
LETTING THE
LIGHT IN
Iffley Blue, Hawkwell House Hotel’s new flagship restaurant, opened its doors in October 2013 following a
£1m refurbishment. Hawkwell House has long been an Oxford favourite, set amidst 3 acres of landscaped
grounds in the beautiful leafy village of Iffley, just 2 miles from Oxford City Centre, with an abundance of
onsite parking. General Manager Tim Spittles, spoke with Matt Wright, about Iffley Blue’s stunning
transformation, and his plans to make a mark on the Oxford dining scene.
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B4 LEAD

"Comfort has been our main priority - we've
installed sofas and leather banquettes near the
bar area, and replaced the old conservatory
skylights with new treated glass, which along
with the new air-conditioning system, will keep
diners cool in the summer and warm in the
winter. We've listened to our customers, and
tried to implement their suggestions wherever
possible.”

On a sodden Wednesday afternoon, when there
appears to be only one shade of grey outside,
rather than the ubiquitous fifty, it comes as a
welcome relief to sit in a room suffused with
natural light. Iffley Blue’s opening is the culmination
of an ambitious refurbishment project, which Tim
kick-started almost 5 years ago, just as one of the
most severe recessions in the UK’s history was
beginning to bite. Tim took me on a whistle-stop
tour through Hawkwell’s recent history.

The past
“When I arrived, we were a middle-of-the-road, 3
star hotel, with a middle-of-the-road hotel
restaurant, struggling to make a name for
ourselves in the very competitive Oxford market.
We were a ‘me-too’ offering, waiting to see what

prices others charged, and then gearing our prices
off that. However, the recession had changed all
that, and it was clear that Hawkwell had to invest
to survive.”

Having spent the previous 4 years managing top-
end hotels in the Home Counties, Tim had definite
ideas about where to re-position Hawkwell, and
after convincing the owners, started on the first
stage of an ambitious investment programme,
starting with the refurbishment of all 50 existing
bedrooms at Hawkwell….and by refurbishment,
we’re talking gutting, not just redecorating.

Once this had been completed, with bookings up
and the hotel’s online reputation on the rise, Tim
began on the second stage of the investment
programme. A function room was taken out to
make way for 11 new bedrooms, and a complete

overhaul of the restaurant was initiated.

Having originally started out as a restauranteur, Tim
was well aware of the challenges he faced in
launching a new restaurant, but this also provided
him with a clear vision of what he wanted to
achieve.

“Up until 2003, I ran a restaurant called ‘Bistro 35’
in Witney - 70 covers, good bistro food, friendly
atmosphere…..very hands-on. I was the maitre d’
, but also helped out in the kitchens, whilst my wife
Fi worked front of house and made all the
puddings. Food was a way of life….and we did
take our work home with us!”

The present
Tim’s restaurant needed to appeal to both hotel
guests, and to entice outside diners.

“When designing our new menus, we sat down
and gave a great deal of thought to how we
sourced our ingredients. These days, customers
are far more conscious about where their food
comes from, and how it’s been produced. Hence,
we decided to reflect this as much as possible in
our menus, which will be changing every 8-12

weeks to reflect the best of seasonal produce.”

This attention to detail can be seen both front of
house, behind the scenes, and somewhere in-
between - there is now a new wood-burning oven,
which heats up to 650º,located in a corner of the
dining room itself. 

“The oven isn’t just a gimmick - we’ve designed
the menus to make full use of it. We want the
customers to see what we’re doing, so they can
feel part of the dining experience at Iffley Blue. In
the mornings, we use it to bake our own bread,
throughout the day it’s perfect for pizzas from our
Bar Menu, and in the evenings, our modern British
classics will benefit from its unique cooking
properties. Our new menus allow diners to eat
throughout the day, from snacks to full meals, and
this oven really needs to be flexible in order to
accommodate all these demands.”

It’s not just about the kitchen equipment though -
the look and feel of the restaurant needed to
complement Hawkwell’s leafy setting, and to
provide a relaxed, informal atmosphere, and this
has been carefully thought out, down to the
smallest detail.

“We commissioned new stained-glass windows
and Lloyd Loom furniture, to ‘reflect the outside in’,
and replaced the old fixtures, cutlery, and
glassware. For example, all of our tables are now
self-levelling so wobbles should be a thing of the
past, whilst our dining furniture has been designed
to reduce noise as much as possible."

Looking around the restaurant, the overall impact
is impressive. A  new 20ft chrome & mahogany bar,
together with bar stools, comfy sofas and leather
banquettes, has been installed to allow diners to
relax with a drink before their meal. Or afterwards,

if they’d like to sample a whiskey from the wide
range behind the counter, a speciality loose leaf tea
(sourced locally from Jeeves & Jericho) or a freshly
brewed coffee from the newly-installed Italian
Rancilio machine.

The future
So is everything now complete ? No, Tim is already
eyeing up other projects for next year, including the
installation of a gym for hotel guests, or the
conversion of an existing building in the hotel
grounds into a old-fashioned smoking house, to
enable the kitchens to prepare more food onsite.

The immediate challenge though, is to establish
Iffley Blue as a destination restaurant in its own
right.

“Hotels restaurants often suffer by being seen as
stuffy and aloof. We want to impress upon diners,
that we are a friendly bunch - our style is more
informal, with a real emphasis on quality, and we
want to be judged on that basis.”

www.hawkwellhouse.co.uk

“we sat down and gave a
great deal of thought to

how we sourced our 
ingredients”

“all of our tables are
now self-levelling so
wobbles should be a

thing of the past, whilst
our dining furniture has
been designed to reduce

noise as much as
possible.”

Ph
ot

og
ra

ph
y: 

Ro
b 

Sc
ot

ch
er


