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PRIME MINSTER
York has a bloody, battle-worn and
beleaguered history.

It’s the birthplace of Guy Fawkes. Dick Turpin
was executed there. The Vikings marauded the
streets – under their control it became Jorvik. And
Edward I, “Hammer of the Scots”, briefly made it
the capital of England.

Walk around the city and you can still see the
evidence, from the famous walls to keep out
invaders to the dungeons and old ruins.

Everything is close at hand and there’s lots to
see and do. If you’re feeling energetic, walk
around the city walls, two-and-a-half miles long.
Along the way you’ll come across the four main
gatehouses or “bars” and you get an idea of how
protected the city must have been. 

The majestic York Minster is the largest gothic
cathedral in Northern Europe, where you can
climb 275 steps to the top of the tower and join
the ugly gargoyles for amazing views over the city.

There’s also an underground treasury and crypt
which tells the fascinating history through the
Roman, Viking and Norman times.

Not only for anorak-wearing trainspotters,
there’s the National Railway Museum. York boasts
one of the earliest train stations in the world.

Or see the Vikings come to life at the Jorvik
Centre, which the kids will love.

With so much history to display, there are
museums and galleries galore. The Yorkshire
Museum was built on the site of the medieval St
Mary’s Abbey. Hear how the monks lived and
wander around the ruins of the Abbey’s church,
gatehouse and precinct wall in lovely gardens.

Highwayman Turpin was holed up in prison in
what is now the York Castle Museum, known for
its recreated Victorian street, Kirkgate.

And for shoppers, there’s lots of unusual streets
to explore, with shops, quaint cafes and bars. A
visit to Betty’s Cafe is recommended. Step back
in time and admire the three floors of Art Deco
period interior.

There’s also a Little Betty’s on Stonegate, an
area of the city worth checking out for its beautiful
buildings and boutique shops.

After pounding the cobbled streets of York, it’s
good to have a quiet retreat to go to. I stayed at
Middlethorpe Hall and Spa. Built in 1699, it’s a

William and Mary country house – very quiet,
genteel and refined but not at all stuffy.

After a period of neglect the house was lovingly
restored by Historic House Hotels. Like most of
York, it’s like stepping back in time. It feels as if
you’re in the countryside but it’s only a mile-and-
a-half from the bustle of York town centre.

Located next to the famous racecourse, it’s
perfect if you’re having a flutter or just want a short

city visit, spa break or romantic getaway. As it’s
very secluded, stars such as Joan Collins often
stay here.

The staff are friendly and tended to my every
need but without overcrowding me. So it’s no
surprise the hotel has won the Condé-Nast
Johansens Most Excellent Service Award 2009.

The gardens have also won awards and there
are 20 acres of parkland, woods and a small lake
to meander around.

Later that evening I sat on a huge couch in the

large drawing room underneath a massive
chandelier by a roaring fire and contemplated the
dinner menu.

I felt like I should be sitting doing needlework,
sipping tea out of dainty china cups and waiting
for Mr Darcy.

Alas, dashing Darcy wasn’t on my menu but the
nice red wine recommended by the waiter more
than made up for it. 

The dining room was small and intimate with
rich dark wooden panelling.

And the food was a delight. I didn’t know
garden peas could taste so good. The smoked
salmon, with brown shrimps, lemon crème fraiche
and chive salad, and sea trout went down a treat.

But the pièce de résistance was the dessert. A
delightfully fluffy raspberry soufflé, which was well
worth the 20-minute wait. It was perfect.

There’s an excellent spa just across the road in
an extended pair of little Edwardian cottages. It
has a large pool, spa bath, steam room, sauna
and club room where you can get a meal.

I treated myself to a body wrap, got covered in
green algae and felt like I was morphing into the
Incredible Hulk.

Then I was wrapped in cling film and towels like
something from The Mummy. But the after-effects
were great. My skin felt smoother and I was
relaxed – a perfect end to a busy day.

Everyone can find something in York, whether
it’s history, shopping, kids’ stuff, racing or
romance. Just take a step back in time and let
your imagination run wild. 
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& Spa, Bishop-
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Call 01904 641241.
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Hotels, www.historic
househotels.com
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