Britten House B&B Review – March 2012

As a previous reviewer and long time user of this forum, I am only too aware of how much influence and effect a good or indeed, bad review can have on the reader.

I have often pondered the thought that “reviewing” an establishment is something akin to a minor privilege, essentially justified and validated by the price of entry and participation in the process of being an active part of someone else’s business, if only for a short time.   

My own review criterion was always a simple one; how was the overall experience for me, at that time and for that money? 

So, after such a preamble, how then was my stay at Britten House? 

In short, very good! 

The place was clean, the breakfast good and the value for money exceptional. Nuff said really…

The hosts were quietly affable especially Colin, a man I would happily share a pint with and dare I say it, might even be persuaded to buy him one! 

Will I be returning then? If I ever find myself in Lowestoft again seeking accommodation – probably! 

So why award only four and not five stars as all the other reviewers have uniformly done? 

Ah well dear reader, therein lies a story that may necessitate a large glass of whatever takes your fancy, should you choose to continue reading of course.

And so we begin proper…

Even the best and most accomplished of establishments will have an “off day” occasionally and sadly, I think I was the unlucky recipient this time round! 

My story starts well enough with a call being received from Colin on my cellphone, this in response to a message I had previously left on their answer machine. I offered to call him back, as mobiles can be expensive to call for businesses, but he graciously refused my offer which, I thought was a rather nice touch. 

As I was happily ensconced in front of my computer at the time, we ran through the various rooms available and finally settled on the Chopin Room, largely because of the nice large Shower it had attached. 

To confirm my seriousness, I passed my credit card details including the security code on the back of the card to Colin and all was settled, or so I thought! 

Having purposefully given my email address, I had half expected to receive a message simply confirming our conversation including payment method but when nothing was received, I wasn’t unduly surprised or concerned as our conversation had been so pleasant and indeed lengthy.

Two day’s and 150 miles later, we arrive on time (16:00 to enter rooms), a little tired but just happy to be by the sea and at Britten House. 

What is it about the sea that makes townies sometimes gasp and smile simultaneously? 

No Colin this time but Anne, his wife was there to greet us however, we were unprepared for what followed, “who are you?” she quizzically exclaimed! 

Can you see where this is going dear reader…?

I am politely but summarily told there is no record of our booking and to make matters worse The Chopin, i.e. our chosen room is no longer available! 

Bugger!

Anne also informs me, partially I imagine to adequately explain the reason for no booking, “Colin doesn’t do computers.”

No…Perleaze!

I ask her to check the reservations book as maybe, “Colin does do writing?”

Nope, Colin bless him, on this occasion his ‘doesn’t do’ or ‘does do’ turned out to be a ‘hadn’t done anything!’ 

We now potentially, have no accommodation and perhaps more worrying, there is the strong possibility that a little scrap of paper exists (they’re always little for some reason!) with my name, address and credit card details on it, including, the all-important security code which was given in order to confirm the booking.  

At this point dear reader, I am not a happy bunny!

Anne meanwhile is busily searching the computer (as she ‘does do’ - computers!) to see what is available and as luck would have it, we are promptly offered a choice of two rooms, the Elgar and the Shubert. Phew, a place to stay after all!      

Both are very nice and perfectly acceptable. So, after a minor unrelated discussion whereby, I am informed in a rather forthright manner by Anne that my previous understanding of the word “en suite” was actually incorrect (huh?), we eventually decide upon the Shubert Room otherwise known as room no’9, as it probably enjoys the lowest footfall and noise, being located as it is on the second floor. 

As we proceed with the booking, I query the price of £75.00 (still very reasonable plus, a lot of establishments demand a minimum two a night stay at the weekend whereas this was for a single night only so, big brownie points here Britten House!). However, after confirming that the original similar room was actually booked for £65.00 with Colin, Anne happily agreed to match the price. 

The Shubert Room is clean, tidy and furnished with coffee/tea/horlicks making facilities including some nice bickies. There is also a small fridge, LCD TV and hair dryer but better still, there is a plentiful supply of soft toilet rolls in the very nice “en suite”. Fab!

How often dear viewer have you stayed somewhere where the toilet rolls have appeared to have been rationed as if in war time? Never quite understood that myself! 

Overall then, pretty happy with our choice although, I had briefly questioned whether or not to just go and find somewhere else to stay, as it was almost impossible not to notice the number of vacancies evident along the sea front as we arrived. However, sometimes it’s perhaps best just to take a deep breath, smile and move on, after-all, it was only for the one night. 

The house as you may know was formally owned by the composer Benjamin Britten and it has to be said, has worn rather well, largely due to a recent refit I believe. 

That is apart from a two-inch piece of wallpaper hanging off on the second floor landing at shoulder height and various other scuff marks lower down, had I brought some glue with me, I would have stuck it down myself. No big deal really, but it kinda spoilt the otherwise impressive condition of the house. Shame. 

One other small point perhaps worth mentioning, I personally like dogs but I didn’t expect to see one curled up on the sofa next to the breakfast room in the afternoon.  

I mention this not because there was heavy evidence of a doggie in residence as there wasn’t but, simply because people react to animals differently and although he was clearly a very nice and friendly doggie, I was nevertheless rather surprised to see him, as there was no mention on the website as to our canine friend possibly being around. 

To be fair, I only saw him the once so maybe it was a walking/running/flying visit?

Moving on, Britten House is situated on the seafront in south Lowestoft approximately 20 minutes walk from the main High Street. It’s an imposing building with 4 parking spaces at the back and plenty of free parking at the front so that at least should never be an issue. 

Breakfast normally finishes at 09:00 and you are expected to vacate your room by 10:00 however, after mentioning my minor aversion for early morning departures, Anne very kindly offered to extend breakfast service ‘til 09:30, which I thought was a very considerate gesture to make. We agreed to accept her offer but compromised at 09:15 so as not to disrupt the routine of the house too much. 

On a related point, having walked in the cold for some considerable distance searching for a nice French or Italian restaurant and not finding one (although I believe there is a nice French bistro locally that we simply missed), we eventually ended up eating at the Victoria Hotel barely 100 meters away from Britten House. Note; if you are an Indian or Chinese fan you are very well catered for in the area.  

Whilst the available Premium German larger (Bittburger) was drinkable’ish, the food at the Victoria is undoubtedly very good. Two main meals, one sweet and a bottle of unknown Merlot came to a very reasonable £39.90 without tip.  

The service was unfortunately a different matter, this even though the restaurant was largely deserted, maybe 5-6 covers if that. You sense there may be a problem when you are informed by the serving staff that the wine has yet to emerge from the bar, even though the request was made prior to the food order, which incidentally is now being laid at your table! 

Off-season teething troubles I presume. It transpired it was also the bar ladies first night, I saw her checking all the prices earlier on and curiosity got the better of me!

We returned fed and watered as well as freezing, having taken the decision to remove both shoes and socks and go paddling at 11 o’clock at night! Don’t ask dear reader, it seemed like a good idea at the time and I woz on holiday! 

Returning back, having managed to remember the main door code (amazing for me!), I sought the comfort of a warming shower, this in order to both enliven as well as remove any remnants of the beach that may have returned with us. 

It was upon hearing a “ping” or maybe even a “ding”, that first alerted me to something not being quite right with the shower. Seeing a small spring dart across first one side of the cubicle and then the other convinced me that something was indeed, very wrong!

Bugger, It was stuck on hot, no! Double bugger, it was stuck on boiling!

And to make matters worse, I was now buried in a corner covered in soapy do-dahs, desperately trying to direct the ever-growing flow of skin removing water away to the furthest point whilst my confused brain sought a practical remedy. 

Eventually, after some minutes twiddling and inserting various pointed implements into the control unit, the heat was reduced and flow eventually stemmed. 

You obviously can’t blame Britten House for such occurrences, wear and tear will occur regardless of how well establishments are maintained. Mind you, when the toilet roll holder continually falls off the wall as if in defiance of being replaced, you do perhaps wonder if standards are all that they really should be?   

Soapy do-dahs aside, it could actually have been really rather serious, had I for instance been heavily intoxicated at the time and therefore unaware of the true gravity of the situation. 

A lucky escape then. 

The next issue however, was largely avoidable in my view and therefore, wholly preventable. 

Bearing in mind the early departure required and the time of year, to awake in the freezing cold was both unexpected and decidedly, unfunny. 

After scuttling around to check if the radiators were fully turned on (well, you never know!), I then began a search for a phone to call reception, it was now 07:56, exactly. 

Oops, no phone! What one wonders would ET do now if he wanted to, you know what? 

Fortunately, my cellphone had logged Colin’s number when he had called me to originally discuss the room, some two day’s ago. 

Colin answered after 3-4 rings, I said; “Colin, the room’s freezing, what’s happening?”

“Oh”, he said, “probably the thermostat, I’ll go and check and turn the heating on then!”

WHAT? 

Surely not!

Colin explained, it seems the thermostat can sometimes be confused as to which rooms need heating depending upon what floors are occupied. Huh? 

I was also more than a little troubled to hear that all heating was timed to go off at approximately 22:30, which probably explains why the room was so cold when we returned the previous night.

Early March on the eastern coast of England and bitterly cold outside is expected; inside a reputed five star Bed and Breakfast, it is not! 

Fortunately, the bed clothes consisted of a good quality quilt and top blanket which was just as well, as this soft southerner needed a full 30 minutes to comfortably emerge and brave the slowly warming room. Well, it was Sunday and we didn’t want ‘things’ dropping off just because of the cold now, did we? 

There was clearly a known potential problem here that our hosts were aware of yet sadly, failed to properly ensure it was pre-empted before reoccurring. Though eventually sorted, in my view this issue requires immediate addressing to ensure no other guests awake to such conditions! It really was very, very cold dear reader!

Time for a new thermostat perhaps? 

Moving on to more positive matters, as many have previously stated the breakfast was plentiful and very good. The poached eggs were truly excellent and undoubtedly fresh, although it has to be said, the mushrooms and hash browns were a little too oily/greasy for my personal liking but that, may be just me. 

There were also various jams and marmalades available on your choice of bread therefore overall, I was more than content with the cooked offering as presented, well done Anne!

I would also like to make mention here of Colin being a near perfect breakfast host. I never once felt pressured to ‘get a move on’, even though I had come to the table as expected, a little later than normal.   

Furthermore, I think the breakfast alone has a potential value of £9.99 if not more, that then makes the room rate for two people, on a single Saturday night of £65.00 an absolute bargain, even given my previous negative comments. 

Whilst highly deserving of a general recommendation as a fine Bed and Breakfast. The two main issues which most concerned me, i.e. no record of my booking, either on their computer or dare I say it, in a reservations book and, the lack of heat in my room at both ends of the day, simply preclude Britten House from receiving a full 5 star rating. 

Nevertheless, should you be considering such a journey to Lowestoft in the future, you will undoubtedly enjoy the warm hospitality of Colin and Anne at Britten House. 

Thank you for staying till the end dear viewer, I hope you’ve enjoyed sharing the journey with me and found it to be of some little interest. 

