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Destinations & Adventures

Pike of the 
Emerald Isle

BY CHRIS MEGAN

Céad Míle Fáilte. The literal translation from Gael-
ic is “one hundred thousand welcomes.” Since visiting 
Ireland back in 1985 with my then-girlfriend (and now 
wife of 30 years), AnneMarie, I have always found that 

saying to be so…Ireland! From strangers at the airport to every 
relative I’ve met in the Flanagan and Farrell clans that make up 

my wife’s family, it was always, “Welcome!” Whether going 
into town, taking a bus across the country, or just enjoying an 

exploratory trip with my wife and family, Ireland meant a warm 
fire and hot tea at every turn. 

My trips to Ireland always centered around 
visiting my wife’s family in the town of 
Castlerea in County Roscommon, which 
meant flying to either Dublin or Shannon 
before driving out toward the west coast. The 
rental car and driving usually fell to me, and 
I was okay with that. Driving on the other 
side of the road while sitting where the front 
passenger usually sits and operating a stick-
shift on my left was always an adventure. 
As dangerous as this sounds (and it was on 
back roads better suited for horse carts), my 
eyes still wandered while behind the wheel. 
With green as far as the eye could see and a 
rainbow always present in one direction or 
another, it was hard not to take in the sheer 
beauty of Ireland. Rivers, streams, and loughs 
were around every bend and hillside, and they 
were constantly being replenished by the soft 
rain that keeps Ireland so lush. 

This trip was different. AnneMarie and I 
dropped her mother off with her sister and 
brother-in-law in Dublin, and we headed to 
County Kerry via the Ring of Kerry. Annie 
had made us a reservation on Airbnb at a 
“luxurious farm guesthouse” on the shore of 
Lough Currane in Waterville built to capture 
the incredible views of the surrounding lake 
and mountains that make up a portion of the 
Ring. The trip around the Ring of Kerry in 
a driving rain, doing my best to keep the 
car on what little road there was, took more 
than a couple years off my life. Arriving at 
the farmhouse and looking out over Lough 
Currane, I was beyond excited to break out 
my new Orvis fly rod and have a go at the 
salmon and sea trout. 

Inside the farmhouse, we made our way 
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to the front counter while passing fish mount 
after fish mount mixed with photos and flies 
adorning most of the hallway. The farmhouse 
was run by a couple, and the wife ran the day-
to-day business of the guesthouse while the 
husband guided anglers on local streams and 
lakes. This was the place where I was going 
to catch countless salmon and sea trout while 
enjoying all Ireland had to offer. 

“Can I help you folks?” the wife asked, as 
Annie dug for the paperwork that confirmed 
our three-day stay.  

“Yes, we are the Megans, checking in for 
the weekend,” I stated excitedly. 

“What did you say the name was?”  
“The Megans—here is our confirmation,” 

said Annie.  
“I’m sorry, but I don’t have a reservation 

for you. I emailed you last night, asking if you 
were certain you were coming, and I never 
heard back.”  

“That’s because we were on a plane from 
Boston to Dublin, but we have our confirma-
tion right here,” explained Annie with the 
same twitch of the head she’d developed while 
I was driving the Ring of Kerry.  

“I am sorry, Love, but I gave your room 
away and we are sold out now,” said the inn-
keeper, as her voice and brogue sharpened 
with each word. I was speechless as my wife 
walked her through every communication 
we’d had with the couple, along with the con-
firmation from Airbnb.  All I could think was, 
what happened to Céad Míle Fáilte? 

There was to be no Bradán, as they call 
Atlantic salmon in Gaelic. The sea-run trout, 
known as Breac Geal, would have to wait as 
well. The rivers and loughs had not run dry in 
Kerry, but the innkeeper’s hospitality had cer-
tainly withered with time. My wife is the kind-

soft rain falling earlier had been replaced by 
cold, gray, lifeless sky. We made the decision 
to head to Castlerea, Roscommon, and the 
comfort of home and family.

Tired from the overnight flight and the drive 
from Dublin to Kerry, we reached Athenry 
just outside of Galway at 10 p.m., and found 
a quaint bed and breakfast where my faith in 
Céad Míle Fáilte was fully restored. The local 
restaurants were closed, so we were resigned 
to going to bed hungry and getting an early 
start in the morning. Sensing our ordeal, the 
owner of the house made us some ham sand-
wiches with Irish bread and sat with us for tea 
as we recounted our day’s journey and misfor-
tune in Kerry. Within minutes, she had a map 
out and pointed me in the direction of where 
her husband and son used to fish for big pike 
in Lough Gara and Lough Key in Roscommon 
and Lough Arrow in County Sligo. 

Pike fishing in Ireland would certainly 
scratch the itch I had for fishing the Emerald 
Isle, but my 5-weight Orvis Helios 2 was no 
match for 20-pound pike. I needed to find a 
guide who knew the waters, had a boat and 
the gear to stand up to big pike, and I learned 
that Bodo Funke of Angling Services Ireland 
was the guy.

Once finally situated in Castlerea at a rental 

cottage, it was time to meet up for a big Farrell 
family reunion over at Kennedys Restaurant at 
The White House in Ballinlough. My mother-
in-law, Mary, had grown up in Ballinlough 
(the next town over from Castlerea) with her 
six brothers and sisters, and getting the Farrell 
clan together was always a special occasion. 
On this night, the drinks flowed, and the stories 
followed. As I sat with Annie and listened to 
how Mary grew up in simpler times, I couldn’t 
help but smile at how close her family remained 
across the miles nearly eight decades later. We 
talked into the night as I enjoyed a local Ball-
inlough beer, Sheep Stealer Ale. By chance, I 
asked the pub keep where the beer was brewed. 

“Black Donkey Brewing is just up the road a 
bit, and Richard Siberry and his wife Michaela 
are the owners,” stated the bartender. I couldn’t 
believe the coincidence.  

I had met Richard Siberry back in 2009, when 
he was working at Camp-Site Sport Shop on 
Long Island. At the time, he was completing a 
documentary film, Montauk Rocks, about fish-
ing the easternmost point of Long Island. The 
moment I met Richard, I knew he was from 
Ireland, and after some small talk, we quickly 
figured out that his wife had grown up with 
many of my wife’s Farrell cousins in Castlerea. 
Several years later, I heard that Richard and 
Michaela had moved back to Ireland, but had 
no idea where or what he was doing—until the 
night of the Farrell family reunion. Now, I had 

someone to thank for my headache the next day when I set out to 
meet Bodo Funke in Boyle for a day of pike fishing! 

The next morning came early, but I somehow beat Bodo to our 
rendezvous spot, a small gas station and convenience store in the 
center of Boyle that sold everything from pitchforks to cold cuts. 
By the time Bodo pulled in, I was all set with drinks, sandwiches, 
and Ibuprofen for my Irish flu. I loaded my gear into Bodo’s boat 
and followed him to Lough Gara, where we launched. The fly rods 
we used were a 9-foot, 10-weight Temple Fork Jim Teeney rod 
and a 9-foot, 10/11-weight Airflo Bluewater rod, each coupled 
with an Airflo reel and Airflo sniper intermediate line. Bodo’s 
favorite patterns were a big firetiger fly from Piketrek out of the 
UK and a black and purple Scandinavian-inspired bunny fly. To 
get my feet wet, I started out throwing a jointed hard swimmer 
from Westin Lures on a light spinning outfit Bodo had on board. I 
had just made my third cast and was kidding Bodo that the lough 
had no fish when, bam, I was on. The pike dropped quickly into 
the weeds, but I put the brakes on, which reversed its direction 
and sent it spiraling in the air. The fish wasn’t huge, but I had 
my first Irish pike and it was now time to catch one on the fly.

I switched back and forth from the fly rod to the spinning rod, 
finding great success with Westin Predator lures, but had no 
luck on the fly. After lunch on the water, Bodo fished alongside 
me, each of us with a fly rod in hand, and I replicated his quick, 
short-burst retrieves until a pike, out of nowhere, slipped out of 
the depths and swallowed my fly with an aggressive snap of its 
jaws. While line ripped off my reel, I kept the butt of my rod 
anchored and let it take the brunt of the diving fish.  

Large, dark-colored bunny flies 
tempted pike of all sizes.

Bunny flies in firetiger 
and black/purple were 

very effective on the 
Irish pike.

est and most big-hearted person I know, but if 
I didn’t get her out of the farmhouse quickly, 
our next reservation would be courtesy of the 
Waterville Garda at the local Ironbar Inn.  

Driving through Waterville center along the 
North Atlantic, with the ocean whipping up 
and the wind blowing 30-plus knots, we found 
little in the way of a vacancy anywhere. The 

The author with a pike 
fooled on a Westin 
Predator hard lure.

The pike of 
Lough Gara 
eagerly 
attacked 
flies stripped 
slowly over 
weedbeds.
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Bodo, originally from Germany, had been 
in Ireland long enough that he had adopted a 
brogue that made him hard to understand when 
he was excited, and I am sure he wrestled 
with my Boston accent while we caught pike 
after pike. 

Getting back to the cottage in time for din-
ner, I picked up AnneMarie and we headed 
over to her aunt’s and uncle’s house, John and 
Anne Flanagan, to meet up with Annie’s mom 
for dinner. John is the younger brother of my 
father-in-law, Frank, and Anne is the younger 
sister of my mother-in-law, Mary, so getting 
together with them was old-home week for 
both the Flanagan and Farrell sides. With the 
smell of turf burning in the stove and a pint of 
Smithwick’s in hand, we remembered Frank 
Flanagan, who passed at 51 just five months 
after Annie and I were married. John Flanagan 
most closely resembles his brother, and to hear 
him recount their days on the farm as young 
boys always brings a tear to my eye. Half the 

reason I love Ireland is 
to sit with John, who is 
such a kind, decent and 
honest man, and remem-
ber one of the greatest 
men I ever met in his 
brother, Frank. Ireland 
has a way of humbling the 
soul while allowing you 
the time to slow down 
long enough to appreciate 
the little things, and these 
talks while visiting with family were the es-
sence of Ireland.

Arriving early again the next day, Bodo 
had beat me to the convenience store.  Within 
minutes, we loaded up and headed out to 
Lough Arrow in County Sligo, home of some 
big pike.  Between the anticipation of pike 
fishing and a great night with my wife’s fam-
ily, it had been hard to sleep the night before, 
but two Irish teas later, I was ready to lift the 

boat off the trailer and drop it into the Lough 
Arrow.  Arriving at the ramp, a local farmer/
angler was dropping his boat that hung off the 
back of a giant tractor. Only in Ireland would 
a fisherman take a massive tractor and tow his 
18-foot boat down to the lough, but he wielded 
the heavy equipment like a golf cart and the 
boat was deployed in short order. 

It wasn’t long before Bodo and I headed for 
the northern side of the lake.  We made a few 

You can count on finding fishing pubs within walking distance of Ireland’s more 
popular fishing destinations.

stops in a trout hole or two, but our focus was 
big pike on the fly and we were on a mission.  
While Bodo figured out our drift just off some 
long weed beds that looked like kelp rising 
from the depths, I rigged up my fly rod with the 
black-and-purple bunny fly. Bodo had figured 
out the day before that I wasn’t throwing the 
fly 70 feet anytime soon, so after moving me 
in range but not close enough to spook fish, he 
directed me to cast at a point of weeds and start 
working back to my left, fan-casting.

Bodo controlled the boat as we slipped along 
the outer weed edge, putting me on virgin wa-
ter as we went. With each cast, my confidence 
grew in both my ability to throw the fly where 
I needed it and with my sporadic, short-burst 
retrieves that infuriated pike.  The first pike that 
appeared out of nowhere locked on my fly and 

followed it to the boat like a torpedo launched 
at our hull.  Over three feet long and moving ef-
fortlessly, the pike had radar-lock on my bunny 
fly and then I made the biggest mistake any fly 
fisherman could make—I stopped retrieving the 
line and just stared at the fish in awe. 

“Strip, strip, strip the line!” Bodo called out, 
but it was too late. The fish turned away without 
any fanfare and retreated to the depths. “That 
fish is still there, but we need to change out 
the fly,” Bodo directed. In less than a minute, 
he gathered my line, tied on the firetiger fly 
and I was back working that same water. On 
my second cast, the pike was back, locked on 
and closing the gap with each strip of the line. 
It was all I could do to hold my breath and 
keep stripping.  Just when I thought the fish 
had made us less than ten feet from the boat, 

it exploded on the fly and I was on.  It took a 
second for the fish to realize it was hooked and 
less than that for it to retreat to the hallows of 
a deep weed bed that more than doubled the 
fish’s weight.  Bodo moved the boat over the 
bed in an effort to get positioned vertically 
on the fish, but it was having none of that and 
wove a nightmare in the weeds below.  Back 
and forth we went until the pike finally came 
to the surface and rolled twice before Bodo 
stretched out with the net and it was over.

I came to Ireland to catch salmon and sea-run 
trout with a local in County Kerry, but instead 
ended up catching pike of all sizes in a part of 
the County Sligo I had not seen before, with a 
guide who was originally from Germany, but 
clearly understood the meaning of Céad Míle 
Fáilte better than most. 

Bodo Funke, owner of Angling Services 
Ireland shows off a fly-caught pike.

 


