The Life & Times of
Crawfordsburn
Country Club
Part 1

A

The Chalet [Cottage]

: The early years
th

t the turn of the 20 Century the
cottage was owned by Mrs Reid
whose family had held the lease from Lady
Dufferin & Ava on the Cottage,
surrounding land and the Inn for over 200
years. It is believed that the quaint old
world Cottage was used by smugglers in
the 16th and the hiding place of political
fugitives in the 18th Centuries. In 1910 Mr.
William Johnston, a Belfast business man
took over the lease of the cottage and Inn.
He was the owner of the Burlington
Restaurant and also a bus company that
ran between Belfast and Crawfordsburn
called The Garden of Eden Bus Company.
Considering the remoteness of a tiny
village called Crawfordsburn, William
proceeded to do the strangest of things,
he opened the Chalet as a tea room, built a
ballroom at the
rear of the
cottage and
opened it to the

public for dancing (the success of the
venture probably helped by his Garden of
Eden Bus Company). He called it the
Cingalee Tea Gardens and Cingalee
Ballroom after a favourite musical of his
running in London.
Unfortunately when his licence for the Inn
came up for renewal it was refused. The
Inn had been licenced since the 1600’s and
is believed to be the oldest licenced
premise in Ireland. The decision
devastated William and he lost all interest
in the Cingalee and the Inn. Both were
closed, never again to open under his
ownership.
In early 1930’s a young exiled Irishman
called Paddy Falloon, living in London,
heard about the inn, contacted Mr
Johnston and agreed to lease the
ballroom, cottage and Inn with an option
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to buy in the future, fulfilling a lifelong
desire to open an Inn in Ireland. He
changed the name Cingalee to The Chalet.
He renovated the ballroom and organised
tea dances, Saturday night dances and
light music concerts.
It attracted a high class of clientele.
Evening dress, white tie and tails, were
considered normal attire on nearly every
occasion and he imported an 18 piece
dance band, led by Tony Linnell.
Paddy says he remembers sitting in the
Chalet with tears in his eyes listening to
the BBC announcer saying that we are now
going over to Crawfordsburn for an hours

dance music by the Chalet Orchestra
directed by Tony Linnell. That was the first
of many evening dance music programmes
from the Chalet on the BBC National
Wavelength.
But he still had a big problem to face –
getting a licence for Crawfordsburn Inn.

that he would never get a licence while he
owned the Chalet and that the only
solution was to turn the Chalet into a
private members’ Club and add tennis,
badminton and squash courts. Members
should get a licence by registering as a
Country Club.
On Friday the 29th August 1937 the
marchioness of Londonderry formally
opened the first Country Club to be
established in Ulster . The event was
widely reported in the press even in the
Daily Mail who as we all know never miss a
good story.

At the next session of the Ards court the
licence for the Inn was granted and from
that moment Crawfordsburn Country Club
and Crawforsburn Inn went their separate
ways and the Club was registered and
licenced under the Club’s Act in 1938.
The Chalet became the clubhouse under
the management of Paddy. Stately tudor
furniture, curious ornaments, a peat fire all
combined along with passing of each hour
sound more sweet by the playing of a
tyrolean love song by an old german clock,
a now rare produce of baden. A glass
corridor was built between the chalet and
the ballroom to enable members to pass
between the buildings with minimum of
discomfort.
Dining was of a high standard at a
reasonable price and to satisfy the demand
on Saturday nights there were often two
sittiings for dinner.

Repeatedly it was rejected, the judge
stating that he only wanted the licence for
the Inn to feed his Club with drink.
Desmond Chambers KC, one of the top
men at the northern bar advised Paddy
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The Club planned an entire week to mark
the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth with
cocktail and garden parties, tennis
tournament, treasure hunt and of course
the Coronation Ball, an evening dress
extravaganza which outshone functions

From 1937 until the outbreak of war, Stan
Kennett and his Rhythms broadcast dance
music from the ballroom on the BBC every
Wednesday afternoon at 1.15pm.
By late 1940 with members joining the
armed forces, petrol rationing and a
blackout, audiences had dwindled and CCC
was in dire financial trouble. It was
reprieved by rent and lease adjustments
granted due to the circumstances.
Members of the armed forces stationed
nearby were invited as guests and many
friendships were formed lasting many
years. Without their support it is doubtful
that the Club could have survived. The first
Annual Dinner Dance was held during the
war years and the wartime experience
became a popular theme night in the
decades to come with the sandbagging of
the Club, the sound of sirens and spitfires
and the songs of Vera Lynn welcoming
guests on the night. The services brought
colour and atmosphere to the club. The
tales of their often exaggerated exploits
spread to the four corners of Co. Down
bringing in their wake a flood of
applications for membership. The club
emerged from the war stronger than ever
and when the Club was offered the
purchase of the premises in 1947 it had no
difficulty agreeing to do so.
Into the 50’s, subscriptions remained at
the 40’s level of 3 guineas, and a good
dover sole with all the trimmings
remained at 2 shillings and nine pence.
(about 14p)
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the popularity of showbands in the sixties
Tom had to employ a vocalist and the first
one to join his band was Leila Webster
later becoming Ulster’s leading
comedienne. Cabaret was booked, artists
such as Brian McCann, Tom Raymond,
Marjorie Ray, Candy Devine, and Peter
Tomelty and many others all appeared at
the Club. A musician called Chris Doran
was hired to play the Grand piano for easy
listening while members dined. Two of
Chris’s friends Bill Morrison and Robin
Lavery joined him to play Elvis, Eddie
Cochrane and Buddy Holly until closing.
Two other of Bill’s friends joined them and
the members loved it. They danced to a
standstill and wouldn’t let the band finish.
The five musicians later became the
famous group The Dominoes.

for many years to come.
Sunday film nights were very popular, up
to 200 attended.
Eventually however the
film shows succumbed
to the arrival of
television.
During the 50s, 60’s
and early 70’s the club
had 2 resident
orchestras The Chalet
The Blueberry Hill Club was formed to cater for the 45-60
Club Dance Orchestra
year olds and became a permanent feature on 4 or 5 Friday
followed in the late 50’s
evenings every season. The Club was decked out with
by Tom McMurtry with
Parasols and posters and supper was served.
the CCC Orchestra, all
attired in CCC jackets
and badges. The orchestra played 2 or
three nights a week for 15 years.
As the years went by things had to change.
Young people in the 60s and 70s preferred
Part 2 charts the sporting history
to rock the night away at the Plaza, the
of the Club, its social life and
Orpheus, at Queen’s or Inst. but by the
development from the 80’s to its
eighties these people were middle-aged
closure in 2009 (including its ghostly
and parents of a new generation. They
past).
joined the Club and eventually became the
majority of the members and they wanted
something different from strict tempo
music and dancing. With the upsurge in
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ne of the conditions in 1937
to be accepted as a Country
Club was the provision of a
Sports Complex, all Paddy could
afford at that time was a squash
court but he later laid four hard
surface tennis courts which were
well ahead of their time. He built
two professional badminton courts
of tournament standard with
exceptionally high ceilings. Members
of the Club were eventually selected
for the Irish Senior and Junior
Part 2: The final years
International Teams.
In 1961 indoor bowling was
introduced then snooker, darts and table tennis to be followed in 1976 by a new glass backed
squash court with tiered audience seating allowing televised events. An outdoor bowling green was
laid in 1987. Many members excelled in the various sporting activities and set a high standard
throughout Ireland and dominated the Irish administration of many of these sports for decades.

The Life & Times of
Crawfordsburn Country Club

My wife Ruth and I became members around 1984, I became Entertainment Convenor and followed
the tradition of booking shows through David Hull Promotions in Belfast and bringing them to CCC. Not without risk I assure you. I
booked a show that I knew nothing about – not a good idea. CCC patrons were very particular regarding standards and permitted
no smut nor innuendo. Comedy was to be clean and funny otherwise they made their displeasure known. All performers were
warned of this before going on stage but in this case the act ignored the instruction and exposed the audience to the bluest content
I have ever heard. I had to hide in the bar, numb myself with gin - all to no avail. I endured the wrath of the audience and letters
followed to Council (the Club’s governing Committee). Remember this is a Club where the authority had to be publicly given by the
President to allow gentlemen to remove their jackets on a Saturday night, a permission only very occasionally granted even on the
hottest of summer nights. I later became Club Secretary, a much calmer position after the bull pit of Entertainment Convenor.
The Club loved to party so themed nights were
always very popular and members young and old
enthusiastically took part.
A favourite through the decades was a western
themed night with the ballroom bedecked with
tepees and wagons, cowboy supper of course
included. The last one in the nineties had an
interesting finale. It was not uncommon after
closing time to repair to a member’s house to wind
down before making our way home. On this occasion a
fairly large group of us were walking home, well sort of,
along the Crawfordsburn Road on a beautiful summer’s
morning at around 5am. The sun was up in front of us. As
we came over the hill approaching St Galls church we spotted a lone
early morning jogger heading in our direction. To this day I have often
wondered what went through the jogger’s mind when confronted by a
band of people spread across the road dressed as
cowboys and Indians whooping and hollering. Is that jogger reading this? I’m sure
it’s an experience he or she will never forget.
A Commissionaire was present for every function from the Corps of Commissionaires in Belfast. He would arrive in
all his regalia and would be responsible for who got in and who didn’t and ensure the Visitors book was signed by
all visitors and of course a car park attendant as well to look after the cars.
Sportsman’s dinners - These were very popular gentlemen’s evenings.
Guests from the very top of local sport with speakers from the prestigious
sporting greats from around the world. I don’t know which particular year
this was but we had Mike Bull, Malcom Brodie, Tommy Docherty and Jim
Watt the main speakers together with Billy Hamilton, Stephen Kirkwood and our regular MC
Colin Berkley. These went on for several years with world class speakers from many sports
including cricket and boxing, with great nights and great parties afterwards. Danny Young
whom I’m sure a lot of you know did a superb job organising these events.
One of the most popular events in the calendar
was the Members Showtime. A lady called Winnie
Davidson persuaded a large number of members
to give up their time and train to put on a show
every other year with dancing, comedy and drama.
But it had to all come to an end
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In the 90s we were forced to sell the cottage to keep us afloat.
Club legislation, licensing laws, health & safety, fire regulations,
and entertainment licence requirements eventually took their
toll. Membership began to slide from around 1200 into the low
hundreds. By 2009 the decision was taken to close the doors
and sell the land. In the last years of the club Van Morrison and
his musicians used the ballroom for their rehearsals well away
from the press and public. The closure of the Club left a huge
void in many people’s lives and a number of them subsequently
joined the U3A family which helped them through this difficult
time.
Planning approval for the development of the current house
building process took nine years. Obstructions were continually
raised with each application and in 2018 planners finally ran out
of reasons to object and planning approval was granted.
Premises with the pedigree of Crawfordsburn Country Club
dating back to the 17th Century cannot possibly be without a
ghost.
The Country Club was no exception apart from the fact that it
had three.
A Professor at QUB told us that many years ago, in the early
hours of the morning, a monk with a cowl over his head and a
rope tied around his waist walked through the village, then
stopped and paced up and down in front of the cottage, before
entering it. Years later the same monk was reported to have
been seen walking across the ballroom. The Club throughout
the years kept an old vintage monk’s bench in the foyer.
Lord Crawfordsburn as named by the staff, a well dressed
gentleman appeared to the then bar manageress Ina McCune
and ordered a drink while she was raising the shutters. While
she prepared the drink he promptly disappeared. Other
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sightings of him, attired in military uniform, have been reported
through the years but no one knows his connection to the Club.
One we do know about is Annie. Annie was a hat - check girl
employed in the Foyer. The ladies toilet and powder room called
Annie’s room was up a flight of stairs leading off the Foyer and It
is believed she hanged herself in the powder room.
Many many sightings have been reported of Annie and indeed
many of the staff over the years refused to go up the stairs to
the room. There were times that my responsibility as Duty
Officer required me to remain in the Club until it was vacated
and then lock up. When the Club was deserted I would often go
up to the Ladies powder room, sit down and talk to Annie for
five minutes or so but she never appeared, much to my
disappointment. Occasionally as Secretary and thus the
keyholder I was summoned to the premises in the middle of the
night if the alarm went off. It occasionally did and as I always
arrived before the police I would enter and look around. There
was one particular door in the sports deck that I suspected gave
off false signals and set off the alarm on windy nights. I would
reset it and all would be fine. The police always ticked me off
for not waiting for them to arrive and search the premises first
as they’re supposed to do. At 3am you must be joking!
However I’ve always wondered if the alarm malfunction was
actually caused by Annie - calling me back for our chats. Who
knows?
Here is a link on youtube about the final days that some of you
may find interesting. https://youtu.be/hfLiiPE8NTg
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