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A 17th-century Grade II listed building, criminal 
gangs squatting, Michelin Guide recognition… The 

Fox & Hounds in Barley has quite the history

The next 
COURSE

BRETT BARNES
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S
ometimes in this job, 
you happen upon a 
gem that you haven’t 
been bombarded 
about from PRs and 
social media. The Fox 
& Hounds, located in 
Barley in Royston, is 

such a place. I have always been fond 
of a traditional pub that serves up top 
quality food, so everything about the 
Fox & Hounds ticks every box going.

The Fox & Hounds Barley is housed 
within a 17th-century Grade II listed 
building, and underwent a £1m 
refurbishment inside and out after 
being bought by two local childhood 
friends, Colin Blundell and Robin 
Skidmore, in 2018. Impressive figures, 
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“I always wanted 
the food to reflect 
the building, and 

this is the food 
I’d like to eat in a 
countryside pub”

These range from a small organic 
wine bar in a Soho basement, to a 2 
Michelin star restaurant in Sweden 
600km north of the arctic circle!”

Brett has taken all of these 
experiences and stirred them into his 
cooking pot, offering something rather 
special at the Fox & Hounds. “We 
look to offer a casual, family friendly 
atmosphere. Although some of the food 
is fairly high end, we’ve always wanted 
the pub to be as inclusive as possible, 
and we try to cater to all demographics 
and tastes,” Brett explains. “The food 
at the Fox & Hounds has a very British 
feel to it, using as much local produce 
as we can get our hands on. I always 
wanted the food to reflect the building, 
and this is the sort of food I’d like to eat 
if I visited a pub in the countryside.

“Menus are determined by 
seasonality first,” he adds. “We always 
offer a balance of meat, fish and 
vegetarian meals and these change 

but perhaps their biggest masterstroke 
was enlisting the services of Head 
Chef, Brett Barnes. “Robin is a good 
friend from University and we had 
talked of opening a restaurant together 
for several years,” the man himself 
explains once we find some time to talk 
during his busy schedule. “We’d almost 
given up trying to find a suitable site 
when Colin approached us with the 
idea of taking over the Fox & Hounds… 
the rest, as they say, is history.”

Indeed, it is history, and there’s 
bucketloads of it for those with an 
interest in public houses from a bygone 
era. “Its original name was the Swan,” 
Brett informs, “and was renamed 
in 1820. The original thatched inn 
burned down in 1950, and in 1955 the 
Waggon & Horses changed its name 
and the license and signage were 
transferred. The gallows style signage 
that spans the road to Chishill is one 
of only a handful in the country.”

The stories didn’t end when the team 
took over in 2018. “The refurbishment 
was very extensive, the place had been 
rather neglected,” Brett says. “Not 
to mention the fact that an organised 
criminal gang had broken in and used 
the premises to grow marijuana! The 
work took about a year to complete.”

The Fox & Hounds is latest stop 
for what has been an eclectic career 
for Brett in the food and drink 
industry. “I’ve been a chef nigh on 
20 years now,” he says. “In that time 
I’ve worked in pubs, restaurants 
and hotels, cooking in a truly 
diverse range of establishments. 
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“One day I’d like 
to see some Fox & 
Hounds offspring”

road at Hot Numbers in Shepreth.”
There are a whole host of dishes that 

jump out from the menu. Cromer crab on 
toast, wild garlic mayonnaise, and Bloody 
Mary vinaigrette is one stand out, as is 
the rabbit & bacon pie, suet crust, champ 
potatoes and grain mustard sauce, which 
was a firm favourite when Absolutely 
Hertfordshire visited. “My sous chef Charlie 
came up with a duck dish that is delicious 
and very popular,” Brett says about his 
own favourite right now. “It’s Barbary 
duck breast with potato terrine, spiced 
carrot puree and a crisp little pastilla 
made with the duck’s leg and livers.”

Covid aside, it has been a hugely positive 
four years under the team. They have 
been listed in the Michelin Guide three 
years in a row, and were nominated as 
‘Best Newcomer’ in the Estrella Top 50 
Gastropub Awards. They have also become 
a key part of the local community, which you 
sense is just as important as all the awards 
recognition. “We do coffee mornings for 
the local school committee,” Brett smiles. 
“We also sponsor the Barley cricket team, 
and offer a Happy Hour every Friday 
evening, which the locals seem to love!”

And the future? Perhaps other towns 
will one day have somewhere equally 
as wonderful to stumble upon. “One 
day I’d like to possibly see some Fox & 
Hounds offspring, but for now we are 
happy to just focus on our pub in Barley 
and make it as good as we can.” 

foxandhoundsbarley.com

weekly depending on what’s in season. If a 
dish doesn’t work or isn’t popular, we have 
the flexibility to change it straight away.”

On the local produce, does Brett aim 
to use as much from what’s around him 
in Hertfordshire? “Absolutely,” he nods. 
“Most of our fruit and veg comes from 
Fisher Woods in Saffron Walden. Fish 
is sourced by Stickleback in St Albans, 
which they source from the East Coast 
and Cornwall. Meat comes from The Rare 
Breed Meat Company 40 miles away in 
Essex, and sourdough is baked down the 

FOOD & DRINK  • INTERVIEW


