
Getting a kick 
out of hospitality
Nicholas Dickinson’s career illustrates why hospitality can offer such a varied and exciting path, 
full of challenges and opportunities. Nicholas’ past has seen him work with some of the industry’s 
leading players, build and sell hotel businesses, open an International resort in the heart of the 
economic fall and most recently renovate the quintessentially English hotel, Congham Hall, in 
Norfolk. EP met with Nicholas to discuss his journey and what lies ahead

I 
was advised ‘if you are going  
to be successful in this game,  
you need to get a hell of a kick  
out of giving people a good time’ 
– that was some of the best advice 

I have ever had. There is something 
very fulfilling about giving people a 
memorable experience.

“It is really interesting,” commented 
Nicholas, “but this is the first time I  
have really been solely responsible for  
a business and I love it. I have fallen 
in love with Norfolk – and have a real 
affinity to the area and property – and 
just feel that my journey has led 
me to this point.”

Nicholas is a naturally energetic 
character who is open and 
candid, which makes his story all 
the better to hear. As he talked 
through his career, he did so with 
real care and enthusiasm. 

Nicholas was privately educated 
at Rugby School. He knew he 
wanted to be a hotelier from the age of 
four when his interest was captivated 
by the Malta Hilton Hotel on a family 
holiday. Although the school careers 
master tried to persuade Nicholas that 
Engineering would be a better path, 
Nicholas was naturally drawn to hotels 
and approached Martin Skan at Chewton 
Glen, who he persuaded to take him on 
as their first trainee manager. During his 
time at the hotel, he worked under the 
guidance of both David Brockett and 
Robin Hutson.

“I could not have been luckier than 
to work with those two. David was very 

formal and correct in his approach and 
taught me the basics. Robin was almost 
the opposite – more gung-ho – and had 
this amazing confidence and belief that 
would lead the team over the hill.”

After Chewton Glen, in 1989 Nicholas 
went to Le Manoir to work for Raymond 
Blanc, who had just split up from his wife, 
Jenny, who was the business manager. 
Nicholas first became General Manager, 
then after two years Managing Director 
and was appointed to the board. It was a 
fascinating period as Virgin were partners 
and investors and Raymond Blanc was at 

the height of his powers. 
In March 1993, Nicholas resigned. 

“I had become comfortable and knew 
that I needed a new challenge. I had 
only worked in two places. So I resigned 
and gave six months notice, which 
was a questionable decision to make 
considering my son, Rupert, had just 
been born. I looked at a number of jobs 
but hated going through the interview 
process, so I looked towards other 
options. I even considered buying a 
hotel in Wales, but the timing was not 
right. Then I was re-introduced to Nigel 
Chapman, who I had met before while I 

was at Le Manoir. Nigel owned Whoolley 
Grange and had experienced a few tough 
years between 1989 and 1993, but had 
come through and was seeking to build 
the business.”

Nigel, a trained accountant, wanted 
to develop his hotel portfolio – Luxury 
Family Hotels – and Nicholas became  
a partner. Together they worked to raise 
money and investment to develop  
the business.

“My initial investment in the business 
was sweat capital. It was one of those 
testing times in life. We had a vision, but 

there was no income coming into 
the family and it could have gone 
wrong. But we managed to agree  
a deal with Arcadian for The Old 
Bell. Nigel managed Wholley.  
I managed The Old Bell and we 
were off. We worked well together 
and we began to build the group.  
A few years later we co-founded 
Alias Hotels to provide an 

alternative proposition – it was our 
designer jeans brand.”

Founded in 1999, Alias were affordable, 
city centre, boutique hotels. They 
opened operations in Exeter, Brighton, 
Cheltenham and Manchester. By 2005 
Nicholas and Nigel had eight hotels in  
the two portfolios and decided to sell 
Alias, but retained Luxury Family Hotels.  

“Alias didn’t attract the interest from 
buyers that we expected, so we ended 
up selling the hotels separately. Von 
Essen then approached us with an 
offer for LFH, which was a life-shaping 
experience. At the time of Andrew Davies’ 

“He wanted to be a hotelier 
from the age of four when 
his interest was captivated 
by the Malta Hilton Hotel ”
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approach, Nigel and I were looking at a 
management buyout, but Andrew’s offer 
was around £30 million and we couldn’t 
match that return for our shareholders. 
The offer that Von Essen made was too 
good for our shareholders to reject, 
but the process was a draining and 
exhausting time. So much so that,  
for the first time, I thought about  
leaving hotels. 

“I got into the buy to let business, but 
it wasn’t fulfilling, and then Nigel and 
I became involved with Martinhal in 
Portugal. Martinhal is a luxury beach 
resort with 132 contemporary houses  
and a 38-bedroom hotel. 

“If we thought we were badly off with 
the economic crisis in the UK, Portugal 
went through far worse. Martinhal is a 
great project, but trying to sell real estate 
in an economic climate where obtaining 
a mortgage is nigh on impossible has led 
to some significant challenges. We have 
a good resort team in place that have 

worked through difficult times.”
In April 2011, Von Essen went into 

administration with debts of more 
than £250 million. Their demise offered 
Nicholas a new opportunity.

“The Von Essen portfolio had some 
great properties and in August 2011 19 
properties came onto the market, but not 
Congham Hall. I had known Congham 
for many years – back to 1984 – and had 
always felt an affinity with it. I made an 
offer for Congham in September 2011 
and acquired it on the March 30 2012. 

“This period too was a learning 
experience as I had assumed that the 
banks would back me with my past 
record. So I went to my old bankers,  
but they said no. It did shake me.  
In retrospect I was naive and I had  
to learn how to raise money in the  
post-recession era. When we did  
finally acquire Congham, it had been 
run down and in desperate need of 
investment. Over the next year, I  

worked hard to give the hotel heart  
and soul again and in 2013, we 
relaunched the hotel.

“We had sold LFH in 2006 and I had 
really missed hotels. I felt a real emotional 
connection with Congham and in some 
ways it feels as if I’m coming home and 
fulfilling my role.”

And will Nicholas seek to grow  
a new business?

“There is a danger that one chases  
the money and it all becomes about 
wealth generation. It is different this 
time. It is still about wealth generation, 
but more about substance and building 
Congham. I see the potential in the 
Congham estate and area and this is 
where I will grow the business. I bought 
the local pub last year.

“In some ways, I do believe the wheel 
has turned full circle and I am back 
where I started with Chewton Glen.  
Most importantly, I feel content and  
I am excited by building Congham.” 
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