




How come the 2020 event never happened, anyways? Oh, yeah. THAT 
whole thing. 

Obviously, we were all delighted when July 2021 came around with 
the final announcement we’d all been waiting for. Stendhal Festival’s 
10th anniversary event would, in fact, take place that summer in the 
form of two events, one in July and a second, larger one welcoming 
some 5,000 attendees one month later. The latter August event is the 
one our roll-over tickets gave us access to, and this time we had our 
very own magazine within which to record and immortalise all of our 
nefarious deeds.

We were, to paraphrase Canned Heat, going up the country once 
more, going to where the water tasted like wine- and, being very ac-
commodating, we invite you to come along with us. Except you won’t 
actually be there because it’s already all done. But it will be just like 
you were there. I hope. 

Before we get things started, I must clarify that this is a personal ac-
count of our own experiences over the course of the festival. If you 
were there, maybe they will either be rather evocative, or perhaps 
they will resemble in no way your own experience. Full disclosure, I 
promise there are no fibs. Also, there are plenty of bands who per-
formed sets that, by all accounts, were amongst the very best of the 
entire event- Florentinas, Bonnevilles, Ryan McMullan, Duke Special 
et all, I’m looking at you- but we did not have the fortune of attending 
them. More fool us, eh?

Accordingly, this does not claim in any way to be a definitive narrative 
of the entire course of the festival- we’re only human and we could 
not be everywhere at once, and SOMEBODY had to finish all that beer 
and wine, right? 

Instead, what follows is a boots-on-the-ground, warts-and-flowers-and-
all snapshot of what it was like to be in the thick of the greatest cul-
tural event in Northern Ireland in this year of our lord, 2021. Enjoy.

STRANGER DAIS: STENDHAL FESTIVAL 
SPECIAL by Jack Hopkin
Stendhal syndrome. A sense of profound and overwhelming ecstasy- 
sometimes to the point of awestruck stupefaction and dizzying bewil-
derment- when exposed to great beauty, be it art, architecture, music, 
or some other such phenomenon. 

Some say it doesn’t even exist. 

What else, though, was that strange sensation in the pit of my stom-
ach in the Roe Valley that August afternoon in 2019? It can’t have 
been IBS. I don’t think I even had it yet back then.

The field, a quagmire of sucking brown squelch, resembled the after-
math of a medieval siege with extra dysentery by the time everyone 
was taking down their tents, so it can’t have been any Wordsworth 
fixation with the natural beauty of a rolling glade. That said, caked in 
several days’ worth of dried slime at the culmination of the Weekend 
of the Mud, I didn’t feel I was looking at a life-sized diorama of the 
Somme. Looks were deceiving. It had actually all been rather Edenic. 
In fact, I felt a great sense of contentment in that moment.
‘Baba O’Riley’ by the Who blared from a speaker far-out in more ways 
than one. “It’s only teenage wasteland….”

In other words, the 9th annual Stendhal Festival had been a great suc-
cess against the odds of the weather. I’d had the best of times with 
my best friends, and I wasn’t yet sad it was over- I was still riding the 
high of it having happened.

So, of course, Megan, Shane and I all bought early-bird tickets to-
wards the end of the year for Stendhal Festival’s 10th anniversary 
event, due to take place in the summer of 2020. It was going to be 
something special; we all knew it. STRANGER DAIS magazine, I has-
ten to add, didn’t yet exist- it was but a distant glint in our gorgeous, 
long-lashed eyes. 



Behind us, the festival site, with its purple circus big top and the first 
of what would eventually be many hundreds of general camping 
tents, receded ever further into the distance with every plodding step 
we took. To our front, the road stretched on for miles into verdant but 
ultimately featureless countryside. It was just after 5pm, and we 
began to feel anxious that we’d never make it to the festival before 
dark at our snail’s pace. 

I’m not too macho to admit that this prospect rather freaked me out. 
I’d seen ‘An American Werewolf in London’ enough times to know 
that when over-encumbered backpackers traipse through unfamiliar 
wilds, tracheas have a tendency to be torn. Given our mutually terrible 
sense of direction, it was doubtful that we’d be able to follow the path 
and stay off the misty moors. 

I grew to resent the fact that no single tanker truck nor hunk on Frie-
sian horse would come to our rescue, even though Megan’s leop-
ard-print cowboy hat rendered her the closest thing to Shania Twain in 
these parts. Still, we made a pitiful enough sight that one girl en route 
to the festival in a car full of her friends pulled over and expressed 
that she’d put us on her lap and drive us in “if only I could.” In that 
moment I don’t think Megan or I would have declined the unorthodox 
invitation.

After skulling a panic-placating can of Rockshore cider at the side of 
the road, we made a snap decision to return to the motorhome gate. 
We weren’t too proud to beg. And, in a scene that resembled a cut 
sequence from ‘Withnail and I’, beg we did. 

“We’re not from here! We’re from Antrim and we are lost!” was Meg-
an’s approach, whereas I adopted a preachy “these roads aren’t safe 
for pedestrians! That route is very dangerous!” stance that Helen 
Lovejoy would’ve been proud of. 

As the gatekeeper stepped away to convene with his colleagues as to 
what should be done to help this pair of out-of-town, fish-out-of-water 
idiots, a gentleman in a blue jumper emerged from the nearby 

AUGUST 12th, 2021. THURSDAY (DAY 
ONE)

“I hope you two aren’t here looking into the festival.”
“We are.”
The young man in the security tabard wore a bemused expression on 
his face. “This way is for caravans and motorhomes only. Is your lift 
still here?”
“No.” 
“I’m really sorry but I can’t let you in via this entrance.” 

This was far from good news. To say Megan and I were overburdened 
would be a major understatement. Tents, sleeping bags, and back-
packs- stuffed, of course, with essential rations, groovy clothes, and 
lashings upon lashings of lovely brown booze- weighed us down and 
draped from every available limb, competing for space on backs al-
ready damp with sweat.

We laughed rather nervously as vehicles of varying size churned past 
us up the lane towards Ballymully Cottage Farm. “What should we 
do?” or a sheepish variation thereof was the only real question we 
could muster, and we were advised to try and circumnavigate the 
farm and find the other entrance ourselves by foot. 

It should only take about twenty minutes until we found the all-impor-
tant crossroads, we were reassured. Grand. Simple enough. 

If only that’s how it actually happened.  

Like a pair of hermit crabs, we farcically hiked up the narrow road, 
pausing every five minutes or so to wheeze, dodge the traffic and 
curse at our predicament. All the way, my patterned headband- which 
was definitely very Woodstock-chic and not at all cringe, thank you 
very much- had a propensity for drooping into my eyes and 
blindfolding me.  



The camping supervisor looked perplexed at our apparent infiltra-
tion. She wielded a long stick that I presume was to help her gauge 
whether tents were appropriately spaced enough to adhere to social 
distancing rules, but it nonetheless made for a fearsome looking po-
tential weapon to be used against trespassers- which, conveniently, is 
absolutely what we looked like. 

She asked if we’d been kicked out and had managed to sneak back 
in. Flustered, we told her the tale of the magic farmer which, although 
true, sounded like a complete and utter lie. Even though she didn’t 
look terribly convinced- “I couldn’t tell you how many festivals I’ve 
snuck into without paying!”- she permitted us to go to the box office to 
show our tickets and receive our fancy press passes without giving us 
a taste of the stick even once. What a relief.

farmhouse. “Did youse get lost?” he grinned. 

We explained our situation to the kindly faced man and, after only a 
minute or so, he set off down the lane and gestured for us to follow 
him. “Sure, come on and follow me.”Megan and I could’ve jumped for 
joy if only we were physically able, and we thanked him profusely as 
he guided us through a myriad of security checkpoints via the back 
of the festival site. It was the pastoral equivalent to Henry Hill taking 
Karen Friedman through the rear entrance of the Copacabana as our 
hero smiled and waved to each staff member in turn, telling them to 
disregard the two panting, rosy-cheeked plums trailing behind. They 
were with him, after all.

Embarrassingly, we could barely keep pace. “We’re sorry for making 
you walk all this way,” Megan said, only to be met with a sprightly 
“awk, not to worry- it’s good for my health!”

Eventually, we reached the general camping area, and our generous 
guide allowed us to pick our camping spots and leave our assorted 
baggage on the field before doubling back and getting our tickets 
checked at the box office. We both regretted not catching his name- 
we presumed him to be the owner of Ballymully Farm itself- but his 
kindness towards us on that first day remained a highlight long after 
the music stopped at the festival’s end.



Clutching burritos the size of newborn babies, my-
self and Megan settled ourselves on one of the many 

benches that dotted the site and breathed in an atmos-
phere of jittery excitement. The fields were a runway as 
festival-goers strutted by in their bohemian finery, fairy-
lights in their hair, paint on their faces, adorned in floral 
shirts, peasant blouses and long, flowing white robes. 
Some gyrated in the orbit of flashing hula hoops that 

flickered with their every turn. 

We set up our tents- each fac-
ing the other in case we got 
spooked in the night- in the 
shadow of a towering wind 
turbine and toasted our arriv-
al with celebratory lukewarm 
cans of Magners. No sooner 
had we sat ourselves down 
onto the warm grass, over the

“Newborn baby sized 
burrito”

festival’s speakers came once more the unmistakeable introductory 
notes of the Who’s ‘Baba O’Riley.’ A coincidence? Don’t be silly- it was 
only 2019 again.

The sun was setting by the time we reached the Stevie Martin stage, 
where the wonderful Dark Tropics busied themselves in preparing for 
their set. Neither of us were entirely sure as to why D.J Sinister Pete 
signed off by asking his audience if they liked Picasso paintings, but 
context must have been everything. A broad rainbow stretched across 
the sky, and a colossal wooden horse pluckedstraight from Virgil’s 
‘Aeneid’ stood guard beside a still sleeping Karma Valley. Small 
crowds of happy people rippled in every direction like living mirages.

“Newborn baby sized 
burrito, version 2.0”



DARK TROPICS

Dark Tropics’ origin is just as enigmatic as their unique sound. Originally, 
Gerard contacted lead singer Rio through an advertisement to begin a jazz 
band! Upon initial meeting, however, a new sound was decided upon - and 
Dark Tropics was born. 

The Pop-Noir duo outdid themselves on the Thursday night. Commanding 
the stage with the upmost ease, Rio’s otherworldly voice breathed life into 
the festival ground in preparation for the weekend to come. stage with the 
upmost ease, Rio’s otherworldly voice breathed life into the festival ground 
in preparation for the weekend to come. 

Indulging the crowd in a show of up-
most vulnerability, Dark Tropics explore 
themes that range from the lusty highs 
of passion to the shattering quiet of 
betrayal - each wrapped up in a catchy 
tune. 

If you get the opportunity to see Dark 
Tropics, grab it with both hands - they 
are going places.  

Your intrepid narrators couldn’t help but 
laugh as a chap heavily reminiscent of 
one Kid Rock danced relentlessly between 
clutches of uninterested looking ladies. Of 
course, he was as bombed as Dresden and 
he looked decidedly worse for wear when we 
saw him again the following morning, but oh, 
how we missed such debauched vignettes 
last year.

I was acutely jealous of a group of girls who 
glided through the crowd in cosy looking 
dressing gowns, and the sparkling band’s 
opening couplet of “give me a coffee, I feel 
like a zombie” wasn’t entirely far off of what 
the little voice in my head was yawning. That 
said, once Waldorf and Cannon hit their 
stride, they got the beautiful people mov-
ing and moshing away in the inky darkness, 
powering through a set that lasted until 
around midnight. 

Not long before we retired to our tents for 
the night, we bumped into some familiar fac-
es from earlier in the day. 

“Hey! You guys made it in!” shouted one of 
the girls from the car that had stopped be-
side us along the long and winding road that 
slapstick, Laurel and Hardy afternoon. 

Yes, yes we did. Just about. 

The dreamy ambience of the soundtrack Dark Tropics provided 
matched the evening perfectly as twilight rolled in and the tribes gath-
ered for the first time in two long years, but the Tropics couldn’t keep 
the Moroccan sun hanging in the heavens indefinitely. 

Thick, black clouds fanned out in the sky like an alien armada and 
the night became teeth-chatteringly chilly just before the golden-suit-
ed Waldorf and Cannon emerged for a not insubstantial soundcheck. 





dawn. I thought of Megan in her tent opposite me, 
looking at her Dorothy-red welly boots in the sodden 
corner and wondering if she’d be waking up in Oz. It 
seemed the festival site was doomed to resemble Tolk-
ien’s Dead Marshes by the morn, but, mercifully, the 
storm deities seemed to get the worst of it out of their 
systems shortly before rise and shine came around. 
Good Lord, though, were Megan and I sleepy when we 
honoured the old 2019 tradition of the Breakfast Beer. 
Nonetheless, rising wearisome to our feet, we set out to 
explore - Karma Valley was opening up and we were ex-
cited to regain our bearings. 

AUGUST 13th, 2021. FRIDAY (DAY TWO)

Camping is always a bit of a shock to the system un-
til your brain learns to stop being a prude, to lower 
itself to your body’s newly diminished standards. Hu-
mans are amazingly adaptable and resilient, able to 
survive in even the harshest of terrains, and yet, no 
doubt much to the immense disappointment of my 
caveman ancestors, that first night I often found my-
self thinking “oh my god, what have I signed myself 
up for here?”

Of course, people love to shindig hard on the first 
night of a festival (especially one taking place after 
a year and a half of global lockdown) and as such it 
was only to be expected that the loud revelry would 
carry on late into the night. Which it did. 

Turning down a pair of ear protectors kindly offered 
by Megan- because, you know, I’m so rock and roll 
and just built differently- was a decision I came to 
regret almost immediately, and, accordingly, I lay 
in various experimental positions in a vain effort to 
block out both the noise and the cold. Eventually, I 
stuffed torn napkins into my ears and lay face down 
in a pose familiar to any true crime aficionado as the 
‘oh my god he dead’ position. Bliss! 

At least, so it was un-
til a young woman fell 
on top of my tent. “Oh 
my god, I’m sorry!” she 
yelped. “Uhhggghn,” I re-
plied smoothly through 
a mouthful of inflata-
ble pillow, my juicy ass 
pointing skywards in the 
direction of Valhalla. 

That was apparently the 
signal for the beginning 
of a punishing barrage 
of rain and wind that 
pummelled the town of 
canopies long into the 



Across a little stream lay Woodtown, 
within which stood small huts within 

which there was large, wood-cut board 
games for the children to play with. It was 

flanked by the famed Wooly Woodland 
stage, where the trees were dressed far 

more fashionably (and appropriately) than 
I in the multi-coloured knitted jumpers 

that stretched around their thick trunks. 
This area was connected to the Henry Mc-

Cullough stage by a one-way path lined 
with flowers of every existing colour (and, 
for good measure, maybe even some new 

ones too).

An old friend who had camped in our vil-
lage of tents back in 2019 came trudging 
through the long grass. We waved over to 

him.
“FAR too much acid,” he mumbled as we 

passed him by.

Now, as anyone who has attended the 
Stendhal Festival can attest, Karma Valley 
is a beautiful place, perhaps the closest 
one can come to seeing the rolling green 
hills of the Teletubbies’ natural habitat 
through your own eyes without being ad-
mitted to a psychiatric hospital. Three 
stages- the Henry McCullough, the Air 
Stage and the mighty Karma Valley Stage- 
stood proud in a florid landscape torn 
straight from a children’s picture book. 



Not counting the children’s drum circle in the big-top family area, mu-
sic blossomed in earnest when indie-folk singer Sarah Toner- fresh 
from having released her debut single ‘You’re Not Thinking Of Me’ 
only the previous day- took to the Air Stage before a mellow crowd. 
The valley, empty in the morning, began to awake as we headed on 
our merry way to catch stand-up performances courtesy of the won-
derful Dave Elliott and Shane Todd- arguably the premier acts on 
Northern Ireland’s contemporary comedy circuit. 

All was harmonious, at least until a fraught confrontation in the mid-
dle of Shane Todd’s slot threatened to shatter the afternoon’s tran-
quillity.

“I’m going to pee on your T.V,” said the five-year-old boy standing 
knee-high before the stage, holding his Capri Sun in a descriptive 
manner- you know how- and squeezing it to illustrate his intent. 
“Is that a threat?” said Mr Todd, matching the aggression of his intim-
idating primary-school aged heckler. “I need you to BACK OFF. I’ll get 
you turfed out of here.”

The little boy wouldn’t budge. The audience held their breaths, well 
aware that things could escalate at any moment.

Have you gigged at Stendhal before? How 
was it being back at a festival 

Yes, this was actually my 4th Stend-
hal. It was brilliant being back and 
seeing everyone having fun like the 
good old days!

“Look, just because I’m 33 and 
you’re 5, don’t think I won’t take you 
down.”

The child’s mother, apparently hav-
ing left her son unattended for all 
of five minutes, saw from afar what 
was happening and scuttled onto 
the scene- clutching several cans of 
Coors Light in true festival fashion- 
to withdraw him from the limelight 
to the uproarious laughter of the 
gathered crowd. The morning crisis 
had been narrowly averted…

5 Minutes With Dave Elliott

What was the atmosphere like performing to a packed hill of fans?

It was amazing, each year I’ve been on a different stage, but the Hen-
ry McCullough stage was definitely the best for comedy... even at 3 in 
the afternoon!

With such a busy schedule this weekend did you get a chance to explore Stendhal 
at all? Did you see or hear anything that interested you

Not even! We literally got there drove to the stage, jumped out, did a 
set and back down the road to the second gig of the day! I definitely 
want to go to Stendhal on a day I’m not performing though. Maybe 
camp... in a nearby luxury hotel.

Did you have to make any adjustments to your set for younger audience mem-
bers or did you throw caution to the wind? 

Every year we’re told “it’s over 18s” but every year there’s a 3 year old 
in the front row ready to cry at the drop of a swear word. So this year I 
did do a mostly PG set to try and avoid the tears... but I called a baby 
girl a boy this year so offended nonetheless!

Where can people catch you next, what are your plans for the rest of the year?

Honestly all over! I am working towards my biggest show to date on 
December 17th at the Ulster Hall and I am doing a totally different 
hour (for some reason) in the Limelight on September 19th!



Meanwhile, Ivan the Chip Van Man 
was probably as tired as we, or per-
haps even already fed up with the 
wide-eyed, slurring 
casualties of the previous night’s 
fandango 
unintelligibly soliciting his services. 

He sighed and looked a little bit like a sad Steve 
Pemberton character, even the melancholic Crimson King from 
the back of the first King Crimson album, but one thing was for 
sure- his curry chips were lovely and kept us well sustained over 
the next couple of days. Judging by the sheer volume of his card-
board chip containers to be found in the various rubbish 
collection points at the end of the festival, though, no doubt he 
left Stendhal a happy man several 
doubloons richer. 



Thusly energised, we roamed past the Stevie Martin 
stage- where the String Ninjas were laying down an 
incredible set that even encompassed a brilliant re-
imagining of Miss Eilish’s ‘Bad Guy’- on our way to 
Karma Valley (or should I say the Valley of the Dolls?) 
to bear witness to the truly singular Dea Matrona. 

Where do I even begin? Those three girls, welcomed 
onto the stage with roaring applause (not to mention 
some stray wolf-whistles), were nothing short of in-
cendiary, full of energy and 1970s glamour as they 
dominated the afternoon in their hippie lace and vel-
vet flares. Original compositions like the fiery ‘Stamp 
On It’ blended seamlessly with covers in which they 
took rock gods to task, blazing away with pound-
ing takes of Hendrix’ ‘Purple Haze’ and Zeppelin’s 
‘Whole Lotta Love’. 

Of course, there was time too for their piece de re-
sistance, that superlative reading of Peter Green’s 
‘Oh Well’ that won them viral international favour 
last year. Long before they took their final bows and 
exited stage left, it was impossible not to premature-
ly recognise them as of the musical highlights of the 
entire weekend. 

DEA MATRONA

Blossoming forth from Belfast, sis-
ters Mollie and Mamie McGinn and 
school friend Orlaith Forsyth rocked 
Karma Valley as Dea Matrona! 

Dea Matrona are no strangers to 
success. The group rose to stardom 
following a series of viral video of 
the band busking in the streets 
of Belfast - racking up well over a 
beefy 2 million views across their 
YouTube channel.

Unsurprisingly, Dea Matrona brought the metaphorical house down 
with a huge crashing wallop. Full to the brim with guitar solos, bass 
runs, crashing drums and expertly executed harmonies, they were cer-
tainly a highlight of the whole festival. 



Not long thereafter, though, there was tough competition cour-
tesy of singer-songwriter David Keenan. I can honestly say that 
this was one of the most genuinely powerful performances I’ve 
seen from anyone, anytime and anywhere. The wistful poetry 
of Keenan’s lyrics, the virtuosity of his band and the brooding 
intensity of the troubadour’s delivery all coalesced together in 
some chemical reaction with the earth and air to generate an 
experience floating somewhere in the jet stream between the 
realms of concert, theatre and spiritual gathering.

By the time Keenan and co launched into their stirring rendi-
tion of ‘Evidence of Living’- dedicated to the memory of Gareth 
Kane, the band’s bassist who tragically passed away last year- 
there were actual tears in my eyes, strange, uplifting tears that 
reminded me of just how joyous it really was to be back in that 
valley listening to live music again after all the tumult of the pre-
vious 18 months. 

Turns out I’m not such a Tin Man after all.

It must have been a little too life-affirming and motivational, 
though, because apparently it made Megan and I sprout mas-
sive balls of brass that filled out our codpieces. We walked confi-
dently towards the stage and, finding a member of festival staff, 
I gestured towards the fenced-off backstage area. 

“We have press passes. Can we get back there?” I enquired in 
what I thought was my very best journo voice.
“No. Not a chance.”
“What do the passes actually do?” asked Megan.
“No idea, but I’m sorry, you’re not getting back here,” the festival 
worker commiserated. “Not a chance.”
Oh well. It may have been an embarrassing act of journalistic 
hubris on our part, but at least we tried.

DAVID KEENAN

Hailing from Dun-
dalk, David Keenan 
left home as a teen-
ager for Liverpool 
in hot pursuit of 
Lee Mavers (... of 
course).

Living a nomadic 
lifestyle of busking 
and sofa surfing, 
he watched the life 
brimming in the 
streets surrounding 
him. 

Documenting observation and imagination within carefully crafted 
stories, David Keenan perfectly captures the spirit of the quintes-
sential Irish writer. Spinning cautious introspection into wider spans 
of sight, the charismatic musician enraptures the audience. He is a 
joy.



Being sufficiently inebriated to pre-
sume myself Nicolas Roeg at Glas-

tonbury Fayre, I whipped my camera 
out and filmed first the superno-

va sunshine, then the gently sway-
ing percussionists and the swelling 
crowd of flailing harem-panted hip-
pies that danced around them. We 
joined the procession- how could 

we not? - as they marched off in the 
direction of Karma Valley, the sun 
a bare lightbulb hanging limp on a 

streaky blue ceiling.

Back at the campsite, Megan and I 
were busy consuming a rather hero-
ic quantity of boxed wine and smug-

gled spirits- rum for her, whiskey 
for myself- when, at golden hour, 

a troupe of druid drummers came 
marching into the vicinity. 



Our psychedelic associate from the morning long 
grass wandered past us. “Feeling much better 

now- sorry about that!” he grinned.

I hear Roll With It, the Oasis tribute band that 
followed Ash, were very good, but I can only look 
back in anger at my scunderwall that by the time 
they took to the stage I was half the world away 

unconscious in my tent. 

Admittedly, by the time Ash took to the stage 
that evening, Megan and I were rather worse 
for wear, i.e pissed as newts. That said, the 
industry veterans- who we had enjoyed im-
mensely when they performed at the Big 

Weekend back in 2018- filled the valley with 
their well-versed soundscape. Well-loved clas-
sics like ‘Shining Light,’ ‘Burn Baby Burn’ and, 
of course, ‘Girl From Mars’ ricocheted from the 
by-now illuminated trees and from person to 
person in that giddy crowd, rising like Roman 

candles into a muggy night sky.



“I’m really glad you came over to say hello. That’s what I love 
about these things. Like, I may be young, dumb and full of 

cum- and you’re old, cold and full of mould- but I’m glad you 
passed by.”

In the middle of the night, though, I 
awoke to hear some young lads make 

friends with an older gentleman who had 
strolled through their little front garden.

They then proceeded to full-throatedly 
sing along together to the backing of their 
speaker, from which Harry Chapin’s ‘Cats 

in the Cradle’ blared. 

“My boy was just like me…”





In fact, such a formative influence were (and are) And So 
to Ferals that Shane and Sam have matching tattoos of 
the band’s logo. It hardly seemed fair that they’d not only 
have to miss but also compete with a set by their idols, 
but it was a fjord they’d be obliged to bridge later that 
night.

Leaving the grown-ups to their beauty sleep, I decided to 
shake myself out of my hangover haze with a stroll around 
the festival site. The brimming itinerary for the day had 
yet to open, and all was calm and still beneath the grand 
wind turbine-lined ridges that towered over the valley. 
Near the purple big-top, a mime was busy applying white 
makeup behind a vaudeville looking stall reminiscent of 
those used in the old ‘Punch and Judy’ shows. The Greek 
warriors had yet to burst from their hulking wooden horse. 
It was another glorious morning.  

Down by the river I passed a solitary man sitting beneath 
a tree. He played a violin, his long-haired head bowed and 
his eyes affixed like laser pointers onto the gently lapping 
stream, never once registering my invasive presence. He 
cut a lonesome figure in a manner that was strangely se-
rene, but, feeling I was witnessing (or perhaps even inter-
rupting) something curiously intimate, I scurried quickly 
on. 

Nonetheless, I like to imagine that the gnomic fiddler is 
still sitting there amongst the trees, serenading his river. 

AUGUST 14th, 2021. SATURDAY (DAY 
THREE)

It was with some groggy shame that I realised the hot 
chocolate that Megan bought for me on Saturday morn-
ing comprised the first non-alcoholic fluid to pass my lips 
in three days. Her and Shane (who had arrived on-site the 
previous afternoon but, due to the campsite’s social dis-
tancing guidelines, had been forced to pitch up on the far 
end of the field) had already been awake for a couple of 
hours by the time my subconscious elected to slumbern’t. 
Both of them were visibly busted, and they wisely opted to 
take a restorative power nap. 

It was a big day, after all. Our very own Shane (as you well 
know, one third of and frontman of Ferals) would be tak-
ing to the Wooly Woodland stage in just over 13 hours. Of 
course, though, there just had to be a catch- their perfor-
mance that night would clash squarely with that of festi-
val headliners And So I Watch You From Afar, who would 
be playing concurrently over on the Stevie Martin Stage. 

“Who did they have to piss off to get that slot?” was the 
way our friend and Great 2019 Morass survivor Luke Aus-
tin had put it when we stumbled upon him on the first 
night. It was indeed a far from ideal scenario: not only was 
there the risk of a greatly diminished potential audience 
for Ferals’ debut concert reappearance since March 2020, 
but And So also just happens to be Shane’s favourite 
band. 



Like a defeated anime villain, the winged bandit careened 
onto the bench beside me, bouncing hard a couple of times 
against the wood.

“Fuck! There he is! Get him!”

Or, in Mortal Kombat terms, “Finish him!”

Shane’s welly-booted foot came smashing down on his van-
quished foe. It was over. There was no mercy, no chivalry, no 
glory in victory- only shock, awe and a renewed fear of what 
Shane was capable of. We’d just witnessed him pull off a 
combo move straight from a video game. 

We’d won the battle but not the war, though, as follow-up 
waves of wasps swooped in to avenge their new martyr. I’d 
hoped Shane would stand his ground and repel these succes-
sive attacks like Uma Thurman in the samurai showdown at 
the end of ‘Kill Bill’ (Leave the limbs you’ve lost. They belong 
to me!) but in the event we were forced to retreat from the 
field of battle in the face of their overwhelming numerical 
superiority. 

Back at the tents, Megan and Shane (health bars replen-
ished after their dozes) distributed the last of our cider sup-
ply between our three refillable plastic Stendhal cups and we 
ventured in together. Mercifully, we knew nothing in advance 
of the sustained aerial attack we’d soon be buckling under. 
I’m talking wasps. Little shits. ‘A Bug’s Life’ meets Picasso’s 
‘Guernica.’

Drunk on the plentiful supply of sugary beer and cider they’d 
pillaged from festival patrons, the little yellow menaces were 
particularly aggressive when they swept over us like the first 
wave at Pearl Harbour. We squealed and cut drastic evasive 
manoeuvres down the sun-baked slopes and, on more than 
one occasion, Megan attempted to utilise passive resistance 
against the marauders, feigning indifference as they crawled 
over her hands (think Dennis from ‘It’s Always Sunny’ with 
the dart protruding from his palm) before coming to her 
senses and swatting wildly. The real turning point, though, 
came at a crucial juncture as the three of us sat at a bench 
near the Air Stage.
“There’s one! Get him!”

Shane’s fight-or-flight kicked in as he lurched to his feet. 
Wielding a coffee cup as a crude melee weapon, there was 
a cold primordial vengeance flashing in his eyes. He was de-
fending his tribe. The wasp was storming towards Shane like 
a jouster with something to prove when Shane parried his 
attack and swiped his makeshift bludgeon at the attacker. 

PING! Direct hit! 



The aftermath, you’ll be pleased to know, 
has been immortalised in photograph form 

for future generations to see.

Ours wasn’t the only 
wasp-centric tragedy.

 Our friend Stephen Coulter ex-
plained to us how he had be-

come a casualty of the interspe-
cies conflict the previous day 

when he managed to get stung 
on the underside of his lip. *

*Exhibit A



The atmosphere was far more placid around the Ste-
vie Martin stage, where we absconded with haste to 
gain good stage-side seats in time to catch Sasha 
Samara’s set. Megan’s schoolyard best chum dating 
all the way back to primary school, Sasha has always 
been a natural with regards to performance, full of 
charisma and stage presence, so, as goes without 
saying, she didn’t disappoint. Microphone stand dec-
orated with white blossoms, a rolodex of flash guitars 
at her disposal- including a particularly groovy one 
shaped like flower- and backed by an extremely pro-
ficient band, Sasha’s pretty songs of love and heart-
break were perfectly suited to the laid-back mood of 
that sunny afternoon. 

SASHA SAMARA
In 2019, Sasha Samara took her first steps 
into the music scene in Belfast, cultivating her 
own unique brand of candid, conversational 
lyrics with catchy folk-pop hooks. And she fast 
became a fan favourite. 

Last year, she was awarded the New Contender 
Award at the prestigious NI Music Prize, where 
she played the ceremony out in style.

Continuing her advantageous stride to success, 
Sasha performed upon the iconic Stevie Martin 
stage at Stendhal on the Saturday afternoon. 

Highlights of her performance included her 
opening track, 'Sunflower', a deeply heartfelt 
ukulele love song; 'Sobering Up', introduced 
charmingly as 'a song about getting your life 
back on track'; and a brand new arrangement 
of her leading single 'Broken Vessel'. 

Warmly received by the hundreds who gathered to 
see her, it was surreal to think back to the late spring 
of 2009, when- as I’m sure Sasha won’t mind me re-
lating- she sang Buddy Holly’s ‘Raining In My Heart’ 
in her role as the doomed Holly’s wife Maria in a bio-
graphical primary school play about the rock pioneer. 
Always good to see old pals reaching their full poten-
tial, isn’t it?  



Rendezvousing with Sam, Dan and their lovely girlfriends 
Aoife and Jchi Xso, we were then treated to a pleasant-
ly lilting acoustic set courtesy of the Ocelots down at the 
Henry McCullough stage. A folk duo comprising two very 
talented brothers, the Ocelots reminded me of a hybrid 
between Simon and Garfunkel and Flight of the Con-
chords, interspersing quirky banter and tales of roly-poly-
ing down the hills with idiosyncratic little ditties about 
such enterprises as forgetting one’s house keys and hav-
ing to sleep outside with the dog. As they closed with a 
Keane cover, a graceful silver-haired matriarch in a wine-
red dashiki held her smiley, shaky-footed baby up by the 
hands, walking tentative semi-circles near the bushes. It was hardly the environment in which to engage in more 

mortal kombat against the wasps, so when the cat-re-
flexed Shane caught one in his cup under the judging gaze 
of the gathered flower children, we urged him to let him 
go. The tiny would-be assailant stumbled out from his pris-
on, perhaps amazed to be spared and, after a few dazed 
steps, he took off home. Perhaps his friends think him a 
tin-foil hat conspiracy nut talking nonsense about surviv-
ing an extra-terrestrial abduction, or he’s a great hero to 
wasp-kind with Beowulf-style epic poems penned and Ozy-
mandias-tier statues erected in his name.

At this juncture, we had to split from Shane as he had to 
prepare for his interview with Gemma Bradley on BBC Ra-
dio’s ‘Across the Line’ show, in which he talked endearing-
ly about bumping into school friends, his excitement for 
Ferals’ imminent live return, the prospect of releasing an 
album-length L.P and, of course, getting his ducks in or-
der.



Oftentimes you would find yourself in a long queue only 
to find those in line before you conspicuously avoiding a 
certain stall. It reminded me of the scene in ‘It’ with the 
‘Not Scary At All,’ ‘Scary’ and ‘Very Scary’ doors, and from 
time to time the urge to slash would overcome any sensi-
ble preventative instinct to avoid them. I developed an ex-
tremely rational fear at the idea of fair hippie maidens in 
the toilet line behind me thinking I was responsible for the 
state of a given portaloo- a nightmare scenario that very 
likely came true on several occasions.

“I see what he did there” giggled the little boy to his dad 
in front of me when M.C Conor Keys told a story about his 
speech-impediment afflicted colleague calling someone a 
“cheeky chunt.” We were at the Henry McCullough stage 
having met once again with Shane after a couple of hours 
of wandering in concentric circles and passing each other 
by. 

“We thought he was with you!” had been Jchi Xso’s re-
sponse when we asked as to his whereabouts, and when 
we found him standing all alone in his brightly patterned 
shirt he resembled for all the world a child who had lost 
his parents at the supermarket. He literally fist-pumped 
the air when we clocked him from a distance. Reunited 
(and it felt so GOOD), we settled in for an extremely amus-
ing routine from Diona Doherty, a brilliant comedienne 
who I freely confess to never having heard of before the 
festival. I feel bad on behalf of past me- Diona is definitely 
one to watch. 

In the meantime, Megan and I settled down on the grass 
near the Stevie Martin stage and watched as flame-haired 
maidens dressed in long green dresses blew great amor-
phous bubbles- or, at least tried to, as a small brace of 
children did their very best to thwart them. Pirates and 
waiters on stilts stomped through the masses, the Celt-
ic priestesses- or were they aides of Boudicca? – smiled 
benignly as their bubbles were burst time and time again 
before they could take to the air, and, on-stage, Mary 
Coughlan crooned promiscuous songs of thinly-veiled in-
uendo and whiskey-exacerbated abandonment. She had 
excellent pipes, granted, but I’d be lying if I said her style 
of material was really my thing. That said, I was clearly 
in the minority because she seemed to go down a storm 
with her gathered audience. 

Perhaps now is the time to address the elephant in the 
room: the on-site toilets. By this stage of the festival their 
use represented the ultimate ordeal, and glancing down 
into any of the bowls would be to stare into a Lovecraft-
ian mouth of madness. Of course, this is of no fault of the 
Stendhal organisers and staff who did everything in their 
power to keep them clean and ticking, but such is the na-
ture of a festival that it was an inevitability that they would 
turn into Eldritch abominations stacked with towering tud 
perceptible by nostril for a radius of several metres.





At the risk of sounding fucking stupid, I had no clue what-
soever that Flash Harry was Northern Irish. I know. Mock 
me if you will. Needless to say, though, once I got over 
that whiplash, an hour’s worth of expertly rendered Queen 
songs out in the open air amid a crowd all too eager to 
sing along was nothing short of exhilarating- even if Meg-
an and I were very emphatic in roaring the lyrics of Spi-
nal Tap’s ‘Big Bottom’ along to the tune of ‘Fat Bottomed 
Girls’ when the latter came along in the set. All in the val-
ley were in excellent form, especially the fellow intent on 
reverse-dancing at Megan, clicking his fingers like some 
sort of Blues Brother. Hundreds of people lending their 
voices to ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’ and a sea of hands clapping 
along to ‘We Will Rock You’? Just what the doctor ordered.

The evening- and the time for Ferals’ performance- was 
drawing inexorably in, but the unflappable Shane, Sam 
and Dan showed no outward sign of any nerves. In fact, 
the scene at the bands’ campsite was one of calm jovial-
ity, Shane and Dan duetting on Limp Bizkit songs as, not 
far away, a pair of hippies entertained themselves by tak-
ing turns balancing upright on each other’s shoulders. It 
made for a genuinely impressive acrobatic feat. 

“I did it all for the nookie!” “Come on!”
“The nookie!” “Come on!”
“So you can take that cookie!”
Unsubstantiated rumours circulated around the campsite 
that on this, the final night, the giant wooden horse near 
the valley would be set ablaze in a pseudo-pagan ceremo-
ny. 

Spoiler alert: it was not. 
There were yet more tales of the previous night’s boister-
ous roistering, Aoife even telling of witnessing one group 
move another camper’s tent- the sleeping occupant’s limp 
arm visibly dangling from the unzipped front door- but, be-
fore long, it was time yet again to part ways. We wished 
the boys all the best as they headed to the artist area be-
fore we ourselves headed once more unto the breach. 



Then came the moment of the Great Clash, as the merry bac-
chanal ascended the slopes and emptied out of the valley on 
their way to see And So I Watch Them From Afar. With ten min-
utes to spare before we’d have to make a dash for the Wooly 
Woodland, we joined them.
Taking very opportune places flush against the barrier fence, we 
waited for the headliners to step out. Red lights illuminated the 
smoke slowly billowing from the stage, and, all around us, peo-
ple formed up in dense lines around us like redcoats on a pa-
rade ground. Could that be the smell of marijuana? 

Holy shit, it’s everywhere! 

With time ticking on, Megan and myself were only present to 
witness the first song in And So’s set, but, if that was anything to 
go by, the gathered congregation were in for an immense treat, 
the band’s own brand of instrumental music being played with 
their signature mathematical assuredness and a scintillating 
intensity that striking to say the least

AND SO I WATCH YOU 
FROM AFAR

And So do what they did best. If you 
know, you know. If you don’t, get to 

know. 



Nudging our way through the thickly assembled mass, we 
double-timed it back down into the valley and hot footed it 
to the Wooly Woodland stage, to find Shane, Sam and Dan 
just finishing their soundcheck. Already, we were relieved to 
see, a sizeable crowd had gathered- despite And So sharing 
the same timeslot- and it was with a great degree of antic-
ipation that we joined Jchi Xso and Aoife up near the front 
of the stage. 

“So you came to see us instead of that other band?” Shane 
joked assuredly into the mic.

Well folks, you’ll be pleased to know that Ferals blew the 
ceiling off the sky. It was as if the forced hiatus of 2020 never happened as 

the boys, full of energy, propelled themselves through what 
may have been their very best set to date. They were so 
transfixing in their performance that few even noticed the 
drunken wassailer who scaled his way to the roof of the 
stage via a backstage treehouse ladder, at least not until a 
stern security man came marching through the audience. 
(When I saw him I admit to initially thinking there was 
about to be a repeat of the ill-fated Ferals show at Output 
festival in February 2020, when the band were forced to 
stop on account of being “too loud.” Thankfully, there was 
no such interruption.)

A couple of scantily clad ladies nearby openly discussed 
how horny they were and which members of the band they 
favoured. Megan, Aoife and Jchi Xso were remarkably re-
strained in that they did not challenge them to a money in 
the bank, tables, ladders and chairs cage wrestling match. 



“Megan? This one’s for you,” said Shane from the stage, 
straining to see her beyond the stage lights, before 
launching into a sublime rendition of ‘The High.’ Stand-
ing to my right, Megan was glassy-eyed and there was an 
audible “aww” from the audience. The horny ladies were 
henceforth conspicuous in their absence.  

“That was for my lil lady,” he added at the song’s end, 
pointing in her direction. Apparently, the teenage boy 
standing in front of Megan had reason to believe that he 
was in a relationship with Shane and so was the lil lady in 
question, and he swivelled around and, laughing like Nel-
son Muntz, declared Megan a “sucker.”

“No, not you,” Shane clarified, “that lil lady there. I love 
you too. I love you all- but I love her the most.”

I suddenly found myself feeling very jealous of my sister, 
and ‘Jessie’s Girl’ began playing subliminally in my head- 
but not for long. Ferals ended things with their notori-
ously turbulent crowd-pleasing finale, an explosive cover 
of Limp Bizkit’s ‘Break Stuff.’ It was like three hand gre-
nades learned how to play instruments, a fitting finale for 
a volcanic return to old form for Ferals. 

A smoking gun, such had been Sam’s exertions that con-
densation was actually rising from him in steam form 
when the time game to unplug the gear and pack away. 

“No offense,” chuckled a grey-bearded soundman as the 
boys gathered their apparatus, “but hurry up and fuck off. 
I want to see Kila. We have things we want to see too.”

FERALS

“Playing again was literally the best 
thing ever. It was the first gig I’ve ever 
played where I didn’t have belly bust-
ing anxiety. 

The main worry we had was being for-
gotten over lockdown. So to see every-
one still there and loving the old stuff 
whilst getting down to the new? I will 
never forget it. It was an incredible mo-
ment, and extremely humbling. 

It was wonderful being invited back for 
the second time. Everyone working at 
the festival was super accommodat-
ing, and kept us all feeling very safe. 
Stendhal went above and beyond in 
making sure the first festival in the 
new world was one to remember - we 
all are so incredibly thankful for that.” 



The seven of us intended to have a bit of a tri-
umphant post-gig party back at the campsite- 
Shane had even managed to ‘liberate’ some 
libations from the backstage area- but, in the 
event, we were all too tired to do much of any-
thing besides laze on the ground. The festival 
was effectively over. 

That night was the quietest night thus far. Ex-
cept, that is, for the chap who got lost and, trip-
ping on one of Megan’s tent strings, thrashed 
the canopy and ranted against all those “fuck-
ing strings everywhere!”

All that remained was to pack up 
and leave in the morning. 



Trudging through the farm on our way to the country lane 
that led to our pickup point, we saw hens and chicks and 
even a baby peacock that looked like a rainbow had imprint-
ed itself upon duckling D.N.A. I also discovered that the cock-
erel crowing that welcomed each dawn in the valley had in 
fact come courtesy not of sound effects played through the 
festival speakers (as I idiotically presumed) but real cocker-
els, because no shit, Einstein, it was a farm. 

The three of us lay back underneath a nearby church on a 
grassy incline beside the road. Shane was a picture from a 
Mark Twain novel as he reclined back and fell asleep on a 
slope he later explained was ergonomically matched to the 
very shape of his spine. Meanwhile, Megan kept her eyes 
peeled for our parents turning in and the fluffy face of our 
dog Mollie hanging out the car window.

“Right, I bet the next car to turn in will be ours. No, bound to 
be the next one.”

Besides the cars and vans turning out from the narrow road 
on their way home from the festival- many honking, smiling, 
and flashing us peace signs as they went, others, presuma-
bly thinking us to be hitchhikers, asking if we were okay- the 
bucolic scene that stretched out below us betrayed nothing 
of the fun, chaotic scenes that had unfolded over the past 
few days. All we could hear was the chirping of the birds. It 
looked as though it never happened. 

AUGUST 15th, 2021. SUNDAY (LEAVING 
DAY)

In the morning, we floated around our flatpacked tents 
and waited to make our way up the hill to the embank-
ment by the church where me and Megan’s parents would 
pick the three of us up. My poor mum and my dad (her 
navigator) would ultimately spend around six hours on the 
road over the combined course of arriving and leaving day, 
making the long drive between Antrim and Limavady and 
back twice. It was quite the pair of road-trips.

We’d overestimated how long it would take to wrestle the 
tents down, so all there was to do was hover over them 
and take in the scene. All around us, our neighbours were 
busy dismantling the Shire, with the exception of a young 
couple who kept the music alive with a violin and what 
looked to be a mandolin not far off from our spot. The 
streets of tents steadily disappeared, giving way to fields 
that, unlike in 2019, were not a churning mess of mud. In 
fact, all was sunny, green and pleasant as Stendhal faded 
away into memory.

“It would be nice to have a drink or something to toast the 
end,” said Megan, prompting Shane to pass me one of his 
ill-gotten cans of Coors.
“Awk, thanks man……. Actually, I’m not sure I really want 
this. Cheers though.”





The non-stop live music. That sense of community and kinship and shared experience. That 
palpable feeling of standing in a joyous crowd, part of a rolling wave greater than yourself, of 
being lucky to be there, at that exact time and place. The new memories. The sheer rampant 

silliness of it all. The wondrous teenage wasteland. 

Once it gets under your skin, it stays there. That pesky Stendhal syndrome, 
that is. Long may it remain- or at least let it last until next time. 


