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LOYA WINNER’S UPDATE
THE BII INTERVIEW:

A
lex and Tanya Williams 
from the Polgooth Inn in 
Cornwall took to the stage 
at our Summer Event in 
June this year to be 
crowned 2018’s BII 

Licensees of the Year. They barely had time 
to catch their breath before the summer 
hordes descended on Cornwall. We caught 
up with them in early September to fi nd out 
what has changed since their win and 
whether they managed to fi nd the time to 
celebrate their success with staff  and 
customers…  

BII: How has business been since we 
last caught up with you after your big win 
at the Summer Event?

TW: “We have been really lucky with 
the staff  this summer, we have had a really 
good team around us so we have managed a 
bit of time off  but it has been really busy. 
Summer in Cornwall started really early 
because the sun came out in May.”

AW: “That has been a defi nite benefi t 
this year, having some sun in Cornwall!”

TW: “We extended the garden 18 
months ago and we really saw the benefi t of 
it this year. We’ve got an extra 100 covers 
outside. About two years ago we had a 
sloped garden which was one of those where 
you’d eat your roast out there and the gravy 
would be running off  the plate! Alex designed 
some pods which are outside under cover 
seating areas that are open at the front. We 
have three diff erent designs, each with a 
diff erent style, so one focusing on the garden, 
one focusing on nature and one focusing on 
the kitchen. And while we were building 
those, Alex arranged for the garden to be 
levelled and tiered, so it was a massive 
expense at the time, and we also spent a lot 
of money on getting in some lovely furniture, 
some fabulous tables – we spent a lot of 
money on it, and then of course last summer 
the weather wasn’t that fantastic. But this 
year it has really come into its own. We 
introduced full waitress service outside this 
year as well, which was a hard thing to do but 
we bit the bullet and that encouraged people 
to stay out there as well. It was just so warm 
this year though that people were out there 
all evening, whereas the year before they’d 
been out there shivering in blankets!”

AW: “In terms of trade we had such a 
boost last year but we are up again year-on-
year, although we have had to control 
numbers so we don’t kill off  our kitchen. We 
have been able to stagger it through the day 
as well because we do food all day.”

TW: “Our takings are up 6% in August 
alone on last year which is great and because 
last year’s fi gures were so good to be up 
again is just fantastic. Overall for our quarter 

end it is looking like it’s going to be about 
4.5% up on last year.”

  
BII: Did you fi nd the time to 

celebrate your win with your team?
TW: “After the BII award we had a 

fantastic staff  party to thank all our staff  and 
our suppliers for helping us get to where we 
needed to be. We had a huge party with a 
steel band and paellas and it was a really fab 
evening. We kept the whole village up put it 
that way! We did that really soon after the 
win, because for us as soon as the kids break 
up we can’t do anything other than get our 
heads down and work through it really. So 
we squeezed that in on a Monday night in 
June and the weather was fantastic and we 
had cream teas and a gin bar and we got 
really well supported by our suppliers who 
leant us some staff  so it was really good for 
our locals and our staff  so they could be part 
of it. When we went through the BII judging 
process we were in a bubble, and it was an 
amazing bubble, but when you come back it 
is straight back to blocked toilets and staffi  ng 
issues and we really just wanted to let 
everybody know what a big deal it was. We 
felt we wanted to shout about it in a way that 
was appropriate. So this was a big thank you 
and it seemed to work well.” 

BII: Have you noticed any impact 
from your win?

AW: “We have actually just been 
approached by a media company, to be in a 
video as a small business representative for 
a government based project. And certain 
people have been coming in we have not 
seen before who mention the award.” 

TW: “We are getting used as an 
example to support some of the smaller 
businesses who are just starting up and that 
has been really nice - we have become sort 
of mentors which is brilliant.”

BII: When we last spoke you had put 
a lot of time into cultivating the pub’s 
kitchen garden so you could home-grow 
the herbs and vegetables for your menu. 
Has that been popular with customers? 

TW: “Oh my goodness it has really 
come into its own this summer! We have just 
been certifi ed by a new scheme called 
Product of Cornwall, which is about Cornish 
produce being nurtured, grown and sold in 
one area, and we were really pleased to 
receive our certifi cate last week. We have 
been selling lots of produce on our bar this 
year as well because we have produced so 
much. We have not only used it in our own 
kitchen but have been selling it as well and 
for the fi rst quarter we have sold nearly 
£1,000 worth over the bar. So we are now 
taking on an apprentice in the garden, we 
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have signed up with a local college and we’re 
really moving forward with it. It is about the 
apprentice understanding it is more than 
just about growing, so they will be working 
with our main gardener and the chefs and 
working out how best to use the space and 
how to spread the yield and that kind of 
thing.”

BII: What areas are you focusing on 
within the business at the moment, 
looking ahead to Autumn?

TW: “Other than sleep?? This winter we 
have a few things in the pipeline. We are 
going to be launching a Rum Club, and that 
will be starting in October. We did a Gin Club 
two years ago and that was just phenomenal. 
We only set it at 20 people to attend each 
one but we had guest speakers and meals 
and an opportunity to win bottles of gin – we 
focused on a diff erent theme each month 
whether it was ‘local’ or ‘mixing drinks’ or 
‘cocktails’ or ‘round the world’. So we are 
going to use the same principle but do it with 
rum this year. In the winter we also do a lot of 
community projects as well. So we have the 
annual fi reworks to organise, the annual 
Christmas lights event which is a really big 
event we run when the whole village gets lit 
up like a Christmas tree - so there is quite a 
lot to keep us going.” 

BII: What are you planning for 
Christmas this year? 

TW: “We don’t open on Christmas day 
for food, only for drinks. We have two young 
children so for one day of the year people 
can eat somewhere else! But all our 
preparations are well under way now for the 
Christmas party season. We’ve got our charts 
up in the offi  ce showing how many people 
are booked in, and are chasing deposits etc. 
We try to have a management meeting 
usually in the fi rst week of January after all 
the last year’s Christmas bookings which is 
just about Christmas - we discuss what 
worked really well, what didn’t and how we 
can change it for the coming year. And while 
things are still in season then, the chef will do 
his menu as well – although it is usually 
tweaked as we get nearer the time. So by the 
time we get the fi rst enquiries – usually mid-
Summer it starts – we have actually got 
everything to hand.”

BII: What key challenges are you 
facing at the moment?

AW: “Rising costs we were actually just 
discussing at our management meeting. 
With the heat of the summer it has been 
great for business but it has actually aff ected 
funnily enough the price of vegetables. The 
chefs have really had to work hard at 
controlling the costs.”

TW: “For example, our chef has just 
done some calculations that our chip costs 
are going up by 25%. We spend about 
£36,000 on chips annually at the moment so 
that will go up to £42,000 – so that’s massive. 
And we need to start changing things and 
adapting things now, we can’t wait for next 
week or next month. We are discussing 
getting better prices on our fi shes and meats 
so we don’t have to change the prices for our 
customers, and making sure we have good 
portion control and keep control of our 

waste to get us through this bumpy area. 
We have been assured it won’t last but you 
can never be sure.”

BII: You mentioned looking at 
accommodation when we last spoke. 
Is that an area you are still interested in?

TW: “We’ve got seven acres so we 
always said we liked the idea of putting in 
some accommodation. But at the moment 
our vegetables and garden is really coming 
into its own, so we are heavily focusing on 
that. That seems to be the area people are 
engaging with at the moment, they are loving 
the fact we have our own produce and what 
that means for us as a business. You have to 
stay two steps ahead, and in fact the reason 
we fi rst started the poly tunnel with the 
cucumbers was that the price of cucumbers 
went up from something like 29p to £1.75 in 
a matter of weeks so we were fortunate that 
we didn’t have to take the brunt of that.” 

TW: “Also our kitchen is quite small in 
comparison to the number of covers we now 
do, so we have been looking at that and have 
moved a walk-in fridge out and created a bit 
of a prep room just to make work fl ow easier.”

BII: Have you attended any events 
yet this year in your role as BII Licensee of 
the Year, how does it feel to be an 
ambassador for the sector?

TW: “We are in Newbury next week 
actually at a BII event.” 

AW: “And I am now a Council Member 
for the BII in the South West. So I’ve been to 
one Council meeting and I’ve got another 
one coming up in October.”

TW: “You want to share your 
experience and talk about how you can help 
other people, and training has always been a 
really important part of what we do so 
it is nice to be able to share that, but you do 
still have a business to run so it is a 
balancing act.”

BII: Entries will be open later this 
year for LOYA 2019. Can you off er any 
advice to the next crop of potential 
applicants?

TW: “The big thing is to be honest with 
yourself about the answers you put down. 
We have someone helping us in the offi  ce on 
a day-to-day basis and actually getting input 
from someone who is not in the day-to-day 
operations but has a good understanding of 
the business was really helpful. She made us 
look at ourselves in a diff erent way. 
Sometimes as owners of pubs you tend to 
just put your head down and get on with 
your job, and not really focus on answering 
all these questions, and sometimes getting 
someone else to look at it they come at 
it from a diff erent angle. That really helped 
us. And get advice from anybody and 
everybody too!” 

Could you be our 2019 Licensee of 
the Year? Entries for next year’s 
competition will open soon, so keep an 
eye on your inbox for full details in our 
weekly INNfocus email updates. If you 
haven’t yet registered for INNfocus call 
our Membership team today on 01276 
684 449.

Polgooth gardener 
Sam Corfi eld who’s 
peppers feature on 

our front cover.
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everybody know what a big deal it was. We 
felt we wanted to shout about it in a way that 
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have signed up with a local college and we’re 
really moving forward with it. It is about the 
apprentice understanding it is more than 
just about growing, so they will be working 
with our main gardener and the chefs and 
working out how best to use the space and 
how to spread the yield and that kind of 
thing.”

BII: What areas are you focusing on 
within the business at the moment, 
looking ahead to Autumn?

TW: “Other than sleep?? This winter we 
have a few things in the pipeline. We are 
going to be launching a Rum Club, and that 
will be starting in October. We did a Gin Club 
two years ago and that was just phenomenal. 
We only set it at 20 people to attend each 
one but we had guest speakers and meals 
and an opportunity to win bottles of gin – we 
focused on a diff erent theme each month 
whether it was ‘local’ or ‘mixing drinks’ or 
‘cocktails’ or ‘round the world’. So we are 
going to use the same principle but do it with 
rum this year. In the winter we also do a lot of 
community projects as well. So we have the 
annual fi reworks to organise, the annual 
Christmas lights event which is a really big 
event we run when the whole village gets lit 
up like a Christmas tree - so there is quite a 
lot to keep us going.” 

BII: What are you planning for 
Christmas this year? 

TW: “We don’t open on Christmas day 
for food, only for drinks. We have two young 
children so for one day of the year people 
can eat somewhere else! But all our 
preparations are well under way now for the 
Christmas party season. We’ve got our charts 
up in the offi  ce showing how many people 
are booked in, and are chasing deposits etc. 
We try to have a management meeting 
usually in the fi rst week of January after all 
the last year’s Christmas bookings which is 
just about Christmas - we discuss what 
worked really well, what didn’t and how we 
can change it for the coming year. And while 
things are still in season then, the chef will do 
his menu as well – although it is usually 
tweaked as we get nearer the time. So by the 
time we get the fi rst enquiries – usually mid-
Summer it starts – we have actually got 
everything to hand.”

BII: What key challenges are you 
facing at the moment?

AW: “Rising costs we were actually just 
discussing at our management meeting. 
With the heat of the summer it has been 
great for business but it has actually aff ected 
funnily enough the price of vegetables. The 
chefs have really had to work hard at 
controlling the costs.”

TW: “For example, our chef has just 
done some calculations that our chip costs 
are going up by 25%. We spend about 
£36,000 on chips annually at the moment so 
that will go up to £42,000 – so that’s massive. 
And we need to start changing things and 
adapting things now, we can’t wait for next 
week or next month. We are discussing 
getting better prices on our fi shes and meats 
so we don’t have to change the prices for our 
customers, and making sure we have good 
portion control and keep control of our 

waste to get us through this bumpy area. 
We have been assured it won’t last but you 
can never be sure.”

BII: You mentioned looking at 
accommodation when we last spoke. 
Is that an area you are still interested in?

TW: “We’ve got seven acres so we 
always said we liked the idea of putting in 
some accommodation. But at the moment 
our vegetables and garden is really coming 
into its own, so we are heavily focusing on 
that. That seems to be the area people are 
engaging with at the moment, they are loving 
the fact we have our own produce and what 
that means for us as a business. You have to 
stay two steps ahead, and in fact the reason 
we fi rst started the poly tunnel with the 
cucumbers was that the price of cucumbers 
went up from something like 29p to £1.75 in 
a matter of weeks so we were fortunate that 
we didn’t have to take the brunt of that.” 

TW: “Also our kitchen is quite small in 
comparison to the number of covers we now 
do, so we have been looking at that and have 
moved a walk-in fridge out and created a bit 
of a prep room just to make work fl ow easier.”

BII: Have you attended any events 
yet this year in your role as BII Licensee of 
the Year, how does it feel to be an 
ambassador for the sector?

TW: “We are in Newbury next week 
actually at a BII event.” 

AW: “And I am now a Council Member 
for the BII in the South West. So I’ve been to 
one Council meeting and I’ve got another 
one coming up in October.”

TW: “You want to share your 
experience and talk about how you can help 
other people, and training has always been a 
really important part of what we do so 
it is nice to be able to share that, but you do 
still have a business to run so it is a 
balancing act.”

BII: Entries will be open later this 
year for LOYA 2019. Can you off er any 
advice to the next crop of potential 
applicants?

TW: “The big thing is to be honest with 
yourself about the answers you put down. 
We have someone helping us in the offi  ce on 
a day-to-day basis and actually getting input 
from someone who is not in the day-to-day 
operations but has a good understanding of 
the business was really helpful. She made us 
look at ourselves in a diff erent way. 
Sometimes as owners of pubs you tend to 
just put your head down and get on with 
your job, and not really focus on answering 
all these questions, and sometimes getting 
someone else to look at it they come at 
it from a diff erent angle. That really helped 
us. And get advice from anybody and 
everybody too!” 

Could you be our 2019 Licensee of 
the Year? Entries for next year’s 
competition will open soon, so keep an 
eye on your inbox for full details in our 
weekly INNfocus email updates. If you 
haven’t yet registered for INNfocus call 
our Membership team today on 01276 
684 449.

Polgooth gardener 
Sam Corfi eld who’s 
peppers feature on 

our front cover.
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