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After decades of enchanting the local fishermen and visitors to the stunning Dingle Peninsula on Ireland’s Wild Atlantic Way, Fungie the bottlenose dolphin is nowhere to be found.

The wildlife star, who has lived at the entrance to Dingle harbour on the County Kerry coast since 1983, is famous for his friendly nature and love of people.

Over the past 37 years, the wild dolphin has become an Irish and international celebrity thanks to his friendliness and willingness to interact with both humans and boats.

Such is his dependability for showing up in the harbour, visitors come from far and wide to take a boat out from the fishing town of Dingle to see the majestic marine mammal.

With 12 boats operating on a daily basis, as well as gift shops and pubs named after him, the story of the famous dolphin is now woven into the cultural tapestry and identity of the colourful County Kerry town.

But the Guinness Book of World Records title-holder for the ‘longest recorded solitary dolphin’ has not been seen since 15 October, when he swam alongside a fisherman's boat. It is the first time the dolphin has not been sighted for such a length of time.

Local boat owners as well as a team of divers have carried out extensive searches for Fungie, however concerns over the whereabouts of Dingle's most famous resident are mounting.

As news of the search for the national treasure goes global – it is saturating Irish and international media and social media feeds worldwide – locals are now beginning to face the fact that their beloved friend and resident celebrity might never come home.

Fungie made his first appearance in the Dingle area in the autumn of 1983. “Almost from the outset, he had the urge and eagerness to interact with humans,” journalist Seán Mac an tSíthigh, who is from Dingle, told the BBC. 

He added that there is a tremendous grá (the Irish word for love) for the dolphin locally and that the marine mammal is more than a tourist attraction to the people who live there.

Alongside Fungie, Dingle is well-known as one of the country’s largest Irish-speaking towns. 

Managing to be charming without even trying, some pubs double as shops and traditional Irish music is widespread, while National Geographic described the surrounding Dingle Peninsula as ‘the most beautiful place on earth’.

While the official search the area’s star attraction has now been stood down, locals will continue to monitor for any sign of their beloved dolphin. 

Male bottlenose dolphins have a life expectancy of between 30 to 40 years, and at the very youngest Fungie is 37 years of age and heading into the twilight of his life. 

Hope for the dolphin is being kept alive by various theories. Some believe he may be off on an adventure somewhere and that he’s happy and safe.

Easterly winds tend to drive feed further out to sea and there is a chance Fungie may have gone out to chase that feed.

Another theory is that Fungie, as a solitary creature, could have gone into hiding, ‘self-isolating’ from a humpback whale and a few pods of dolphins that came in close to the shore in County Kerry last week. Others hope he has joined one of the pods.

One thing is sure – the legacy of the Dingle dolphin will live on for some time to come.
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