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Ashford Castle in County Mayo, 
a luxury hotel and home to 
Ireland’s oldest falconry 
school, where 
Laura Gallagher 
(inset) is caretaker of 
birds like Dingle the owl. 
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Terry Ward stares down an owl, watches a 
sheep-herding dog at work and fails to land a 
salmon in an untamed corner of the Emerald Isle.

The first thing to know when getting into 
a staring contest with a Eurasian eagle 
owl is that you are likely to win. 

That’s because your fascination with 
it is decidedly greater than its fascination with 
you. The owl can rotate its head 360 degrees 
and can hear prey beneath even a thick damper 
of snow. As you are not prey, your gaze will not 
be enough to captivate its attention for long. 

I learned this during a recent visit to Ireland’s 
oldest falconry school, on the grounds of Ash-
ford Castle in County Mayo, when a tuft-eared 
owl named Dingle, perched on my outstretched 
gloved hand, positioned his eyes dead straight 
into mine for a fleeting moment. 

Owls look very wise indeed, especially from 
such an intimate vantage point. And I think I 
fell a little bit in love with Dingle; for a moment 
I was ready to toss it all in, move into a stone 
cottage in the Irish countryside and begin a new 
career as a bird handler. 

A stint at Ireland’s oldest falconry school can 
have that effect. 

Next I met Fomhar, a Harris hawk with a 
fearsome hook of a canary yellow beak that 
helps the bird consume thirty percent of its 
body weight per day. 

“By pretending to be relaxed and calm, it 
keeps the bird relaxed and calm,” said Laura 
Gallagher, a petite brunette with dangly owl 
earrings who was charged with caring for the 
castle’s feathered friends. Then she placed a 
bloody piece of mystery meat into my gloved 
hand and instructed me to keep my fist closed. 

I followed her instructions during one of the 
school’s Hawk Walks,  turning my back 

to a long path that cut through the 
castle’s gardens and stretching 

my arm out with my closed 
fist upward. Within seconds 

I heard the bells attached 
to the bird’s foot ringing 
as it swooped in low and 
landed with the slightest 
of impact on my hand. I 

promptly opened my fist 
and the bird snarfed down 

the meat in a hurry. 
I was impressed by Fomhar’s 

speed and gumption, but Gallagher 
explained that the birds are actually quite 

lazy. “They’ll only expend energy for food,” she 
said. And they can be picky, too, which is why I 
was instructed to kept my fist closed – if Fomhar 
found the meat nugget too measly he might have 
refused to fly to me. 

The chance to fly hawks and falcons and 
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cavort with owls is just one of the experiences 
that brings people to Ashford Castle. And there’s 
more reason than ever to visit this year. 

Once the country hideaway of Ireland’s 
famed brewing tycoons the Guinness family, 
the 13th century castle was purchased in 2013 
by UK-based Red Carnation Hotels, which also 
owns The Chesterfield in Palm Beach. The cas-
tle is reopening on March 27 after a multi-mil-
lion-dollar refuribishment. 

Upgrades include a new cigar lounge and 
billiards room as well as a 32-seat cinema where 
guests can watch screenings of The Quiet Man, 
the 1952 John Wayne movie that was filmed in 
the nearby village of Cong. 

“Repeat guests say there’s a familiarity,” gen-
eral manager Niall Rochford told me. “It’s the 
same, but it’s different.”

Gone for good are the chintz patterns and 
floral prints of past decades that felt more coun-
try home than regal castle. Murano chandeliers 
illuminate the drawing room where I relaxed on 
several occasions with an Irish whiskey cream 
tea - and a few Irish whiskeys too. And every 
guest room has been reborn with marble floors 
in the bathrooms, woven silk fabrics on the wall 
instead of wallpaper and antiques sourced by 
the owners at auctions around the world. 

 “Now Ashford is what it’s meant to be,” 
Rochford said.  

I spent one sunny morning learning how to 
cast a fly line on the mirrorlike waters of Lough 
Corrib, in what amounts to the castle’s front 
yard. Frank Costello, Ashford’s ghillie (or resi-
dent fishing guide), takes small groups out in the 
wooden skiff he made by hand. Along with the 
River Cong, which passes alongside the castle, 
the lough (lake) is considered among the best in 
Ireland for anglers looking to hook salmon and 
trout, with the mayfly hatch in May and June the 
best months to toss out a line.

I visited out of season, so I had an excuse for 
my non-productive casts. There was less excuse 
for my overexcited form, which Costello tried to 

reel back into something more fluid. 
I asked Costello the same question a million 

other tourists surely have. And he told me 
that his biggest fish caught on the lake was a 
record-breaking trout he caught back in 2001. 
But just before he reeled the monster in, he said, 
he’d given his camera to a friend who wanted to 
take a photo of Pierce Brosnan, who was tying 
the knot at Ashford at the same moment the 
epic trout was being landed.

“I blame it on Pierce that I don’t have photo-
graphic proof,” Costello said. 

GOOD LIFE    TRAVEL One day I headed ...through landscapes
 of golden grasses laying flat on cracked limestone 

hills, peaty brown bogs and emerald green 
expanses flecked with sheep. 

IF YOU GO

Where: Ashford Castle and surrounding County 
Mayo, Ireland
Getting there: The Republic of Ireland’s main inter-
national airports are in Dublin and Shannon. County 
Mayo does have its own airport, Ireland West Airport 
Knock, which is serviced primarily by budget airlines 
flying to Britain and continental Europe. It’s a good 
option if you’re incorporating the west of Ireland into 
a larger European trip; visit irelandwestairport.com 
for more details. Two rail lines run between Dublin 
and County Mayo; visit irishrail.ie for details. Buses 
to County Mayo are available from Dublin, Sligo and 
Galway; visit busireann.ie for more details.
Getting around: While some public transportation 
exists, a rental car is the easiest way to get around 
this mostly rural corner of Ireland.
For more information: visit ashfordcastle.com for 
information on Ashford Castle. For information on 
County Mayo, visit mayo-ireland.ie.
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For guests who prefer to stay on dry land, Ash-

ford Castle  is home to a world class equestrian 
center where you can ride horses through the 
beautiful grounds, thick with Norwegian maples, 
Japanese cedars and English yew trees. There’s a 
nine-hole golf course. And you can take part in a 
favorite local sport, shooting clay targets. Not a 
single terracotta pigeon was harmed during my 
attempt at shooting, I can report. 

There’s so much to do on the grounds, in 
fact, that you’d be forgiven for never leaving. But 
then you’d miss out on seeing one of Ireland’s 
most iconic landscapes, the Connemara - what 
French visitors poetically call “le sauvage”.

It means “the wild place.” 
One day I headed about an hour west from 

the castle, along the shores of a lough billowing 
with whitecaps from the howling wind, and 
through landscapes of golden grasses laying flat 
on cracked limestone hills, peaty brown bogs 
and emerald green expanses flecked with sheep. 

At Kylemore Abbey, a Benedictine monastery 
with Ireland’s largest Victorian walled garden, 
I warmed up with tea and scones with clotted 
cream and treated myself to a wool sweater and 
socks in the gift shop (it’s always good to make 
purchases that benefit nuns, I told myself ). 

Then, ready to see some live wool in action, I 
headed back toward the castle along a spectac-
ular winding route. At Joyce Country Sheep 
Dogs, a working sheep farm, the owner, Joe 
Joyce, has a picture of himself with Jennifer 
Aniston from when she visited the area to film 
Marley and Me. Joyce’s sheep were employed 
to block Aniston’s rental car in a scene from the 
movie, and soon after he got the idea to turn his 
farm into a bit of a tourist attraction.

On a steep hillside just outside Joyce’s home, 
I watched as several Connemara Blackface 
sheep huddled like skittish minnows and a 
border collie, tail low and focus high, barked 
with anticipation. When Joyce released the dog 
to do its thing, it was like watching a dance. The 
sheep moved in sync (and obvious worry), and 
the dog hustled them into a tiny enclosure while 
following the whistles and calls of Joyce’s calm 
commands. The clouds were racing overhead 
and the weather spat angrily at us.   

Sheep farming, Joyce told me, is a dying 
business in Ireland, so he turned to tourism to 
bolster his income. One sheep only brings in 
about 40 euros for its meat and 30 cents per kilo 
for its wool, he said. 

 “But it’s not about the livelihood of it,” he 
said.

Across the way on Lough Nafooey, a patch of 
silver water was sparkling with a blinding sunbeam 
that had just started to split open the gray sky. 

“The mountain, the lake, the dogs,” he said. “I 
still appreciate the way of life.” 954
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