Premier Inn - York - March 2016

In some respects, the very idea of producing a critique on such a well-known and marketed brand as ‘Premier Inn’, seems almost somehow superfluous, as what is there left to say that our Lenny hasn't already? 

This then is no 'Four in a bed' contender with accompanying aspirations of boutique style grandeur. The brand claims only to be clean, comfortable and generally speaking, practically placed location wise, all this whilst offering reasonable value for money for both the tourist and business traveller alike. 

In which case, for those who scan these reviews in order to seek out trends and commonalties, let me save you some time dear viewer and cut to the chase.

Apart from the poor breakfast experience which is certainly best forgotten, if you're seeking a value for money option in York, i.e. less than £100 per night which is uber clean, orderly and reasonably well positioned to enjoy all that beautiful York has to offer, then the Premier Inn, York is certainly worthy of your consideration.

A qualified recommendation then! 

Is that the whole story? Of course not, but it is accurate nonetheless therefore you need read no further unless like me, you generally prefer the aggregate to the synopsis. 

My first visit to York’s Premier Inn did not begin well. After three attempts to find the guest parking area attached to the Blossom Street South building (there is a sister building at Blossom Street North), I eventually arrive at what I believe to be the rear of the building and make my way through to reception. 

I should mention here that parking or even stopping outside the frontage of the hotel is not permissible, as it's effectively the main thoroughfare through York and is no doubt well serviced by traffic cameras.  

Once at reception, I am cordially informed that all the hotel's guest-parking facilities have been withdrawn and I will have to remove my vehicle forthwith otherwise I risk a possible fine. That’s a nice welcome I thought!

I am then casually advised that parking is available (which is handy), from the NCP Car Park some 8 minutes walk down the road (perhaps not so handy then!).

Putting aside the obvious inconvenience of not being able to park where I'm actually staying, charges at the NCP were not that unreasonable, i.e. £15.00 for 24 hours or, a discounted rate of £10.80 for guests of the hotel, assuming that is you remember to get your ticket stamped at reception BEFORE returning to collect your vehicle. 

Quick Tip!

It's worth noting that you need to go to the Premier Inn reception next to Costa Coffee in order to get your ticket stamped and benefit from the discount. This is NOT the same reception that you will register at if you're staying at Blossom Street south, confusing or what!  

I later learn that even when there is guest parking available, they still charge £10.20 for the privilege. I can't help but personally feel that guest parking is an important customer facility and therefore, should not be considered an extra revenue stream for the hotel. Afterall, not everyone travels by train or indeed, carries a handy brolly whilst walking back to the hotel when raining as happened to me! 

I have now spent more than 40 minutes just to park and register; this was not what I had expected from the brand that promotes easy-registration as one of it's USP's. 

Not the most memorable beginning to a hotel stay I’ve ever experienced but, ever optimistic things were bound to get better, I soldier on. 

Arriving at my room, 115 on the first floor, I quickly assess whether what Premier Inn equate to a ‘Family Room’, matches my own expectation. Although travelling alone, that is what has been booked for me and therefore, that is what I reasonably expect to receive. 

The room whilst small is sensibly organised with the large bed taking centre stage. A couch/Chaise Longue of sorts sits in front of the only window which is limited to a mere 4-6 inch aperture, no doubt to ensure unhappy guests aren’t tempted to escape using anything other than the front door. 

I assume it is imagined that the couch can be used as separate bed if need be. My own view is that it’s probably an expectation too far as there was no visible extra bedding in the room which would facilitate this. 

Other observations included; no fridge and therefore no late night drinkies or nibbles; no shampoo/toothbrush/toothpaste or showercap. There were however two walled dispensers in the bathroom which provided shower/body gel and soap respectively but in reality, this actually appeared more like a in-house solution designed to prevent the possible theft of the usual freebies rather than a genuine answer to guests needs.  

Also noticed was that although officially classed as a ‘Family Room’, I had but the one bath towel and one small wash towel (both admittedly very soft!), yet, an abundance of pillows for a family of six, how does that work I wonder?  

As for general guest facilities, the TV eventually sprang into life after investigating why it initially wouldn't. The small matter of a disconnected arial lead and remote control that required new batteries were found to be the culprits. Minor issues perhaps, but why did no one check its operation before signing-off the room as ready for occupation?

Enjoying the hotel's 'Free', WiFi also proved a mite problematic. Premier Inn boast of a two-tire option for guests; standard 'free' WiFi for the likes of yours truly and, 'Ultimate' WiFi for the gamers and heavier users.

Unfortunately, try as I might, I was unable to connect either in the hotel or the attached restaurant. I later learned that the restaurants WiFi was down anyway, consequently, the tablet was put away and my phones 4G came to the rescue, quite literally!   

It's possible of course I was being particularly dim in being unable to connect however, for a Quinquagenarian, I'm reasonably au fait with the workings of the 'micro-chip', this with or without Ketchup!

Moving on to the bar area, there was lot's of activity audible especially from the younger guests on this Thursday evening. Being the Easter holidays, in many respects this was only to be expected however, a young server later confirmed that the dining area which is essentially tacked onto the bar, often experiences such young footfall, especially during televised football/rugby matches. So, if you're planning to stay over a weekend, it may be worth checking what's on sports wise, especially if you're seeking a quiet retreat as this was anything but. 

I also noticed that there wasn't a huge number of seating options for the singleton. Groups of 4 or more were well catered for but if like me, you were travelling alone, then the corridor or a stool at the bar was pretty much where you placed yourself otherwise you risked looking as if you were waiting for someone.  

This was also evident at breakfast, where I ended up being seated away from the main dining area and in a large armchair with but a small round bar table to lay my food upon. More of which later…

Having gone for an extended stroll through the Shambles area after first arriving, I had planned to return that evening for dinner. As luck would have it, the heavens opened and a decision was quickly made to abandon that particular idea and sample the delights of the Hotels kitchen instead. 

The menu looked promising enough, largely comprising good basic pub fayre. From the laminated menu, it was an easy choice to make as the 'Steak Diane' quickly caught my eye, hmmm, yummy I thought!

I’ve supplied pics’ of the magnificence that was ‘Diane’s Steak’, if only to convey the wonder that just short of £15.00 can buy at a Premier Inn. Sadly, that’s where the wonder ends as although beautifully disguised by an abundance of onion & mushroom whirls, this was undoubtedly one of the most gristle-laden pieces of meat I’ve ever had the misfortune to be presented.  

To be completely fair, it wasn’t wholly inedible. Having removed nearly all of the offending gristle, I was able to identify nearly half of the original piece of meat as being fit for consumption. Just goes to show how useful sauces and ornate plate additions can be for masking what is basically, substandard meat! 

Whilst busy gnawing my way through the meal, I was eventually approached by the well dressed waiter and rather inevitably asked “How is you meal Sir?”

Having already made a number of vocal public quips whilst attempting to separate the chaff from the chaffer, it was only right that I was consistent and told the server exactly how poor the meal had been. 

I have to say, my dissemination of the Main course was taken terribly well, however, I can’t really accept the response that as the “MEAT”, came in prepared packs, it was not possible to detect near-inedible samples. 

Oh yes it is, I retorted. You open-up the merchandise and inspect it before you put pen to paper and sign for it!

Anyway, point made, I was promised a real treat for ‘Pud’, as I had chosen the Coconut Ice cream and Chocolate sauce concoction, pic’ also attached.  

And I have to say…

It was absolutely Fab, I loved every mouthful. Sometimes simplicity really is the key to gastro nirvana. 

All in all, a hugely mixed if not dichotomous evening which whilst protected from the elements outside, still resulted in a most brutal assault on my poor taste buds due to the dire main course. Thankfully, all was not fully lost as we were saved from complete gastronomic disaster by a simply delectable pud’ and a house white (a Pinot Grigio I believe), that was more than palatable.  

Upon being made aware of my unhappiness, I was politely informed that I wouldn’t be charged for the wonderful pud. It did rather cross my mind at the time though, how much nicer and more appropriate it would have been had I not been charged for the appalling main, rather than the dish I actually enjoyed and would have paid double for? Surely, if you were considering a refund at all, you would refund the cost of the offender, not the star of the show?

Regardless, the offer was appreciated and I hope, accepted with due Grace. 

Happily sated, I retire quietly into the night amid an air of silence for the first time that evening. 

Once ensconced in my room, I cannot help but notice just how comfortable the bed is as I sink into it with a seamless ease that would have brought a smile to even Mr Henry's face. The bedding is also excellent quality, absolutely no complaints here at all!

Which brings me neatly to Breakfast. 

Unfortunately, the room rate of £86.50 did not include brekkie and so more than a little reluctantly, I paid the extra £8.99 for the Full English. 

As a fairly seasoned traveller, I've always rather held the view that you can ultimately tell how good a hotel breakfast is by the bacon & sausages they serve. Anyone can pour a acceptable OJ, but serving paper-thin, translucent bacon and worse still, sausages full of bread crumbs rather than actual meat, quickly mark both the breakfast and consequently, the establishment down as proper cheapskates. 

Fortunately, the bacon was sufficiently thick enough to survive the rigours of the mass-reducing grill. Alas, the sausage was the poor relation in this dynamic duo and I managed but barely a corner of its finger-like form. 

4* & 1* from 5* respectively then!  

There were other issues surrounding breakfast unconnected with taste alone that also caused considerable concern. Namely the sheer number of guests that descended for 'The Most Important Meal of the Day', all at the same time, and the consequential logistical issues that arose due to the very obvious lack of both necessary staff as well as associated facilities. 

As both the North & South buildings share the same breakfast/dining area, it was always probable that it would prove a mite busy at the trough in the morning given the size of the hotel. To be fair, I had been gently warned by the nice lady on reception when registering, that as regards suggested trough times, between 08:00 - 09:30, was probably best avoided, certainly if I wished to enjoy a quiet start to my day. 

All is serene as I rise from a truly delightful slumber. I ready myself to face a full-on English, this admittedly at 08:15 rather than 07:15 as previously planned. The nights slumber has indeed been deep so traffic at the pass is entirely expected. 

Loins girded, I arrive at the ‘official’, looking breakfast lectern at the entrance to the bar and wait patently to be received. 

I was not the first to arrive however, as it appeared others had also clearly experienced issues with their phone alarms that morning.

A young family of four stood before me. Children giddy with obvious expectation and ever ready to taste what the heady aromas assailing us all promised. Their exuberance was soon quelled however, when a cherub-like lady enquired as to whether or not they had prepaid for breakfast. The mother initially queried the question and then upon further explanation, confirmed that she had not. 

Unfortunately, as our nice server then departed with the mother in close tow, this undoubtedly in order to take payment before access to the trough was allowed, it was clear that the rest of us would make no further progress until she returned as she appeared to be the only server manning this particular post!   

After standing patiently for yet another 15 minutes (us Brit's do the standing-in-line lark so well, don't we?), I was greeted by the same cherub-like server who cheerfully repeated her question, asking again if I had prepaid for breakfast? 

“Yes”, I smiled. 

After closely checking her manifest for fibs, out came the green highlighter and I was ‘lined through’ with but a single stroke.

I’m then swiftly shown to my small round bar table and accompanying oversized armchair, as the dining room was now fully occupied. 

Before being seated, I was quickly asked if I preferred my eggs poached or fried (it seems only the scrambled variety is available at the self-service station). 

Whilst understandably appearing a little frazzled at this point, I nevertheless thanked her for asking the question and decided upon 2 poached eggs on toast. However, I was more than a little disappointed to hear that only the white variety was available. 

Now, I know there’s now’t wrong with bleached bread but I happen to prefer the taste of brown so, unless it’s a particular foible of the so called Metropolitan Elite, of which I’m certainly not one; why not offer both for breakfast? 

I was then politely advised to go and 'help-myself' at the various food stations as, “that’s the way we like to do things here!”

My eggs eventually turn up, carefully coupled if slightly overcooked on a single, solitary piece of small white toast, this nearly 20 minutes after first ordering and more pertinently, half way through my breakfast proper. 

A baby-faced server later informs me that they were ‘especially’, short staffed that morning. Clearly the lure of yet another shift at the Pass had proved insufficient impetus for some to raise themselves.

I’d just like to say here, that although my kindly server appeared just a little fazed with the multiple requests for her attention, she managed to hide her frustrations very well and overall, appeared utterly professional at all times. I should probably apologise for not acquiring her name, as she certainly deserves a name-check, if only for being so smiley through obvious adversity.  

Having said that, I cannot help but feel, that with no obvious contingency in place to support staff when manning levels are so low, this can only surely reflect poorly upon the management. You must expect staff to be off occasionally, people get ill and guests’ expectations don’t change regardless of unbeknown external circumstances. Therefore, not to have a plan B in order to accommodate such eventualities, simply reveals a lack of prior forethought.

Moving on to the actual breakfast...

Whilst the choice available appeared reasonably wide and diverse, actually getting to the various food stations required both patience and just a little tolerance. 

I'm not sure you can really be surprised when the youngest of the hotel’s contingent, expresses their natural exuberance with such abandon first thing in the morning. Although truthfully, I found the accompanying noise just a mite waring after a while, perhaps I'm just getting a bit crotchety in my old age! 

The biggest issue however arose around the Tea and Coffee station.  

Now, who doesn't enjoy a nice cuppa at breakfast? However, imagine a queue 10 deep dear viewer, how long would you be prepared to wait for that first hot cuppa?

The problem concerned both a single hot water dispenser, necessary for your chosen bag, be it Earl Grey or Tetley, and a seemingly incomprehensible touch-sensitive upscale coffee machine, which managed to confuse all who approached it and consequently, just kept spewing out the same hot coloured liquid regardless of what was ordered.

This is just so NOT, how you want to start your day. And it got worse folk's!  There were further long queues for the main breakfast station where the scrambled egg/beans/sausages and fried potatoes were situated, as well as where you could toast your white bread and choose your jams. 

Overall, the Premier Inn breakfast experience was a very poor one, not so much for the content, more for the obvious lack of organisation. There simply weren't enough staff or stations in order to cope with the number of guests. 

Did I feel it was worth £8.99 in retrospect? No. The food was ok, but the long queues for everything made the whole experience decidedly unpleasant. I would suggest that if you have time, you potter up the road and pop into one of the many Cafe's that dot the area and vie hard for your business. You can then enjoy your Full English, cooked just for you rather than be limited to a self-service station which relies upon constant replenishment. I'd also be very surprised if it worked out any more expensive as well. 

I’d like to end this review by saying ‘Thank You’, to someone. Overall, regardless of the various negative issues raised, I cannot but commend all of the staff who were kind enough to attend to me during my brief stay. Not once did I experience a semblance of surliness or an example of belligerence, even when presented with an authenticated litany of issues.

Having escaped breakfast somewhat sated and triple checked that I hadn’t left my wallet, phone or anything else behind in the room, I descend to the small reception on the ground floor in order to return my keycard and check out. 

Naomi is on duty and I wait patiently in line as she gently deals with two elderly incoming guests, both of whom appear to require multiple explanations on the Hotels various facilities. 

My turn eventually comes and I’m inevitably asked; “ah, you’re leaving today, how was your stay?”

And so I answer, honestly listing all the issues as just relayed to you in this review and then, a strange thing happens. 

Although the line has since expanded from first joining, Naomi ceases all activity, even to the point of putting down her pen and just, listens. 

Whether her action was borne from a decree from a much used manual, or indeed, an individual personal decision, I would like to take this opportunity to thank you Naomi, for just listening. 

This is no small thing as you might perhaps first think. I would imagine the pressure put on administration staff to expedite guests through set procedures would be enormous, especially in a template driven organisation like ‘Premier Inn’. 

Therefore, to have an individual that actually takes the time to properly listen to the customer, without necessarily producing what often feels like a pre-programmed response in answer to mitigate problems raised, must surely reflect positively on both the individual concerned as well as the organisation as a whole. 

In short, I was left feeling that what I was saying actually had value and meant something to Premier Inn. No one enjoys receiving criticism however, it is ultimately an opportunity to address unknown shortcomings when validated and in reality, worst case scenario would surely be that I told everyone else about my unhappiness, but not the very people who were in a position to effect change. 

I then politely apologised to the ladies in waiting for the time I took to fully list all my concerns and finally left, largely reconciled.

I have to say, the walk to the NCP Car park some 8 minutes away felt ever so slightly easier than when first arriving, even with luggage in tow and this time without the rain to contend with. 

Concluding this review is a little difficult, primarily because I spotted a Best Western right in the heart of the Shambles and as Hilton himself declared, location really is everything as regards hotels. 

However, my qualified recommendation of this hotel is fair. The price whilst not truly budget, is nonetheless reasonable give the facilities and location. 

In the end, you pay’s your money and take’s your choice. I can only thank you for reaching the end of this extended review and hopefully, my thoughts have prompted you to visit one of the most beautiful cities in the country. 

Happy and safe travelling.

(
