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Stirrup 
a success
 Steve Keegan, licensee of the White Horse, in 
Richmond, Surrey, talks Malbec, Fish & Chip 
Fridays and live music with Sheila McWattie

“What could be more natural than taking your dad to the pub on Fathers’ 
Day and sharing a pint with him?” Marston‘s Des Gallagher, page 52

When recruiting 
front-of-house staff, 
prioritise attitude, 
personality and 
application — you 
can teach the rest 

consistent, quality food with his 
whole kitchen team, I concentrate on 
our front-of-house team and market-
ing the pub. 

We plan and review events, staff-
ing and menus on a three-monthly 
cycle, producing our own website, 
holding Sunday live-music nights 
with a range of excellent entertain-
ment such as some of the West End 
cast of Wicked, and creating a very 
relaxed, efficient service. We’ve 
employed some great people — cus-
tomers return for the staff as much 
as for the food.

  How I got here  
The White Horse is a secluded, local 
gastropub with a lovely garden, five 
minutes from Richmond tube sta-
tion. I started working in pubs at the 
age of 14, becoming Mitchells & But-
lers’ youngest manager at 21, then 
mainly managed entertainment-led 
businesses, but I always had a real 
passion for food. 

Joining Fuller’s in 2009 offered the 
opportunity to move away from a 
structured company format with 
branded menus towards the free-
dom of producing a food offer here. 
We’re friendly, flexible and welcome 
a broad customer base, from fami-
lies, business people, couples, drink-
ers and dog-owners to mother-and-
toddler groups and formal diners. 
Total sales have grown by more than 
30% in the past two years.

 Achieving business growth 
Head chef Peter Mack and I arrived 
at the same time, and adopted a two-
pronged approach to improving the 
White Horse, which was one of Full-
er’s lowest-performing businesses.

While Peter focuses on achieving 

 Service secrets
It all starts with recruitment: if a 
superstar turns up asking for a 
job, interview them, and if they’re 
good, hire them, even if you don’t 
have the space right then. 
Remember that great people are 
hard to come by.

Never stop training. Know your 
customers and tailor service 
accordingly — some want a 
three-course meal and full 
restaurant service, some prefer 
a beer and burger and to be 
left alone.

 In the know 
 Biggest mistake 
Afternoon tea. I didn’t think it 
through well enough and my 
execution wasn’t amazing. If you 
can’t do something very well, 
there’s no point. So I pulled it after 
a week or so, the staff ate all the 
cakes and that was that. Might give 
it another go — if at first you don’t 
succeed…

 

 Successful marketing 
and PR ideas 
Our staff are our biggest marketing 
tool. I make sure they know what’s 

going on here and they not only 
serve our customers, but really sell 
the whole pub. We don’t just 
maximise sales — we work on 
making sure customers return and 
tell their friends.

 Credit check 
We go through thousands of 
napkins a month. By trying 
various types and going for 
quality pre-folded napkins, 
we’re saving loads of labour and 
£17 per box — that’s £2,000 
per year.

 Staff motivation 
For chefs, fix any mistakes quickly 
during service and deal with the 
real problems afterwards. Always 
acknowledge when front-of-
house staff do something well. 
It sounds so simple, but goes a 
long way.

 

 Couldn’t live without… 
Our coffee machine. Matthew 
Algie rents it to us as long as we 
buy the company’s wonderful 
Fairtrade beans. 
www.matthewalgie.com  
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 Business philosophy 
Staff are your number-one priority: 
they are your sales team, production 
line, marketing department and cus-
tomer service department all rolled 
into one.

 
 Best piece of business 
advice given 
When recruiting front-of-house staff, 
prioritise attitude, personality and 
application � you can teach the rest. 
Always give praise where it�s due.

 Menu philosophy 
The menu changes every eight 
to 10 weeks, but dishes can 
change daily depending on 
availability, or if the chef has a 
moment of genius!  We aim for a 
67% food GP.

We mix traditional British fare 
with Continental-inspired 
dishes, and our menu evolves 
through the seasons � our 
slow-cooked lamb shank went 
down really well over Christmas, 
and our head chef changed it 
slightly as we approached 
spring, marinating it in 
Moroccan spices.

Sunday roasts bring a very 
good GP, but it isn�t all about the 
cost price � perfecting and 
serving the ideal roast takes 
much more time and labour 
than most dishes. So it isn�t the 
best money-maker.

Sausage and mash can make 
70%, although pro�it has come 
down on this as we�ve tried to 
keep down the price of some 
key items.
 
 Best new dish
 Moroccan braised lamb shank 
with couscous and harissa 
(£14.95)

 Best-selling dishes
 Starters: grilled tiger prawn 
skewers, pickled cucumber & 
red onion salad with a chilli dip 
(£6.50); smoked chicken, wild 
mushroom & cream cheese 
lasagne with a balsamic glaze 
(£6.50); crab & squid tortellini, 
basil & tomato compote with a 
caper & shallot dressing (£6.25).

Mains: slow-cooked lamb 
shoulder, with crushed potato, 
French beans & a rosemary jus 
(13.95); pan-roasted diver-
caught scallops wrapped in 
Parma ham, sa�fron risotto & 
pea shoots (£12.95); salmon 
teriyaki, steamed rice, bok choi, 
pickled ginger, chilli & coriander 
dipping sauce (£13.95).
Desserts: chocolate fondant 
with rum & raisin ice cream 
(£5.95); sticky to�fee pudding 
with honeycomb ice cream 
(£5.50); pear, apple & almond 
crumble with custard (£5.50). 
 
 Best food promotion  
Fish & Chip Friday: Our batch of 
50 �illets arrives �irst thing and 
we push them through the day. 
By advertising this o�fer 
strongly and limiting availability 
we tempt people to eat here 
again. And it tastes brilliant. By 
9pm our 50 �illets are gone.

The simple, crispy batter 
focuses on the �lavour of the 
�ish rather than tarting it up with 
Belgian beers or strong-tasting 
ales. It gives people a reason to 
eat here, and local businesses 
pack out the place every Friday 
daytime. Customers book a 
table and their �ish & chips at 
the same time to make sure 
they get it.

Business sense might say, 
�Buy more �ish, you idiot,� but 
our limited supply makes 
people want it more.

We have never had someone 
walk out because we�ve run out 
� we have plenty more dishes 
on o�fer.

� Wine list: Extending the wine 
list by 20, and introducing 
higher-end wines by the glass.
� Quiz: Introducing a Monday 
evening quiz and working hard 
on its development adds £750 to 
our weekly bar takings.
� Fish & Chip Fridays: We only 
serve �ish & chips on Fridays and 
limit the batch to 50 �illets.
� Extending the garden: By 

 Five best  ideas 

 Standing out from 
the competition 
Rather than standing out, we hide 
away and like to be found. People 
develop a sense of ownership about 
the pub � when they find us they 
spread the word.

There�s time and space for every-
one here.

 Bar talk 
Malbec has been a massive seller 
over the winter and is a great food 
match with big, bold dishes such as 
slow-cooked shoulder of lamb. Wines 
by the glass are a big hit: offering Tas-
manian Pinot Noir and French Viog-
nier-Vermentino (£25.50/bottle) by 
the glass (£6.40 for 175ml) encour-
ages diners to try something that 
maybe not everyone would go for.

using three car park spaces, we 
created 30 covers and boosted 
weekly summer takings by 
about £1,500.
� New Year�s Eve: Our £45 
menu included a recommended 
wine or Continental beer with 
each course. Changing service 
from relaxed gastro to full 
restaurant service with commis 
waiters proved very popular.

Licensee: Steve Keegan
Tenure: Fuller�s lease 
Website: www.
thewhitehorserichmond.com 
Turnover: £18k per week on 
average
Wet:dry split: 53:47
Wages as percentage of turnover: 
34%
GP food: 67%
GP drink: 72%
Total covers: 75 inside; 60 outside
Average covers per week: 600
Average spend per head: £22

 Pub facts 

£6.40
the price per glass for Tasmanian 
Pinot Noir and French Viognier-
Vermentino at the White Horse 


