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When the lakes around Brainerd freeze over, 
the fishing heats up
BRAINERD, Minn. – When the lakes freeze over and snow starts piling up on the ground, a unique culture resurfaces in the Brainerd Lakes Area – ice fishing. 

Gone are the expensive boats and baitcasters. In their place are fish houses, jigging sticks and portable heaters. It’s a completely different type of fishing but one that continues to gain in popularity, especially in the Lakes Area, where 465 frozen lakes support small villages of fish houses throughout the winter.

Anglers start heading to their favorite honey hole when the ice is barely thick enough to support their weight. Fishing for most species is typically best at the beginning and end of the winter, so it’s not unusual to see early season anglers shuffling across the ice wearing life jackets, pulling small boats or wearing ice picks to help them crawl out of the water if they break through. 

Most anglers, though, will wait until the ice is thick enough to at least support an ATV or snowmobile. That allows them to pull a portable fish house, auger, heater, electronics and the rest of their gear.

Many anglers prefer to wait until the ice is thick enough to drive a truck on (over a foot thick) so they can bring out their permanent fish house, which is usually either on wheels or a trailer. And the fish houses today can be pretty extravagant, with many of the same luxuries the owners have at home: TVs, microwaves, couches, recliners, stoves, sinks, bunks, bathrooms and, of course, heaters. With makeshift roads plowed on the ice, many anglers make a beeline from work to the fish house, where they can be sitting in a heated house with a line in the water within a few minutes of their arrival. 

“Ice fishing is so popular in this area, partly because today’s equipment makes it so much easier and quicker to find fish and to fish in comfort,” Tourism Director Gretchen Ennis said. “But it’s also due to the fish populations in our lakes. We have some of the best walleye, northern pike and panfish fishing in the state, so anglers have a very good chance of bringing home fish at the end of the day.

“Ice fishing is also celebrated in this area as well,” Ennis continued. “We have a fish house parade, a festival celebrating eelpout and many ice fishing contests, including the 20th Annual Brainerd Jaycees $150,000 Ice Fishing Extravaganza, which is the largest in the world and raises over $200,000 for local charities. More than 10,000 anglers come from all over the Midwest to compete.”

Ice fishing isn’t all business for many anglers, though. When the fish aren’t biting, the larger fish houses give anglers other options, many of which involve a deck of playing cards, video games, TVs, radios and an assortment of beverages. On a nice sunny afternoon, it’s not unusual to see footballs and Frisbees flying across the lakes. You may even see someone with a golf club and a tennis ball.

Join us to learn more about other outdoor opportunities 
The Brainerd Lakes Area has a wealth of sporting and outdoor opportunities, and local guides who will help you enjoy the experience. We’ll customize a Fam Tour for you, so you can get a taste of what we have to offer here. We can arrange for lodging and meals as well. In addition to ice fishing, consider these opportunities:

• Camp Ripley is a 53,000-acre military training facility that has an excellent environmental program. On-going studies include radio tracking its bear and wolf populations. Each winter, researchers use the radio collars to find the hibernating bears, pull them out of their dens and then measure and test them. The researchers encourage media to join them, giving reporters a rare up-close-and-personal encounter with a black bear.

• Darkhouse spearing has a rich and colorful history in the Brainerd Lakes Area, and continues to be popular here. High schools in the area offer classes on carving spearing decoys, and Heath’s Resort has been renting its 20-plus darkhouses to guests for more than 50 years. Heath’s Resort is also where artist Les Kouba based his three-painting series on darkhouse spearing.

• Trapping opportunities are plentiful here. Mink, muskrat, beaver, otter, coyote, red and gray fox are popular choices by trappers. During the winter months, most trappers target bobcat and fisher. Some trap mink, muskrat and beaver through the ice.

• The Brainerd Lakes Area is one of the top birding destinations in the country because it’s in a major flyway for migrating birds. Even during the winter, visitors can see a wide variety of birds that aren’t normally found in this area, like great gray owls, northern hawk owls, snowy owls and winter finches, including pine siskins, common redpolls, crossbills and pine grosbeaks. 

• For active visitors, the Brainerd Lakes Area is home to 240 miles of ungroomed and expertly groomed cross-country ski trails. They include three miles of lighted trails at Northland Arboretum, an advanced 16K course at French Rapids that is rated expert only, and more than a dozen other sites. Snowmobilers will also find diverse and scenic trails in the area – 1,200 miles of groomed trails in all.

More information on the Brainerd Lakes Area is available by visiting the Brainerd Lakes Chamber Web site at www.explorebrainerdlakes.com. 
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