weapon. Exploratory ex-
perimental jigging sessions for small- to 
moderate-sized halibut over the nutri-
ent-rich waters of Prince William Sound 
resulted in multiple 40- to 50-pound 
fish caught on his 42- to 48-inch rods. 
Reports have 40-plus-inch lake trout 
also being subdued. Theoretically, most 
anglers would assume a rod this short 
doesn’t have the physical capabilities to 
withstand the bottom-pulling power of 
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drive east of Fairbanks. His company has 
been designing conventional, fly and ice 
fishing rods for the past 20 years. While 
the trend seems to be cork for the pre-
ferred grip design, Mills incorporates 
foam into his design. He is a firm believer 
in shorter rods for vertical jigging tech-
niques and presentations, which thus 
results in lengths of 28 and 32 inches as 
popular models. 

Additionally, Mills’ rods are 
constructed on a medium- and 
heavy-powered fiberglass blank 
paired with guides made of stainless 
steel. Prices for his rods vary from $59 
to $79.95, depending on the length 
and power of the rod. Additional op-
tions are available, should anglers 
have extra dollars to invest. His line 
can be purchased at tackle stores in 
the Fairbanks community. 

More: tworiverrods.com

Custom-made ice fishing rods are some-
thing special since they seem to provide 
a distinct technological advantage that 
some anglers prefer. (GFYS CUSTOMS) 
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TECHNOLOGY RULES 
Trends in ice fishing rod technology 
have changed through the course of 
time. The predominant world of fiber-
glass has evolved into the simplicity 
of graphite, which thus transcended 
into advanced material components, 
length dimensions, and configurations 
to create the ultimate diversity of ice 
fishing weapons.

As it stands, fans of fiberglass 
and graphite will debate which is 
the best rod material, but again it 
ultimately depends on the species 
of gamefish targeting, depth fishing 
and technique and/or presentation 
being implemented. With new tech-
niques and presentations routinely 
explored, rod manufacturers and 
designers unleash their inner brain-
power to dig into the fundamental 
depths of science to develop the 

future breakthrough technologies in 
the world of custom and commercial 
rod blanks. 

Key components of consideration 
to drive the rod market are graphite, 
fiberglass, composite possibilities, 
guide design and material, foregrip 
and reargrip options, plus line technol-
ogy. If not taken into consideration, it 
will become substantially difficult to 
match technique-specific situations 
when environmental scenarios trigger 
unexpected behavioral responses to 
our favorite gamefish.

Regardless of your preference, 
whether you’re a perfectionist who 
loves custom-made products or are a 
buy-it-over-the-counter shopper, there 
is no better time to invest in a stock-
pile of high-performance graphite and 
fiberglass artillery for Alaska’s trophy 
gamefish. ASJ

Although there is a multitude of talented rod manufacturers in the Lower 48, a surge in 
custom rod development has been seen recently in both the Interior and Southcentral 
Alaska. Companies like GFYS Customs, Three Rivers Fly and Tackle and Two River Rods 
make Alaska-tested, heavy-duty ice fishing rods. (GFYS CUSTOMS) 


