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Venice: Create A New 
Definition Of Yourself
Aoife Coughlan

A holiday in a holiday, how is that for 
inception? Well it is what I have been 
up to here in Italy in the last couple 
of weeks. With a few euros saved, a 
backpack loaded with clothes and 
some good intentions to catch up on 
the notes I would miss, I headed south 
from Venice for Naples and Rome.
Exploration of a country gives you 

more perspective, and I would advise 
any Erasmus student to try and fit in a 
small bit of travel in their host country. 
Naples, I found to be a world away 
from elegant, cool and chic Venice. 
Disembarking from the train I stepped 
into a crazy atmosphere of scooters, 
honking and a maze of street sellers 
and hecklers. It was unbelievably 
fast paced and enlivening, I loved it 
immediately. Touring, photos and 
rambling works up an appetite though 
and soon it was pizza time. Going to 
Italy is not complete without queuing 
at a Naples institution for the greatest 
pizza on earth. And no, this is not 
sensationalism nor exaggeration. 
Anywhere that can make pizza base, 
tomato and basil taste amazing is worth 
its weight in gold (and the consumer’s 
weight after too much indulgence!). 
Pizza box, grungy step and some shady 
characters for company completed a 
perfect Napoli experience. 
From pizza to Pompeii and Amalfi 

made for an unforgettable experience, 
meeting some amazing people, 
takeaway like you have never had 

before (homemade pasta no less) and 
a rather long hitch-hiking session. 
However plans had to change as 
weather did. A wet Sunday with no 
bus lines running, and the possibility 
of being stranded in any place I walked 
to meant leaving a day early for Rome. 
But that is one thing I have learned 
from my Erasmus experience, adapting 
is a very convenient skill to hone. So I 
left with a whim that I could persuade 
the landlord in Rome to let me arrive 
early. 
In Rome my family joined me. A great 

week was had with some sight-seeing 
and between my sister and I a lot of 
Peroni-drinking (having finally found 
a bar of Venice price standards). There 
is something strange about meeting 
people whom you have not seen in a 
while again. The strangeness is in the 
normality, time seems irrelevant. 
Normality and comfort may be true 

but Erasmus still makes you feel miles 
away, if not from home or people but 
away from yourself. Being forced to be 
somewhere else is only positive, being 
comfortable but allowing yourself to 
open up to new experiences and ways 
of being is an experience to be had. 
You can say you need not travel for 
this but I disagree. You are removed 
from everything that defines you and 
so must create a new definition. This 
is the last of my Erasmus diaries and I 
hope to have another great few weeks. 
I will leave Italy in December but I 
will not leave the experiences and 
memories behind.

In Rome my family joined me. A great week was had with some sight-seeing and between my sister and I, a lot of 
Peroni-drinking.
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Erasmus in Canada: Hoping 
for a White Christmas
Aoife Murphy

Studying in Canada is a really good 
experience. I can safely say I will never 
regret making this decision. Like 
most trips abroad it was filled with 
highs and lows. But, for anyone still 
deciding on where to go on Erasmus, 
Mount Allison and Canada have two 
thumbs up from me.
It’s a stressful period here right now 

since the semester is almost at a close. 
Deadlines are coming up and final 
exams are approaching (eek!). On the 
plus side, it snowed here last week 
(yay!). While it didn’t land, it means 
it is coming! Finally, I get a chance 
to use my snow boots. I am stupidly 
excited for the snow because it will 
be proper snow, not the slush we get. 
With the days getting darker and 
colder I’m waiting patiently for that 
first heavy snowfall. Hopefully I will 
have a white Christmas since I am 
spending it in Canada.
My biggest high of this trip was of 

course Thanksgiving and getting to 
experience it. I guess you could say 
I’m thankful for that experience. I’m 
happy that I got to see something 
that it important to Canadian culture 
and that I got to experience it with a 
family. Another highlight would be 
experiencing my first ever college 
football game. The atmosphere at 
these games is amazing. My lowest 

point of the trip was trying to adjust 
to the small-town University; it is 
VERY small compared to UL. But 
I have really enjoyed my time here 
at MTA. Even though it is a tiny 
University it has a big community. It 
has a very personal feel about it, since 
for my classes my lecturers tried to 
get to know us. With my name it was 
difficult since I got either “how is it 
pronounced?” or weird adaptations 
of it. 
I am sad that I have to leave soon. 

I’m pretty sure when I get back to 
Ireland I’m going to get the opposite 
of homesickness, Erasmus-sickness, 
maybe? I don’t know, I’m sure there’s a 
term for it. This is an experience I will 
never forget thanks to the welcoming 
people and the cosy atmosphere. As 
well as that, Canada itself is a lovely 
place to be. You might feel like you’re 
miles away from home at some points 
but the friends you make abroad 
will always be there. Plus, being in 
Canada I never really suffered the 
infamous “Culture Shock” since it is a 
bit like Ireland in some ways. Do give 
Canada a chance because it will live 
up to your expectations and much 
more.

I Owe You One, Toronto
Rob McNamara

My neck was beginning to ache as I 
stared up at the 50 or so floors of the 
BMO building. As the clouds scraped 
over the top I tore my eyes away to 
negotiate the bustling pavement and 
search for the facial expressions of 
my three companions. They were 
engrossed in the experience too and 
as the April winds blew us down 
Toronto’s King St. en-route to our 
hostel, I knew we were all feeling the 
same: tired, but above all excited. They 
were the only familiar faces in this sea 
of strangers and this was both chilling 
and empowering in the same instance. 
Living out of a suitcase is tough and 

after a week we were glad to leave the 
hostel and find a place to call home, 
even if just for a while. An Irish accent 
goes a long way and we were soon 
settled into our new house. A mix of 
Austrian, Australian, Italian, Dutch, 
Brazilian, French and locals made our 
three-storey house 16 strong.                                                    
Late June and summer were now in full 

swing. I was enjoying the big city heat 
wave and luckily we all managed to fall 
into employment at around the same 
time. I picked up a job in a restaurant, 
where I became one of many cooks at 
‘Lakeside Eats’ on the harbour-front. I’d 
never so much as made toast at home 
but soon I was becoming a dab hand in 
the kitchen and on the grill. 
The job was a social life in itself so I 

didn’t mind the long hours. On rare 
occasions when the place was quiet 
I stared out across Lake Ontario to 
Toronto Island. The sun glistened on 

the water as the boats bobbed up and 
down. The city stood behind me in 
its splendour and I knew that Toronto 
would always be a home from home. 
Toronto is fascinating. Yonge St, the 

world’s longest street is home to the 
main shopping district and just north 
of that on Spadina is the fascinating 
Chinatown that stretches for over 
a mile. Virtually anything can be 
purchased here, from clothes to cats, 
from fish to furniture. 
On the whole Torontonians are very 

friendly and liberal. Every walk of life 
can be found in the city and identity, 
culture and individualism are openly 
expressed. 
As fall edged its way in, the lease in 

our co-op home ended. It was time to 
move on and my cosmopolitan friends 
all went their separate ways. Some went 
to Vancouver, some went traveling, and 
some went home. I had fallen in love 
with the city and didn’t want to leave. 
I decided to stay and got myself an 
apartment along with my friend. 
I was lucky enough to find work as 

a security guard pretty soon after the 
seasonal restaurant work dried up. The 
snow was up to 15 centimetres thick 
some nights as I headed North on the 
95 bus to Scarborough. It was a tedious 
yet steady job and I was proud of the 
way I scrimped and saved my money 
to keep the bills paid and fridge full. I 
made the most of my days off. I took in 
Raptors Basketball, Blue-Jays Baseball, 
embarked on day trips around Ontario 
and fulfilled a lifetime ambition by 
seeing Niagara Falls in winter. A 
memory that will live with me forever 

is speaking to my grandfather for the 
last time before he died from a phone 
box on an autumnal, maple leaf laden 
Toronto Island while I was looking 
across the lake at the majestic sprawl of 

the city.
The months rolled on and soon my 

year was nearly up. I survived the 
snowy days and freezing temperatures 
before returning home a changed man. 

I owe you one, Toronto.

Dreaming of a white, albeit Canadian, Christmas
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Interview: The Stunning 
Frontman, Steve Wall
Aubrey O’ Connell
Interview Editor

First taking to the stage in 1987, The 
Stunning released three studio albums, 
with two of which reaching number 
one, before parting ways in ’94. Now 
returning once more, The Stunning 
next month embark on their 25th 
Anniversary tour. An Focal chatted 
with legendary founder and frontman 
Steve Wall to hear about their big 
return, the Irish music scene and his 
new life as a thespian. 
While nowadays more active in the 

form of The Walls, with brother Joe, 
Steve always relishes the chance to 
assume his role in The Stunning. It 
may now be a quarter of a century 
since breaking on to the scene, but 
things show no signs of slowing down, 
as a mixture of nostalgia and energy 
continue to draw crowds. “People come 
along and they really want to reconnect 
with a time when they were young and 
free and single going to gigs, maybe 
try to recreate some of the best times 
of their lives. We get people coming 
who were in their 20’s at the time, then 
their younger brothers and sisters who 
might have heard the songs playing at 
home, and even now we find their kids 
coming so there’s a great cross-section.”
Although popping up for several 

reunions in recent years, The 
Stunning’s last release came in the 
form of 1994’s Milking the Hits. With 
all members currently occupied with 
work in various other projects, time 

is a scarce commodity. However, a 
new release is not to be ruled out of 
the equation, according to Steve. “I 
wouldn’t discount it. Our time is really 
spread thinly between things, though. 
Joe is currently working with BIMM 
rock school in Dublin and I’ve been 
doing a bit of acting so it’s tough. It’s 
definitely something that’s been in the 
back of our minds. We’ve had songs 
that weren’t used with The Walls and 
demos from The Stunning way back in 
’94 so it’s something we’ll have to think 
about.”
Acknowledging the great differences 

in releasing a record in the present 
day, Steve admits that there’s a modern 
dilemma over which route to take. “It’s 
a strange time for the music business. 
You could just do a digital release 
but we always prefer to have physical 
product and the only place to sell them 
now is the odd shop or at gigs.”
As if to compound that sentiment, 

streaming service Spotify launched 
in Ireland this month as the internet 
continued its conquest of the music 
industry. Steve shared his thoughts 
on why services like this can not 
only be detrimental to artists but also 
unnecessary for listeners. “Years ago 
before the internet you would still hear 
music. If you were someone who was 
really interested in music you would 
seek it out. Your friends would be 
talking about bands they’d read about 
in the NME or HotPress and they might 
make you a copy of an album they had. 
If you were interested you would find 

it. The problem with things like Spotify 
is how vast they are. You have millions 
of artists and they’re only making 
peanuts from online streaming. The 
money is just so miniscule that even 
people like Lady Gaga are starting to 
pull out.” However tough the music 
industry gets, Steve has another trick 
in the bag. Recently starring in Chris 
O’Dowd’s new show Moone Boy and 
a horror film due next year, he admits 
that he’s been bitten by the acting bug.
“I actually did some acting before the 

Stunning. That was what I originally 
wanted to do. I spent a couple of years 
in The Druids theatre in Galway doing 
some understudy and sound work. I 
even ended up moving to Dublin to 
pursue a career in acting because again, 
this was before the internet and by 
the time you heard about a part it was 
already cast. It was at a time when all 
these bands like Something Happens, 
A House and An Emotional Fish were 
just starting out and they would play 
this underground dive that I used 
to go to. It was always packed and I 
remember thinking, this whole music 
thing, there’s so much positive energy 
in it, I’ll start a band!” 
It wasn’t until last year and a chance 

meeting with an old friend from The 
Druids that Steve decided to make a 
return to acting, turning up to audition 
for Moone Boy. “I thought I’d do a few 
auditions just for the experience, I had 
no view of actually getting the part, so 
when they called me up a few days later 
I was really surprised!

“I loved the character, Uncle Dan, just 
because I know so many guys like that. 
I guess I had a lot of experience to draw 
from”, he explains of his role in Moone 
Boy. 
For those more interested in the 

music, Steve and Co. embark on their 

tour on the 8th of December in The 
Set, Kilkenny, finishing up on the 29th 
in the Seapoint Ballroom, Galway in 
what is promised to be a “very special” 
show. 
Tour details can be found @ 

thestunning.net

The Stunning frontman, Steve Wall, took some time to talk about his band, 
acting & the state of the music industry.


