
TacTics

total flyfisher March 201784 85www.totalflyfisher.com

TacTics

It’s hard to define exactly where the 
Irish Lakelands start and finish. 
All I know is that it’s one hell of  an 
amount of  water that would take 

a lifetime to discover. I didn’t have a 
lifetime to spare; I only had one week. 

I decided to dig deep into my pockets 
and hire a guided boat. This concept 
hasn’t really caught on in Britain yet 
but I’m sure it will at some point. I 
have been using guided boats for about 
five years and it’s a real pleasure to 
fish from them. They are generally 
American bass or walleye boats, akin 
to large speedboats but designed 
differently to make everything as 
good as it can be for the angler – big 
powerful outboards, roomy interiors 
and a custom-designed casting deck 
up front. They can really exploit the big 
waters of  Ireland in a way that other 
craft can only dream about. Even with 
this type of  kit at my disposal, there 
was no way I was going to fish the 
entire Irish Lakelands. It was a case of  
concentrating my efforts on a realistic 
geographical area. 

In The Irish 
Lakelands

andy Bowman explores 
the pike fly fishing 
Mecca that attracts 
anglers from across 
Europe and beyond… 
the Irish lakelands. 

Bodo The Pike Guide
The mighty Shannon is the 
longest river in Ireland. Rising 
at Dowra in Ulster’s Cavan 
Mountains, it wends its way 
386 kilometres south in a 
series of  connected loughs and 
canal-like stretches, finally 
meeting the sea at Limerick. 
It has some of  the best pike fly 
fishing water in Europe and 
every year hosts hundreds 
of  anglers from Germany, 
Holland, Italy, France and 
Britain. 

I decided to go with a guide 
who operated in the region. 
The outfit is called Angling 
Services Ireland and is run by 
top pike guide, Bodo Funke. 
As you may detect, Bodo is not 
originally from these parts. He 
came here as a young angler 
from Germany many years 
ago and ended up staying. 
He speaks English perfectly, 
but with an Irish brogue. His 
accent is so convincing, he 
could easily change his name 
to “Bono O’Funke”. 

Garra First
It was spring and I was 
enjoying the morning sun and 
birdsong as I sat outside my 
chalet beside the ancient ruins 
of  Boyle Abbey. The crunch 
of  gravel signalled that Bodo 
and his rig had arrived to pick 
me up. Soon we were rattling 
down the road towards our 
first destination.

Lough Garra was a sea of  
diamonds shimmering under 
an azure sky. Not perfect 
conditions by a long chalk, 
but every problem has its 
answer. Green mayfly were 
hatching in their hundreds 
and being eagerly pursued by 
terns, black-headed gulls and, 
of  course, wild brown trout. 
Thankfully, many made it 
safely to the sanctuary of  the 
loughside hawthorns. 

Our morning drifts produced 
a blank and we decided that 
the intermediate lines were 
not the answer. The water 
temperature was rising rapidly 
and it was pretty certain that 
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Conceptual fly design and 
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With stunning scenery and the 
chance of some big pike it’s 
no wonder anglers from across 
Europe head to Ireland!



TacTics TacTics

total flyfisher March 201786 87www.totalflyfisher.com

the pike would be seeking the 
cool of  the deeps or following 
the baitfish shoals down there. 

We broke for shore lunch 
and discussed the options over 
hot smoked trout. There was 
only one thing for it and it 
wasn’t pretty. On went the HiD 
lines. The water temperature 
was now 17ºC and the wind 
had died. I fished the Yellow 
Submarine and Bodo worked a 
blue and silver creation. As we 
slowly drifted over the drop-off  
to the deeps, my rod slowly 

went over as a double-figure 
fish nailed the yellow fly and 
fought deep. We fished for the 
rest of  the day but only caught 
mad jacks mad enough to go 
out in the midday sun.

The Shannon Shines
The next morning was 
another scorcher. We decided 
to leave Lough Garra to the 
mayfly and headed for the 
mighty Shannon system. 
This waterway is massive and 
fascinating. It has a never-

Two strips of  the intermediate 
line were all I got before it was 

torn from my fingers by a fish of  
around 18lb.

ending array of  bays, points 
and reedy shorelines – some 
huge and some secret, even 
intimate. It also takes in a 
number of  large loughs as it 
meanders to the sea. 

We slipped in the boat 
and headed for some long, 
reed-lined shorelines a short 
distance away. We had some 
decent sport with high singles, 
but nothing bigger. The 
kilometres flew by as we raced 
downriver at high speed to 
one of  Bodo’s favourite spots – 
Crab Claw Bay, scene of  some 
big pike action the previous 
year. 

We gave it an hour. It gave 
us nothing, so I hung onto my 
hat again as the big engine 

fired up and we hurtled 
towards Swan Bay. This place 
felt good. The roar of  the 
engine gave way to a gentle 
tick as we nosed towards the 
horseshoe bay. The place was 
alive with dimpling 4in roach/
rudd hybrids picking flies and 
nymphs off  the surface. The 
swans nesting on either side of  
the entrance appeared almost 
sentinel-like as they hissed 
disapprovingly when we 
passed. I signalled to Bodo to 
bring the boat to a halt as we 
approached a huge shoal of  
baitfish. I aerialised the pattern 
that was to be the star of  the 
trip and placed it between 
the shoal and the shore. Two 
strips of  the intermediate line 

were all I got before it was torn 
from my fingers by a fish of  
around 18lb. It really ripped 
up the bay before it pinged the 
pattern back at me. 

The bay was now unfishable 
because of  the commotion. 
So, the boat calmly retreated 
to the mouth of  the bay as we 
rested the water for a while. 

After a sandwich or two 
and some strong coffee we 
repeated the manoeuvre. 
The baitfish were back on the 
surface again as normality 
resumed. Once again the boat 
silently nosed into the bay. I 
was crouched, rod in hand, up 
on the casting deck. I placed 
the fly behind the shoal again 
and started a fast retrieve. A 
bow wave appeared behind 
the fly before a lunging take 
engulfed it. Three times the 
pike flew into the air as I tried 
to keep its head away from 
the reeds. After some gentle 
resuscitation, a fine fighting 

Shannon pike was released 
to terrorise the baitfish once 
again. 

The air temperature was 
now over 20ºC and the water 
temperature wasn’t far 
behind. Pike that have fought 
hard find it difficult to recover 
when water temps are in the 
20s, so we called it a day.

The Secret Loughs
The following day we tried 
one of  Bodo’s secret loughs. 
I had fished this one recently 
with a couple of  German 
fishing journalists and we 
had some great action, with 
fish over 20lb. 

For some unknown reason, 
this location wasn’t fishing 
well this year. We fished hard 
the whole day and only had 
a handful of  small jacks. 
Baffling, but this happens to 
pike waters more than many 
realise. Maybe it’s just nature’s 
cycle. Hey ho, tomorrow’s a 

new day.
Lough Ree is part of  the 

Shannon system. It’s a huge 
water that suits the guided 
boats to a T. We decided to fish 
a bay halfway down the lough 
where we could enjoy some 
shelter from the cold, strong 
northwesterly wind. Bodo 
fired up the engine and off  we 
flew at high speed. 

When we arrived at the bay, 
it was relatively calm with 
an offshore breeze. A bit of  
work for the boatman, but it 
was better than trying to fight 
the gale blowing on the main 
lough. We started at the top of  
the lough where underwater 
rock formations, islands and 
scattered weed beds provided 
perfect cover for the pike. Bodo 

… and a big powerful 
outboard to cover the big 

expanses of water quickly.

Careful release 
in the water…

… by the small jacks and the larger specimens that these loughs hold.

… but not before your rod 
is tested to its limits…

Andy Bowman makes use of the 
casting deck as he plays a lively pike.

Angling Services Ireland 
guide Bodo Funke launches 
his spacious ‘speedboat’…

… designed with the angler in mind 
with a custom-built casting deck…
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had a double-figure pike follow 
the fly and turn away at the 
boat. We covered it again and 
again, but it wasn’t for taking. 
We decided to up sticks and 
move to the extensive weed 
beds about a mile south. As 
we approached a weedy point 
that reached out towards 
the middle of  the bay I felt a 
surge of  positivity. When the 
take came, I wasn’t surprised. 
The rod went over and a 
good size fish took to the air. 
Spectacular! I will never tire of  
leaping pike. 

We retuned the fish and 
headed home through the 
rolling waves on the main 
lough. It was cold, wet 
and pretty bumpy, 
but nothing 
a few drams 
of  single malt 
wouldn’t put to 
rights!

The Red-Headed Blonde
I decided to spend the last 
two days of  my trip on a 
water I had fished before. 
Lough Key is fairly big with a 
reputation for large pike and 
trout. I was looking forward 
to refamiliarising myself  with 
the many islands and bays as 
we slipped the boat from the 
trailer. The air temperature 
was now 14ºC but 
the wind was 
thankfully better 
than yesterday 
and we hoped 

the fishing would be too. 
We didn’t have long to wait. 

Bodo and I share a love of  
fishing bays that feature the 
fabulous potamogeton weed. 
Pronounced ‘potamo-gee-
ton’, this aquatic plant has 
provided cover for many of  
the larger pike we have caught 
over the years. We don’t 
know the reason for sure but 

I think it is a mixture of  
factors that combine 

to provide the 
perfect hunting 

environment 
for this 
predator. Its 
single, leafy 
stem grows 

vertically to 
just under the 

surface in depths 
up to six or seven 

metres. It isn’t dense and 
doesn’t block the light below 
like the other aquatic plants. It 
allows pike to see danger and 
approaching prey easily while 
maintaining camouflage 
through projected light and 
shadows sympathetic to the 
pattern of  their skin. 

The late afternoon light 
was now gently fading as a 
front of  light rain drifted over 
the lough. The Red-Headed 
Blonde was now getting very 
little attention and I decided to 
change to a big perch pattern 
I had tied for the trip. Quite 
a chunky number that was 
slightly easier to cast than half  
a raw chicken. Bodo suggested 
one last drift. These were the 
last casts of  the last day in the 
Lakelands. 

Halfway down the bay, 
where the lilies met the 
potamogeton, I could just 
make out a dull shape 
following no more than an 
inch behind my fly. As it came 
closer I realised this pike must 
be between 20 and 30lb. I 
increased the speed of  my 
retrieve to initiate a take and 
then suddenly… it did what so 
many of  the much larger pike 
do if  they are unsure, it just 
melted away as if  it was never 
there. And so did I.

It was a couple of those 
days when the fish are 
just ‘on’. If you could put 
your fly in the right places, 
it was almost certain you 
would get some interest. 
The fly of the trip for me 
was the Red-Headed 
Blonde, my version of 
a pattern that most 
experienced pike flyfishers 
use. I first remember 
seeing the configuration 
of a red head and a white 
body on an Abu pike plug 
from the 1960s. It was 
a great plug and I duly 
converted it to a great fly 
many years ago. Bodo 
fished a perch pattern 
and together we nailed 
fish after fish up to and 
around the 20lb mark on 
intermediate lines. It’s 
great to see fish of that 
size get into the air, as 
most Irish and Scottish 
pike do.

Bodo’s perch pattern…

Fancy one of these? Andy Bowman 
with a 20lb lakeland pike. Make sure 
this is on your bucket list for 2017!

… and Andy’s 
deadly Red-
Headed Blonde.

Where there’s 
potamogeton 
weed there’s 
big pike.


