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 My father was an inveterate collector of fishing 
lures from long before I was born. He has been like this, in 
fact, as far back as anyone can remember. A meticulous 
record keeper, he has log entries from his teenage years in 
the 1930s and 1940s where he recorded the data on 
every fish he caught, including place, time of day, and 
type of bait, over the course of over a decade. It’s a rather 
remarkable record of fishing during that time, the likes 
of which scarcely exists anywhere else. I read over his 
fishing log books hundreds of times in my youth, with a 
particularly keen eye to the kinds of lures he used to 
catch fish back then.  
 Growing up the runt (the third of three boys) in a 
fishing family, I was often stuck with the worst fishing-
related chores, such as seining minnows and filleting fish. 
I filleted so many fish in my youth, in fact, I have hardly 
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been able to bring myself to gut a fish since my early 
twenties. Worst of all, I always seemed to be left behind 
when the fishing really got good. Looking back, I’m sure it 
wasn’t as bad as it seemed, but the burning sensation of 
having to stay home as my dad and two older brothers 
went trolling for walleyes late at night has stayed with 
me all these years. When you get older you can come 
along, I was always told. The problem was I never seemed 
to ever be old enough.  
 I would spend those fishless summer nights 
pursuing my favorite past time – digging through my 
dad’s tackle boxes and looking at fishing lures. He had at 
least two dozen tackle boxes, and all of them were filled 
with lures. This is because he could never enter a bait 
shop without leaving with a bag full of lures. Seriously. He 
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was always willing to try out the latest and greatest 
from the tackle companies, but he also liked to stock up 
on old standbys. Moreover, he could never pass up a 
bargain.  
 Which brings us to the first lure in this new series I 
am calling “Fishing Lures I Have Known.” It’s a fairly 
obscure bait imported from Finland and called the Palsa 
Minnow. It’s one of the many Rapala clones that emerged 
in the early 1960s in a desperate effort by tackle 
makers and sellers alike to cash in on the mania for 
Finnish Minnow lures. I jokingly call it the “Unoriginal 
Finnish Minnow.”  
 The Palsa Minnow, called the “Käsin tehty Palsa 
Uistin” (“Handmade Palsa Lure”) in its native language on 
the side of its box, was introduced to the American 

The Palsa: The Unoriginal Finnish Minnow

3



market in 1963. This was less than a year after the 
Rapala made its incredible splash thanks to a Life 
magazine article that just so happened to run in the 
same issue as the Marilyn Monroe memorial. I believe it 
was the best selling issue in Life’s long history, and 
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spawned an absolute mania for Rapalas across North 
America. With genuine Rapalas selling for $25 each in 
many places in the summer of 1962, it’s no wonder 
enterprising Finnish lure makers sought to cash in on the 
craze by marketing a knockoff lure.  
 And there is no question whatsoever that the Palsa 
is a knockoff of the original Rapala. Like its far more 
famous cousin, the Palsa was hand carved from balsa 
wood, with a thin plastic lip, lacquer-over-foil siding, and 
a sparse paint job, and it was offered in at least five 
sizes, from a small 2” model to a musky-sized 7” lure. 
Just like the Rapala, it was an expensive lure – when 
introduced it sold for $1.95, the equivalent of $15.10 in 
today’s money. A year after it’s introduction the price 
had dropped to a more reasonable $1.25 ($9.55 today).  
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 Regardless of what you paid for one, the Palsa 
caught fish. My father, who had a tackle box full of early 
Rapalas (as did every red-blooded American angler in the 
middle 1960s), was an early advocate of the Palsa 
Minnow. In fact, he argued that the larger mouth piece on 
the Palsa gave it even better action than the Rapala.  
 But it was this same mouth piece that was the 
Palsa’s undoing. Certainly the larger mouth piece made 
the lure wiggle more, but it also put a lot of strain on a 
very soft wood, and thus was prone to snap very easily. 
And not just on fish; my father snapped the mouth pieces 
off Palsa Minnows simply by trolling them too long. For 
this reason, most Palsa Minnows that show up on eBay 
today have broken mouth pieces, even if the rest of the 
bait shows little wear.  
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 A further problem was that the Palsa, unlike the 
Rapala, waterlogged badly after a day or two of use. 
Combined with the problem facing all balsa baits – 
damage from savage fish strikes – and the Palsa was not 
what anyone would call a durable fishing lure. As a result, 
demand for these lures declined precipitously by the late 
1960s, as virtually indestructible plastic alternatives 
like the Rebel and Bill Norman became widely available, 
and the ubiquitous (and far more durable) Rapala 
expanded to many more sizes and colors.  

The End for 
Palsa: A 

1970 Close 
Out Ad.
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 The end of the Palsa came around 1970, when 
discount houses were offering them for 49 cents each 
($2.99 in today’s money). This is when my father, in one 
of his weekly pilgrimages to Goldfine’s Department Store 
along the Duluth waterfront, found a shopping cart one 
day filled with discontinued Palsa Minnows for 19 cents 
each ($1.16 today). What’s an obsessive lure hound to do? 
Of course he bought them all. A couple of hundred of 
them, new in their plastic top red cardboard boxes.  
 By the time I was ten, what started out as a huge 
box full of Palsas had dwindled down to about thirty. 
This didn’t count the couple dozen with broken mouth 
pieces that were put into a special tackle box we filled 
with broken plugs. What happened to the others? Lost on 
brush piles, given to friends (and a few enemies I suspect), 
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and otherwise lost to the ravages of time.  
 Because I frequently took them out to fondle, my 
dad would always warn me not to use them. “They aren’t 
available any more,” he would growl, “and some day 
they’ll be a collector’s item. Besides, one day when 
nothing else it hitting I may need them.” He was wrong on 
the first two counts, as it turns out. Sometime in the 
1980s the Palsa Minnow made its return, imported by a 
company called Slirila Corporation out of Rosemount, 
Minnesota, and today, collectors so little value the Palsa 
you can pick up a vintage new-in-the-box example for 
around $5 on eBay.  
 But he was right about the Palsa catching fish when 
nothing else works. The summer before I left college, we 
ran into the kind of hot spell that made trolling for 
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walleyes at midnight the only way to put fish in the boat. 
After three fruitless nights of running Rebels and Bill 
Normans and Rapalas and every other thin minnow ever 
made, in desperation (and without telling my dad) I tied 
on one of his Palsa Minnows in brown trout, his favorite 
of the limited color selection this lure was made in. I 
waited until midnight, fired up the four horse Evinrude on 
the john boat, and started trolling a series of three 
islands off of a prominent point on our lake. Ten minutes 
later and WHAM! I had a fish on. It was a solid 21” 
walleye, and he absolutely hammered that Palsa wobbler. 
Less than five minutes later the fish was in the boat, and 
on a stringer for my mother, who was going through 
walleye withdrawal due to our inability to catch fish of 
late. 
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 I was pretty proud of myself, until I checked out my 
lure to make sure the line wasn’t fouled before making 
another trolling run on the islands.  
 Yep. You guessed it. The mouth piece was sheared 
clean off. The Palsa Minnow had run true to form. It 
wiggled hard, attracted fish, and broke, just like 
clockwork. In the pantheon of fishing lures, the Palsa 
Minnow is the tailback who runs for an eighty yard 
touchdown the first time he touches the ball, and then 
suffers a career ending injury while celebrating in the 
end zone.  
 I put the broken Palsa back in the box, and returned 
it to the big storage tackle box with the others, knowing 
my dad would be none the wiser. I was sorely tempted to 
use another Palsa Minnow (or maybe three or four), as 
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they seemed to be the only thing the walleyes were 
hitting, but although I was a dumb kid I wasn’t THAT 
stupid. So the next night I tied on a Perch Scale Rapala 
and sullenly returned to not catching fish.  
 Interestingly, not long ago I was talking to one of 
my Southern bassing friends about “Finnish Minnow” 
lures and I brought up the subject of Palsa Minnows. He 
had fished them in the 1960s and was well aware of 
their propensity to break at the mouth piece. He said 
whenever they would break, he would sand the jagged 
mouth piece down, epoxy the slit where it went into the 
body, and use them as stick baits. He claimed the lipless 
Palsa was an absolute killer topwater lure, although it 
rarely lasted more than one or two strikes. 
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 We still have those Palsa Minnows, but only 
because they have no collectible value. Back in college, I 
used to write the leading lights of the National Fishing 
Lure Collector’s Club letters pestering them with 
questions and offering to make horrible trades. Dick 
Streater was one of those I used to bother frequently. One 
time, I offered him all of my dad’s Palsa Minnows in trade 
for one single decent Heddon underwater minnow. He sent 
me a very politely worded letter (we’re both Golden 
Gophers, after all) that basically said, YOU ARE 
FREAKING CRAZY.  
 Today, I’m glad we didn’t make that trade. Those 
Palsa Minnows are a part of my family’s history, and I 
wouldn’t part with them for any Heddon anywhere.  
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 After all, some day when nothing else is hitting, I 
may just have to use a Palsa Minnow to catch fish. 

SOURCES 

Start with the August 16, 1962 issue of Life Magazine for the 
article “A Lure Fish Can’t Pass Up,” which inaugurated the Rapala 
craze.  See John E. Mitchell’s RAPALA: LEGENDARY FISHING LURES 
(2005) for a monograph-length treatment of Rapala history. The 
ads on Page 6 come from as follows: (top right: Louisville Courier-
Journal, Sept. 13, 1963. Bottom right: Indianapolis Star, Aug. 22, 
1963. Left: Massilon Evening Independent, Apr. 3, 1964). The ad on 
Page 8 is from The Ottawa Journal, May 6, 1970.  
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The Palsa box bottom described the meticulous work that went into one of the 
least durable lures ever made.
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Palsas are still being made in Finland by Pekka 
Mikkola & Co. They appear to be much sturdier 
than the original.



The earliest Palsas had no markings.

Later Palsas were marked “Finland” on the belly.
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