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ot everyone can say
they’ve built up a business
fit for a king and queen,
but royal guests are just
some of the eminent
faces that Clive and Tanith Cummings
have welcomed to their luxury hotel in
the Côte-d’Or countryside. “We get a lot
of big names and faces here,” Clive says
of his clientele. “You’ve got to be able to
welcome guests from all walks of life and
not get star-struck.”
Even without spotting famous faces,
the sight of Abbaye de la Bussière would
be enough for any first-time visitor to
lose their cool. A 12th-century Cistercian
abbey, the ancient property sits nestled
in majestic landscaped gardens while a
grand Gothic architectural design and
Renaissance-style décor retains the
building’s distinguished air.
It’s not hard to see why the couple,
originally from Sussex, jumped at the
chance to buy such a historic property,
with the idea of transforming it into a hotel
stemming from their family background in
the hotel business.
After six years working as general
managers for Clive’s parents’ country
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house hotel in the UK, the pair decided
to branch out on their own. “We were a
little bit bored,” remembers Clive. “It was
mum and dad’s business and they did
everything the way that they wanted and
we decided to do our own thing.”
It was on the recommendation from a
friend that Clive and Tanith went to visit
the abbey, located just between Beaune
and Dijon in the small commune of La
Bussière-sur-Ouche – the first time they
had ever visited. “As restaurateurs, we
obviously knew of the area but we’d never
been,” says Clive. However, it was love at
first sight and the pair decided to buy the
property from the archbishop who was
going to close it if he couldn’t find the right
people to buy it.
“We signed the compromis de vente that
same day,” remembers Clive. “We hadn’t
spoken to a bank and we hadn’t really
discussed it with the children. We just sold
the house in England, packed our bags and
came on over.”
The family’s go-with-the-flow approach
to all aspects of the move has served them
well, especially when it came down to
the nitty gritty of transforming the empty
abbey into a functioning hotel.

“There was a lot of work to do,” Clive
admits. After bringing in a local French
architect and artisan builders, the pair got
to work on the mammoth task of bringing
the property back to life. “We had to
rip up all the floors and ceilings, rewire,
re-plumb, dredge the lake at the front,
build new sceptic tanks… it was a massive
job.” Although the toughest part was the
hard slog at the start, the renovation is an
ongoing process, and one without an end
in sight.
“I spend my life changing lightbulbs,”
Clive laughs. “I’m forever finding little
water leaks here, there and everywhere
and we’re forever spending money that we
shouldn’t on odd jobs. It’s constant work,
it’s constant outlay, but it’s great fun. It’s
lovely to see the building alive again.”
The sheer scale of the task means that
teamwork is central to the success of the
hotel and Clive credits his hard-working,
knowledgeable staff with giving the
abbey its edge. “The staff is the icing on
the cake,” he beams. “Seeing the level of
professionalism that they have is fantastic.
It makes the whole experience for the
guests extra special.” His accomplished
employees have helped the hotel become
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Clive and Tanith Cummings were so taken with Côte-d’Or that they bought a 12th-century abbey
on their first ever visit to the area. Catriona Burns finds out how taking a risk has paid off
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Above, from top to bottom: The lake
at Abbaye de la Bussière; guests can
enjoy a decadent meal from the hotel
restaurant; Tanith and Clive Cummings;
relaxing in the abbey gardens
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a member of the prestigious Relais &
Châteaux as well as earn a Michelin star for
their gastronomic restaurant, headed up
by revered chef Guillaume Royer.
Most of the staff at Abbaye de la
Bussière are English-speaking and can
communicate with Clive in his native
English tongue – something he blames
for his staggered French. “I can get by
with French,” he says. “Though I do
have a fantastic English accent that the
French think is hilarious and I seem to
know more of the wrong French words
that I can’t use…”
His “pigeon French” is in sharp
contrast to his children’s language skills,
all four of whom are bilingual. Though all
English-born, Clive says that they have
all settled in well to French life. “The
youngest two have lived longer in France
than in England so this is where they feel
most at home.” Whether any of them will
take over the family business one day,
Clive isn’t sure – he doesn’t think that far
ahead – but one thing’s for sure, they’d
have to take on their dad’s all-rounder
abilities and willingness to get stuck into
this, that and everything in between.
“You have to be a jack of all trades in
this business,” he says. “You’ve got to do
everything from unblocking the sewage
tanks and sweeping the car park to being a
hospitable person and welcoming guests.”
And welcome guests they have.

Last year, the hotel saw visitors from 17
different countries through its doors.
“A lot of hoteliers around the world
would be very jealous of our location,” says
Clive. Guests come from all over, of course
for the famed gastronomy, the winetasting trails and the history found in the
many châteaux and castles, but also for the
unique getting-away-from-it-all experience
that Clive and Tanith bring to their
homely hotel in this picture-perfect spot
in Burgundy. “We’re an English country
house hotel with a French restaurant. We
take the best of what the French do and
the best of what the English do.”
As for working as a husband-andwife team? “We know our strengths and
weaknesses and we just get on with it,”
Clive says. While Clive hasn’t lost any of
his British pragmatism, he and Tanith have
embraced the French way of life.
“It is a lovely lifestyle, but you’ve got
to get used to it,” he explains. “The other
day, Tanith and I went out to buy door
handles but we got there 10 minutes before
the shops closed for lunch. So we just
had to find a restaurant and have a nice
meal. If you can’t beat them, you have
to join them,” Clive laughs. They might
not have known the area to start with,
but there’s a feeling that it wasn’t long
before Clive and Tanith were calling this
food-lovers’ corner of France ‘home’.
abbayedelabussiere.fr
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