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Foreword





I remember hearing Bob Monkhouse, the famous British comedian, saying of the late and beloved Tommy Cooper: ‘Well, of course, he was the classic marquee laugh.’ I was intrigued by the phrase, and went to the trouble of finding out what it meant. It seems that there are some performers who are held in such affection by the public in general that the ordinary passer-by, on catching sight of a poster or photo of the star on the marquee of a theatre, will automatically smile, or even laugh aloud. Nothing needs to be said: just the thought of the star brings a smile to the face of the passer-by. Well, in Ireland we had such a star. His name was Barney McKenna.


Barney McKenna – ‘Banjo Barney from Donnycarney’ – was one of the founder members of the Dubliners, the world-famous Irish folk musicians and singers who in 2012 celebrated fifty years on the road as a band. Ronnie Drew, Ciarán Bourke, Luke Kelly and Barney McKenna came together in O’Donoghue’s pub on Merrion Row, Dublin, in 1962 to play for their own pleasure, and the story of the subsequent additions of John Sheahan and Bobby Lynch, and the group’s meteoric rise to international fame, is well documented elsewhere. There were, inevitably, some changes in personnel over the decades. Luke Kelly and Ciarán Bourke sadly passed away, members came and went, Sean Cannon, Eamonn Campbell and Paddy Reilly and I all featured later in the Dubliners’ story.


This book is mainly written for those people who are already dyed-in-the-wool Dubliners fans, and for whom Barney’s name immediately conjures up the image of the burly, bearded banjo genius who dazzled the audience with his virtuosity while charming them with his folksy, no-nonsense personality.


However, Barney was famous for another reason, particularly within show business: he was capable of bringing any conversation to a sudden stop by simply uttering something so completely unexpected, and at the time so incomprehensible, as to reduce everyone present to a bemused silence. These surreal verbal gems have become known simply as ‘Barneyisms’.


I first met Barney back in the 1960s, but it wasn’t until I had joined the Dubliners in the 1970s and was sharing hotels all over the world with them that I first became aware of the existence of the Barneyism. The other members had become so used to them by then that they didn’t really notice them any more (except for the more outrageous ones) but I, coming into the situation with un-Barneyed ears, found myself constantly looking at the others after Barney had pronounced on something or other, and wondering whether I had heard right. In time, of course, I also became somewhat immune, and it was only when a newcomer to the company would gasp, ‘What did he say?’ that we would realise that a Barneyism had been perpetrated without us noticing it.


One very important feature of these gems is that, no matter how outrageous they sound, if you look hard enough you can find a grain of logic in them. In fact, if Barney was ever challenged on something he had said which sounded, to the ear of the average person, completely ‘off the wall’, Barney could justify it. And indeed he often did.


Which brings me to another thing: Barney himself would not in any way be upset that this collection of his sayings has been published in book form. He was well aware that any time there was a gathering of people within the world of folk music and those associated with it, Barney stories – Barneyisms – were told and swapped with great relish. He was often present, and no one enjoyed them more than he did. Which, when you think of it, is a sort of Barneyism in itself. Indeed, on one occasion when I was regaling friends with some of the stories, Barney (who was laughing as hard as anyone) said to me: ‘Tell them about the time I said that thing about Australia.’


We’ve been threatening for years to compile this book, but despite countless requests from veteran Barney-watchers, there never seemed to be enough time to get it started. When ill health effectively put an end to my singing career, I decided that this would be an ideal way to use my newfound free time – to try and bring as many of these wonderful flights of fancy as possible together in one place.


Most of these stories stand alone as examples of an unusual use of words and ideas, but inevitably with some of them you just had to be there, as the saying goes. Where this is the case, I’ve tried to set the scene as best I can, to recreate the circumstances under which Barney’s pearls of wisdom were unleashed on an unsuspecting world. I experienced some firsthand, but most have come from the recollections of a very helpful and willing group of friends and colleagues, to whom I am grateful.


This book is dedicated, with respect and affection, to the Dubliners, and to Barney McKenna in particular. I hope you enjoy it. I feel sure that Barney would.


—Jim McCann
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An Obstacle Confusion





This little story gave the book its name, and illustrates perfectly some of the characteristics of the classic Barneyism.


During a trip to London, the Dubliners had booked in to the Ryan Hotel at King’s Cross. After they had checked in, Barney went to John’s room and they were leaning out the window admiring the views. They were not to know that directly beneath the window was an opening to a sort of tunnel, invisible to them.


After a while, a car turned in to the street and drove straight at the wall of the hotel, or so it seemed. When the car vanished into the tunnel, Barney turned excitedly to John and said, ‘Didja see that? An obstacle confusion!’


John thought this was hilarious. ‘Are you sure you don’t mean “an optical illusion”?’ he laughed.


Barney was nonplussed for a moment. But only for a moment.


‘No,’ he explained. ‘Y’see, we thought there was an obstacle there, and we were confused.’

















Your Secret’s Safe with Barney





Barney was regaling a group of admirers with tales of his adventures when one of the laughing listeners said, ‘Barney, they’re great stories. You should write them down.’


Barney replied soothingly, ‘It’s OK, I don’t need to write them down. I’ve got them all in my head!’

















Barney in the Studio (1)


A personal memory





We were recording an album in the Polydor studios off Oxford Street in London, somewhere around 1975, and time was weighing heavily on Barney’s hands. Once the actual playing had finished, he had very little patience with the endless playbacks and retakes and all the other time-consuming little things that make studio recording such a mentally draining business.
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