
Finding The Perfect Rod and Reel for the Beach 
By, Bill Varney Jr. 

 
 

     Over the years we’ve had some great on-the-beach surf 

fishing seminars and have seen thousands of different rod and reel 
combinations make they way to the sand.  Some have been right on 
the money and others, well let’s just say, were a bit lacking. 
 
When it comes to surf fishing there are two basic surf fishing 
setups.   Long rods with heavy line used for casting and fishing 
outside the surf line.  And, light-line surf rods designed so surf 
fishermen can easily move along the beach and fish the inshore 
troughs, holes and rip currents.   
 
Long rod surf fishing has been around for decades and many surf 
fishermen (including myself) started this way with twelve to 
fourteen foot Calcutta rods and Penn “Jigmaster” reels loaded with 
thirty-pound mono.  Although these rods were way too much 
overkill for fishing perch and corbina, they were essential 
equipment for fishing big sharks after dark. 
 



In the 1970’s my buddies and I started fooling around with lighter 
equipment and fishing much closer to shore.  Although we still 
fished the sharks at night with heavy gear the lighter gear seemed 
to help us catch more fish and have a lot more fun during the day.  
Since then, light-line surf fishing has become immensely popular, 
as folks have figured out how much fun it is to catch fish on light 
tackle. 
 
So let’s take a look at what characteristics make for a good rod and 
reel for light-line surf fishing.  First, let’s start with picking the 
perfect rod for the surf.  There are four things I look for in a surf 
rod: weight, action, balance and sensitivity. 
 
Rods come in three basic actions: fast action, medium action and 
parabolic or slow action.  A fast action rod has a very short taper 
near the tip (it’s very stiff) and is best suited for tuna or large game 
fishing.   
 
A medium action rod bends from the middle up and is useful for 
heavier surf fishing and fishing from the rocks.  While a parabolic 
action rod has a tremendous amount of bend (all the way to the reel 
seat) and is very limber.   
 
So for light-line fishing I prefer to use three setups on the beach.  
A medium-action seven to nine foot spinning rod, a parabolic 
seven to nine foot spinning rod and a seven to nine foot 
conventional casting rod.  For fishing bait and grubs I prefer the 
spinning outfits and for lures I employ a casting rod with baitcaster 
reel. 
 
The second item that is essential to a good surf rod is it’s weight—
or lack of weight.  Unlike with long rod fishing, you’ll need 
something light so you can walk the beach and search for 
promising conditions.  So a lightweight rod is essential.  Rod 
weight can vary based on the materials used to build the rod.  I 



prefer to use rods made with a graphite blank, cork grip and an 
ultra light plastic reel seat.  A nine-foot rod made with these 
components can weigh as little as six ounces which means less 
weight to carry and a lower amount of fisherman fatigue—
especially after dozens of casts. 
 
The third component of a great surf rod is finding one designed so 
the rod balances over the reel.  That is, when holding the rod, the 
tip and the butt are at the same level when your hand is gripping 
where the reel meets the rod.  By having your rod balance over the 
reel seat it reduces the amount of stress and weight of the outfit 
and works in conjunction with a lightweight rod to reduce 
fisherman fatigue and improve cast-ability. 
 
The final and most important characteristic of the perfect surf rod 
would have to be its level of sensitivity.  When using graphite 
blanks you pick up a much greater amount of sensitivity not 
afforded to rods made exclusively of fiberglass.  Although graphite 
is in no way close to the strength of fiberglass, graphite is ultra 
lightweight and has a sensitivity that is unmatched by any other 
material.  Being able to feel every bite, every type of bottom and 
even the size of your catch during the fight gives you a clear 
advantage over fiberglass or other woven rod blank materials. 
 
Now that we know how our rod should be built what about size 
and length as determined by the kind of surf fishing we do?  I 
generally break light-line surf fishing down into four categories: 
Open beach, sight fishing, lure fishing and fishing from the rocks. 
 
When it comes to open beach fishing I’m generally walking the 
beach and casting off shore to find fish in the offshore trough on in 
nearshore holes.  This would be about eighty percent of the time 
and in these cases I would employ a nine-foot spin rod with a very 
limber tip.  As rods are rated by line class and lure weight this 
nine-foot rod would have a line rating of four through twelve-



pound test and a recommended lure weight of no more than 5/8 
ounce.  Using a parabolic rod will allow you to cast long or short 
distances with extreme accuracy—which is essential when you are 
trying to drop your bait near a submerged rock on in a small 
offshore hole. 
 
During the summer months when corbina swim in just inches of 
water I like to use a much shorter seven foot spin rod to sight fish.    
When sight fishing you’ll find corbina swiming very close to shore 
and a short accurate cast of ten feet or less is essential.  With a 
longer rod this is extremely difficult.  A shorter rod gives you the 
ability to aim and land your bait in a confined area at a short 
distance. 
 
When it comes to fishing from the rocks I prefer to use a stiffer and 
longer rod.  Big fish come from between rocks and the certainty of 
landing one with a parabolic rod is extremely questionable.  In this 
case I prefer a nine-foot medium action spin rod.  Look for one that 
is rated eight though eighteen pound test with a lure weight 
capacity of about one ounce.  Longer, stiffer rods used from the 
rocks will allow you to direct fighting fish away from the rocks 
and help you with landing the fish once it makes it to the rock 
jetty’s edge.  One last benefit of the longer rod is the fact that it 
will be much easier for you to “un snag” your rig when it 
inevitably gets wedged between the rocks. 
 
Unlike bait fishing, when I’m fishing with lures (especially for 
halibut) a conventional bait casting setup is easy and fun to use.  
The motion of casting a conventional rod also reduces fatigue and 
allows you to make more casts during the day. With a little bit of 
practice, casting reels are easy to use and will produce long 
accurate results. 
 
When considering a lure rod I look for several different features 
including length, weight, line rating and balance.  Casting rods 



should be medium-heavy and between seven and nine feet in 
length.  Most casting rods are made of fiberglass and can have 
wide variations in weight.  Look for one that is ten ounces or less.  
Line and lure ratings should be ten to twenty pound monofilament 
with a lure rating up to 1 ½ ounce.  Rods should balance (with the 
reel installed) right over the reel seat. 
 
It is important to remember you will be casting thousands of times 
with spoons, hardbaits and other lures.  This means that the lighter 
and better balanced rod you have the less fatigue you will 
experience and the more casts you’ll be able to make. 
 
Spinning and bait casting reels vary by price and size so here are a 
few tips when trying to match your rod with the perfect reel: 
When choosing a spinning reel for bait and grub fishing keep this 
rule in mind: The sky is the limit when it comes to the price of a 

rod but when buying a reel don’t break the bank.   
 
Modern surf rods are built to stand up to the harshest environments 
and when taken care of, will last for decades.  Spinning reels on 
the other hand just need one splash of sandy salt water, one drop in 
the sand, one very windy day and they will seize up like your 
parents did when they saw your high school report card. 
 

  
 



Look for a spinning reel in the 2,000 to 3,000 size.  Okuma, 
Shimano, Diawa and Penn make some excellent reels in the $35 - 
$150 range.  Shimano’s Senora and Sienna are great examples but 
I’d also take a look at Penn’s new Battle II 2500 spinning reel.  
Penn has been working for years to perfect salt water reels used by 
fishermen in the Northeast who think nothing about wading out 
into ice cold sand filled water to fish.  The Battle II offers stainless 
steel and anti-reverse bearings that are shielded for improved 
corrosion resistance—essential to keeping sand out of your 
sensitive bearings, which is perfect for the beach.  Okuma’s 
Avenger series is also a quality inexpensive option. 
 
When looking for a casting reel check our Shimano’s Curado and 
the Abu-Garcia Revo.  Both are great for salt water beach 
applications but the Revo Inshore 3S is specifically designed for 
saltwater and sand applications including 6 stainless steel bearings 
plus one roller bearing for increased corrosion protection.  It’s built 
with a light weight X2-Craftic alloy frame and has a super smooth 
carbon matrix drag system for umatched performance.  It’s a low 
profile reel you can load with 6 or 8 lb mono or 20 - 30 lb braid.  
The Revo Inshore has a 7.1:1 gear ratio and makes a great bait 
caster for halibut and huge perch from the surf.  
 
When it comes to purchasing spinning and conventional rods for 
the surf, Shimano, Phoenix and Okuma (to name a few) offer 
several acceptable models.  Go to your local tackle store and take a 
look at the rods yourself.  Ask the pros what works best and what 
their clients buy—then you’ll know you’ve found the surf rod of 
your dreams! 
 

Check out the surf rods I use on the beach at: 
www.surffishtackle.com 


