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MEMOIRS of CHARLES ALLEN 
Memoirs of Charles Allen, regional secretary of the Youth Hostels Association, Devon and Cornwall 

Regional Group, for the period of 33 years, 1933-1965. 
Gifted to the YHA Archive by Roger Gaffney and transcribed by the YHA Archivist, August 2017 

 
Note: these invaluable memoirs do throw up some discrepancies with dates. Where Allen’s dates differ 
from the archivist’s and others’ research, editorial alternatives are included in square brackets. Other 
additions are also included thus. Minor corrections of spelling and punctuation have been made without 
notification. The work seems to have been finished in 1977, as a spiral-bound typescript of 65 pages. 
There are a couple of afternotes into the 1980s. It is not known how widespread the issue was – only the 
single example in the YHA Archive has been seen to date. 
 
The thirty-three years work for the YHA D and C Region gave me a life full of interest and drive in the 
work of setting up of Youth Hostels in the West Country. I hope that my story relating in many cases to 
the humorous side of a secretary’s work will be of interest as to the pioneering days of YHA in the West 
Country.  
 
My comment on Hostels and in some cases the wardens of particular hostels will relate if the rotation as 
to the year in which the hostel was established. I realise that my work as secretary would not have 
succeeded without the help and expertise of a number of people who I will list hereunder, and to all of 
whom I tender a sincere THANK YOU.  
 
FRANK KERSWILL    Who introduced me to the YHA in 1932  
FRANCIS and JOHN LAWSON  Members of the Society of Friends, Plymouth  
CLIFFORD TRUMAN    First Secretary of YH Plymouth Committee 1932  
THE GARD FAMILY    Four sisters: Loui, Alice, Flo and Beat. Plymouth  
VIC ELMHIRST    Dartington Regional Chairman. 1946  
SIMON LOCKWOOD    Treasurer and Finance Advisor to the Region 1937-57  
WINNIE COOMBES  Chairman of Exeter Committee and later Chairman and 

President of the new South West Region  
MR and MRS JEFFRAY  National Executive Representative and Works Organisers 

1936-1974  
MOLLY SHILSON  The first office Secretary, appointed in 1946 at the ‘Glendower 

Office’ [Plymouth] and still acting Office Secretary at 
‘Belmont’ [Plymouth hostel and office in 1977].  

 
In my younger days I was a keen cyclist and camper member of the Devonport Cycling Club, for which 
I was acting captain of the club for most of my membership. During this period my cycling pal was 
Frank Kerswill: we did our cycling and camping holidays together, visiting Ireland on several occasions, 
also Scotland, Wales and an adventurous trip to Switzerland and Germany and at most weekends 
cycling and camping in Devon and Cornwall.  On one of these weekends, Frank asked me if I had 
heard of the Youth Hostels that were being set up throughout the country. ‘No,’ says I. ‘Tell me about 
them.’ ‘Well’ says Frank, ‘I’m going on a hostel weekend tomorrow, why not come along.’ This will be 
the best way for me to explain about the hostels, and it will be a case of seeing for yourself.’   
So I went with Frank on my first Hostel visit, which was to be the Street hostel in Somerset. I was not at 
all impressed with my first Hostel visit, saying to Frank that I thought camping was far more enjoyable.  
 
But Frank prevailed on me as to the value of being able to stay overnight at hostels, at a cost that we 
could manage, the meeting of other young people making weekends more adventurous and interesting. 



Frank then took me along to the Pool Mill Hostel, Newton Ferrers, that had just been opened, which 
proved more enjoyable and a little nearer home,  
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so from then on I became quite enthusiastic and before 1932 was out I had become a member of the 
YHA and in the following year was elected to the Plymouth Area YH Committee, who at its AGM 
elected me as the Honorary Secretary to the Plymouth Committee and the National Executive 
Representative in 1934.  All this YH interest on my part brought about a reaction within my cycling 
club, in that they considered my new interest was taking members away from the cycling club, and at 
the year-end I found that the club refused to renew my membership. Both Frank and I were quite 
annoyed, especially in that the hostels could be of great value to any club member for weekend touring. 
There was no moving the club from their view in the matter, so Frank did not renew his membership, 
and that left Frank and me with a lot more time to put to hostelling.  
It did not take me long after becoming Secretary to realise that the ‘Friends’ played quite an important 
part in the pioneering work of hostels in the West. E StJ Catchpool, National Secretary of YH based in 
Welwyn Garden City, also an active member of the ‘Friends’ made possible the gathering together of a 
large number of ‘Friends’ and getting together at meetings, where he interested them in the forming of a 
committee for YH and did so arrange for the first inaugural meeting of the Plymouth YH at the 
Swarthmore Hall Plymouth in 1932.  
Mr Catchpool had arranged at the same time similar meetings at Exeter and Truro, from which grew the 
Exeter committee in 1933 under the chairmanship of Dr Ransom Pichard. The Truro committee did not 
come into force until the Plymouth committee took the matter up later and in 1936 the Truro Committee 
came into being.  
With further reference to the people named in the first paragraph, all of whom served on one of the 
committees mentioned.  The Lawsons were always ready to provide transport or work parties and goods 
to the hostels, Frank Sandon, a steadying hand, always necessary for the voluntary effort control. 
Clifford Truman, great enthusiast and ready with transport for the working parties. The Gard Family 
and their boy friends all of whom acted as general factotum to the committee, no job being outside their 
capabilities and enthusiasm. Not forgetting the Jeffreys, although not committee members in the early 
days, but as members were already taking young organised parties on hostel visits, which eventually 
brought them on to the committee and there undertaking and organising a number of work parties, two 
of which I think were outstanding, that of erecting a complete boundary fence to the Bigbury hostel and 
the laying of a ½ mile copper pipe line from in the moor to the Brentmoor hostel. Also their continued 
and valued work on regional and national committees.  
One must also mention the unstinting work of the Gard family, which eventually brought about the 
establishment of the first North Cornish Hostel at Bude. It was with all this pattern of enthusiasm that 
the YH really got on its feet in the West Country.  
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One of the most interesting jobs that I took on after becoming the secretary was the scouting around 
Cornwall, brought about by my suggestion to the Plymouth Committee that we should make an effort to 
find some properties in Cornwall, and people, who may be interested in the setting up of a hostel on 
their premises.  
Frank Sandon, the chairman, remarked that in his opinion it would be a waste of time and travel ‘for 
this purpose, saying that he thought that the Cornish folk would be canny about youngsters, especially 
mixed parties, staying overnight together in barns and other buildings. Nevertheless I managed to get 
the committee approval to have a trial run. So Frank Kerswill and I set out scouting at week-ends, and 
after a while came back with a report that there were a number of people with buildings that were 
interested! It was only now necessary for the committee to give its blessings to get things going, and 
eventually the farm-type hostels at Triggabrown, Polruan, St Mawes, Kennack Sands and Port Quin 
were set up.  
These buildings available at Farm Holdings, were in the main, barns that we had to share with the farm 
stock, on the basis of an ‘Upstairs – Downstairs’ pattern. In that the ground floors were the milking 
sheds and sheep-pens, the upstairs approached in most cases by the outside stone stepway for the hostel 
quarters. Washing facilities usually being set up in any lean-to linny that may be handy along with ECs 
[Elsan closets], all water having to be carried from the farm yard pump, very often necessitating a 



scramble through the mud and farm mire, which could be quite a problem in wet weather, but it was all 
good fun.  
Another of my jobs was the visiting to the hostels on a monthly basis to gather in the hostel returns and 
monies, if any, and discussing with the wardens on many of the problems that may have arisen during 
the month, also storing away in my saddle bag some £50 to £100 for return to the office at ‘Glendower’.  
My Mother always said to me that one day I would be waylaid and the money stolen. But really I was 
never certain which was the greatest problem, the likely robbery or the sorting out of the monies and 
returns by Molly Shilson, at the office. I was never a wizard where money was concerned.  
The general development of hostels in the West Country starting in 1932 was rather slow in the early 
stages. The first five Hostels made possible by the joint grants of the Carnegie and Dartington Hall 
Trusts, were got going in 1932-33 and increased to 12 during the years 1933-36 and to 14 in 1937-40.  
At the outbreak of war most of the hostels were closed to members, some being taken over eventually 
for evacuee accommodation, leaving only eight hostels open for members use The position continued 
until after the war, although during the war one or two hostels were again re-opened for members. 
Fortunately I was  
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allocated a petrol ration for the purpose of visiting hostels and looking after the needs at the evacuee 
hostels and attending to the food rationing requirements for the wardens still catering for the members.  
After the war and the de-requisitioning of the hostels, along with the great demand for hostel 
accommodation by the great rise in membership, regional council decided that it was necessary to 
appoint a full time Regional Secretary. I was offered the appointment, and willingly took on the job and 
was very happy and proud to do so.  This also brought about the appointment of the first Office 
Secretary, Molly Shilson, at the ‘Glendower’ Regional office. Molly is still ably carrying on at the now 
newly established Regional Office at ‘Belmont’ in 1977.  
My story now continues of all the hostels which I had a large part in establishing in the old Devon and 
Cornwall Region, which became the South West Region following the amalgamation of the Gloucester 
and Somerset Region in 1963 [1965].  
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LELANT Trencroom Downs Nr St Ives  
This hostel was also a farm, but with a difference, for it was a flower farm, mainly Polyanthus, Flax and 
other bulbs, too numerous to mention. The Wardens, Mr and Mrs Kennard, were owners of the property 
and also ‘Friends’. Very kind and helpful people they were and together with their three daughters, who 
helped to run the flower farm, made the hostel a very attractive place to stay in many ways.  
The accommodation was set up in a barn building attached to the farmhouse, along with two chalet huts 
in the gardens overlooking the flower fields, which made it a very pleasant outlook for the hostellers.  
Adjacent to the hostel chalets was a large flower packing shed, which was always a source of interest to 
members, especially the males, because a number of young ladies were employed with the packing. 
Suggestions were often made to members, ‘Why not give a hand and there were always plenty of 
helpers. These packings had to be completed in time for the London train that went from St Erth 
Station, members volunteering to help were always treated to buns and cakes, tea, and a lift as far as the 
station and sometimes even to Cambourne. It was always a popular hostel, the Kennards made it so, and 
when they became interested in the property at Lands End and eventually moved to run that hostel, it 
brought about the closure of Lelant.  
 
BRIXHAM Burton Street (St Veronica’s)  
A one time convent school, owned and wardened by Mr and Mrs Hobbs, members of the Society of 
Friends, a 45 bed hostel situated not far from the centre of Brixham Town. A very popular hostel 
wardened by people that were really interested in the members, especially their walks while in the 
district. Mr Hobbs himself organised walks along the cliff paths around the Mudstone Bay area and 
Berry Head, including the old forts on the headland. He also made arrangements with the Trinity 
Lighthouse Organisation, whereby parties of hostellers were shown around the Berry Head Lighthouse. 
The hostel opened in 1938 [1939], continued throughout the war period until the end of 1944, following 
which Mr Hobbs made a sale of the property, which was at the time when the YHA sought the 
possibility of the purchase of the building at Maypool, thereby declining the offer made by Mr Hobbs.  
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INSTOW Worlington House  
The need of a 40 to 50 bed hostel in the North Devon Coastal area was apparent for a long time, 
especially after the closure of the use of the YMCA premises in Barnstaple. I inspected quite a large 
number of buildings in North Devon, including places at Westward Ho, Braunton, Bucks Mill, until 
eventually coming across the Instow property that was on the market for sale.  
Following a visit to Instow by members of the Exeter Committee, it was decided to put a scheme up to 
national office for the purchase of Worlington House. The house, situated high on the hills overlooking 
the River Taw and Bideford Town, rivals the panoramic views of Maypool. It had one or two snags 
attached to the house, especially in the early days of its use for a hostel, in that there was an unreliable 
electric plant, and of a water supply coming from a well in the orchard, both of which caused problems 
that had to be remedied, if the hostel was to prove a success.  
The first job the committee undertook was the laying of a mains water pipe line from about a mile down 
the road.  Arrangements were made with a local contractor to mole plough the pipe line in, 
working party members at the same time to infill the pipe line where necessary, and also to construct 
the pump house that was needed to push the water up to the hostel storage tanks.  So that got over the 
water problem.  Fortunately the Electricity Board decided to extend their mains electric supply to the 
hamlet of nearby Worlington, and in doing so also brought the mains supply to the hostel.  
The next successful scheme at Worlington was the setting up of a field study centre, this was possible 
by making use of the stable buildings and an old engine shed in the orchard, together with the recent 
enlargements to these buildings, it is proving a very valuable and useful addition to the hostel. The 
hostel opened in 1954 and is still doing well.  
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OTTERHAM the Rectory  
I remember my first visit to Otterham Rectory, which was a property held on lease by a Mr Billington. 
Quite a character, and proved himself as such when I first met him at Otterham Station. I had no car in 
those days and often had to travel around by train in getting about the two counties.  
This time my journey was to Otterham station to meet Mr Billington as arranged, Mr Billington having 
cycled over from the rectory, and after our introduction the conversation went as follows:  
‘Well’ says Mr Billington, ‘we both cannot ride the cycle back to the rectory, so I suggest that you ride 
the bike to the first farm gate, leave it there, then walk on, I in the meantime will walk to the first farm 
gate and when I get to the cycle I will ride on until I meet you again, we can then do the same again, by 
you riding on to the next farm gate, and in this way we will do the journey in half the time.’ I do not 
know to this day as to whether this was one big leg pull by Mr Billington.  
On arrival at the rectory, I was met by Mrs Billington and invited to sit down to a real Cornish Cream 
Tea. I then realised that the walk/ride to the rectory was worth it after all. After a general discussion as 
to the ‘whys and wherefores’ of the YHA and general agreement being reached that I would put his 
proposals to the committee regarding the setting up of a hostel at the rectory, with the Billington’s 
acting as the wardens.  
I was then introduced to Mr Billington’s other hobby, that of designing board games, for commercial 
production. I was not able to give any sound advice on these matters, although I understand that he did 
get quite a number put on the market.  
It was during 1945 that Mr Billington was transferred to Penzance, and that brought about his 
discussion with me, regarding his week-end retreat property at Tintagel. There were two things to 
discuss, the first was the taking over of the remaining lease at Otterham, the second, to discuss the 
obtaining of a lease at Tintagel. In both cases the YHA were certainly interested and soon made 
arrangements to transfer the Otterham lease.  
The YHA continued at Otterham for many years, under the able wardenship of Mr and Mrs Saunter, 
‘Bert and Tim’, they still being members of the Plymouth Cycle Club, received good support from the 
club cyclists.  
The famous ‘Rabbit Pie’ suppers, always brought a full house from the clubs. One great effort 
organised by the wardens, was the raising of  
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funds for the installation of an electric lighting plant, to replace the oil lamp and candle lighting at the 
hostel. The sum of £100 was raised and it was then possible to install a Lister engine plant, and then the 
hostel really came alive when the electric was switched on.  
Eventually the hostel was put up for sale, but the association was not interested in the purchase, because 
of the now live interest in the opening of the TINTAGEL hostel.  
Before Mr Billington left OTTERHAM he took me over to visit the TINTAGEL property at 
Dunderhole Point, and there was no doubt in my mind that the YHA must get hold of this property from 
the Billingtons before they moved to Penzance.  
OTTERHAM hostel opened in 1945 and closed on the 30th Sept 1965.  
 
EBFORD 
This hostel was situated in the small hamlet of Ebford on the Exeter to Exmouth road. A small 
accommodation hostel, it was open in 1933 and functioned for three seasons. Only 14 beds, but it had 
an annual usage of between 1500 and 2000 bednights a season, which was quite good for a hostel of 
this size.  
Apparently the interest to members visiting the hostel was the cider press that was alongside the hostel 
accommodation, and in seasonal daily use. The farmer, who operated the press was always keen to 
show the members how it worked, and was always quite liberal in giving the members a taste of the 
cider as it came off the press. The results were some members became somewhat debatable, to say the 
very least.  
The hostel eventually closed on the sale of the property in the latter part of 1935.  
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ST AGNES Wheal Kitty 
  

 
Wheal Kitty hostel, 1936 to about 1940 

 
A hostel building situated within the boundary of the Old Wheal Kitty mine workings, specially built as 
a miners hostel it did not present any large problems as a conversion to a youth hostel.  The property 
was in the ownership of a retired army Captain called Wilson, who unfortunately could not forget that 
he had left Army life behind and was now a civilian and not in command of the rank and file. Captain 
Wilson had the habit of saying to members, ‘You there, take a few men and get the dormitory swept’ or 
with emphasis, ‘You, you and you, get on with the spud bashing.’ So hostellers were carrying out their 
duties in a military fashion, which was okay if you had a good sense of humour, but at times he came 
up against members who had just been released from military service and then of course the sparks 



would fly, resulting, at times, the temporary closure of the hostel for an hour or so until the Captain’s 
wife managed to cool the situation down, and the storm blew over.  
Captain Wilson did, in the end see the light and dropped his command attitude. The hostel was open for 
a period of over 5 years ending only when the Captain offered to make a sale of the building to the 
association, unfortunately the YHA were unable to do so at the time because the Government 
Requisitioning Authority took over the building for evacuees. When the building was derequisitioned, 
after the war, the YHA never took up the offer of Wheal Kitty and so the hostel was closed in 1942, 
after first opening during 1936.  
 
ST MAWES Waterloo Farm.  
This was another farm hostel, wardened by yet another of the Rowe family, the YHA being put in touch 
with them by the TocH of Falmouth. Members of the Cornish Branch of the TocH were great workers 
for the YHA in the early days of the association. The Falmouth branch even undertook to carry out all 
the necessary work of fitting up the barn buildings that were made available, building the partitions for 
the Dormitories, the Common Room and the Members kitchen. This only left me to arrange for the 
hostel equipment to be installed and as soon as this was done, the hostel was ready for the first 
members, this was in 1934. The hostel made a good link travelling from BOSWINGER hostel via the St 
Mawes ferry to Falmouth. Regretfully the hostel had to close at the outbreak of war in 1939.  
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TREYARNON BAY Tregonnan. 
Under a government decree it was made possible for people having to pay Death Duties, that they could 
do so by turning over properties they owned to the Treasury at valuation in lieu of actual cash 
payments. The Treasury Department were then authorised to make over such properties to any 
voluntary organisations for use by its members. These properties were given as a free gift from the 
Treasury and in this instance the Treyarnon Bay property was the first building under this new act to be 
given to an organisation, the YHA.  
I was notified by the National Office to meet the treasury representative at Bodmin Station for the 
purpose of visiting Tregonnan House. We were to agree a valuation of the property, he made a 
suggestion of £10.000, to which I readily agreed, and so Treyarnon Bay hostel was assured for the 
association.  
Trust me, of course, to provide an incident in this transaction. On the return journey to Bodmin Station 
my car came to a halt at St Merryn, some 15 miles from the railway station. We pushed the car into the 
only garage in St Merryn and enquired if a taxi was available to get the treasury representative to the 
station in time for the London train at 4pm, the garage owner thought we were mad to ask such a 
question, petrol still being on ration, but suggested for us both to wait for the school bus, which would 
eventually get us to Bodmin Town, but not in time for the London train. I was very despondent about 
this news, thinking that because of this breakdown the YHA would lose the opportunity of obtaining the 
Treyarnon property.  But not so, the treasury rep seemed quite pleased about the situation remarking 
‘that another day in Cornwall suits me, we can stay overnight in Bodmin, I hope you know of a good 
hotel, and then we can catch the morning train for London, dropping you off at Plymouth.’ So in the 
year 1947 another North Cornish hostel came into operation and is still going strong until this present 
day.  
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SPICELAND nr Collumpton  
This was a surprise property, locally called Spiceland Folly, and folly it was, problems galore. The 
mansion stood on the top of the Blackdown hills, commanding an extensive view of Somerset and Mid-
Devon and was made use of during the first part of the war by the Society of Friends (Quakers) for 
accommodating Conscientious Objectors, one of whom was a member of the Cadbury family, who 
unfortunately met his death at Spiceland by falling down the deep stairway to the cellars.  
After seeing the property, and struck by the immense size of the place, it was apparent to me that it 
would be quite a job to get anyone to live in this isolated house, far from any bus service and the small 
hamlet of Spiceland which was nearby.  The building had to be approached along a very long drive 
overhung with trees which made it quite dark, but the terms for taking over the house from the ‘Friends’ 
was quite nominal and so the YHA agreed to do so.  



The regional office was still at Glendower Road, Plymouth, and there on one afternoon the house bell 
rang, upon going to the door I was surprised and happy to see Ted Holman, who had called on me to 
introduce his wife, Irene. After a talk on his wartime experiences at various aerodromes, where Ted had 
met his wife, he then said that the purpose of their visit was to see if there was any chance of a 
wardenship appointment. ‘Well,’ says I ‘there is only one hostel requiring a warden at the present, and 
that is at a very large house called Spiceland, near Collumpton, rather isolated, and large.’ Anyway 
arrangements were made for a visit and Ted and Irene were quite impressed and said that they were 
prepared to take the place on. The committee agreed and within a week they were in residence and by 
the end of the month the place was ready to receive members. Before long the hostel was totting up 
overnights in the region of four thousand five hundred yearly.  
A diesel engine plant was the source of the electricity supply, when one could keep it running, and 
being situated in a building a fair way from the hostel it was quite a walk to get to the engine house. 
The hostel, having long passage ways, it was found necessary to keep corridor lights going all the time 
to find ones way around. The electric diesel plant frequently kept breaking down, normally when it was 
dark, so Ted had to think up some way of having a temporary lighting system to put into operation 
when this happened. He came up with the idea of placing a series of candle on the route to the engine 
house, but when the time came for him to use them, no candles could be found, it would appear that one 
of the many problems in this massive place was the rats, they had removed and eaten practically all the 
candles. Oil lamps were very difficult to come by due to after war shortages.  
There was also a story of the ‘Spiceland Ghost’ told by the locals to any member visiting the hamlet 
pub, so by and large a good and eventful time was had by all who visited Spiceland. The hostel 
functioned for just over four years, closing, when it was put up for sale, the YHA not being prepared to 
take on such a large liability. Opened at the end of 1942 and closed at the end of 1946.  
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THORNDON CROSS nr Okehampton  
Another gift property, from a member of the Exeter area, a Mr Redcliffe who was well known in the 
area as a writer on wild life and the countryside. The building was situated alongside Maddeford Halt 
on the Exeter to Bude railway line, and therefore did not present any problems for the Exeter members 
to visit, and at some weekends warden the hostel, it had always proved rather difficult to obtain a local 
person to do so on a seasonal basis. The keys of the hostel were held in the keeping of a railway worker 
who lived nearby.  
The hostel presented many problems, in the first place, it was a wooden building lit with oil lamps and 
candles, quite a risk with no resident warden. Water supply was only available from the hand pump 
situated in front of the hostel, and shared by the other bungalows nearby, who seemed to think that the 
pump was village property and that the YHA members were intruding, whereas in actual fact the pump 
was the property of the Association.  
Great difficulty was also experienced in obtaining supplies of Oil, Bread, Milk, etc. There were no 
meals provided, so one had to be sure that you brought along your own food and everything you 
needed. The only thing for sure, that members could rely on was the welcome one received from the 
family of donkeys in residence in the field adjoining the hostel, all of whom would let out a welcoming 
bellow on seeing any member approaching the hostel. They would also continue to bray in the early 
hours of the morning, which seemed to get the members moving in the mornings.  
Eventually the hostel was taken over for evacuees, and after the war the YHA decided to make a sale of 
the property, which presented no problem, there being an evacuee that had been in residence at the 
hostel during the war and had taken up farm work in the area after the war and was only too willing to 
enter into the purchase of the property. The hostel opened in 1935 and was used up until 1940 then 
spasmodically until 1946 when it was sold.  
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GARA MILL  
Situated in the deep Gara valley, a fine old mill house complete with water-wheel making a very 
picturesque post card. In the early days of the hostel being established, it was with the use of a large 
nissen hut and wood chalet situated up a steep hillside overlooking the Mill house, approached by way 
of a very steep and muddy path over which all the water requirements for the hostel had to be carried. 



Members reduced this necessity by washing in the river that served the mill, in those days it was all 
taken as part of the fun of hostelling.  
The mill was still in use for the grinding of corn for the local farming community, also for the repair of 
the farm carts and ploughs that were brought along. After a year or so, and with farm supplies being 
more readily available from the new farm industries that had opened up, the mill inevitably closed. It 
was then that the owner Mr Baker, who was also acting warden for the hostel, decided to develop the 
mill section of the mill house and utilise it as the hostel. This was very exciting news for the Plymouth 
Committee and it was no trouble to organise work parties to help out in the adapting of the mill.  
The building consisted of three large open floors, and after the removal of the corn bins and milling 
machinery, was easily adaptable for the provision of dormitories on the two upper floors leaving the 
ground floor for the Dining room/Common room and the adjacent engine shed becoming the members 
kitchen. A complete toilet block, built at first floor level made it all a very compact hostel.  
All the work presented quite a major job for the work parties, in conjunction with Mr Baker, the 
cleaning down, from all floors, the corn dust, whitewashing the walls and I can remember scrubbing the 
dorm floors, none of which daunted the working parties, who were kept going with buckets of Tea and 
Soup, and it was in buckets, leaving one to help oneself. What fun we had! One other attraction that Mr 
Baker created at this hostel was that he lectured for the Devon County Authorities on Bee Keeping, and 
had quite a colony of bee hives on the hillside with which he used to demonstrate to members on the 
care and attention they required. He also gave talks, and film shows were always going on to which any 
of the members could attend. Another sideline was his boast of Home Made Bread straight from a hot 
Aga cooking range, and he in fact put on regular afternoon teas for the Dartmouth College Cadets who 
made regular calls for his home made bread, cakes, jam and cream teas.  
It so happened that one of my monthly visits to the hostel occurred on the day that the local baker was 
making a delivery to the warden, Mr Baker. So I set to, to give a hand to bring the bread into the 
kitchen.  
 

 
Gara Mill (first hostel, hillside), 1931 to about 1934 
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Whilst doing this Mr Baker made a passing remark that he would now have a full supply of hot bread 
for the visiting party, and without taking any notice of me set about spiking all the loaves with a carving 
fork and putting them in a bowl of water for just a minute and then into the oven, saying’ they will just 
be ready when the cadets arrive, all hot and steaming. That’s the way to produce new from the old’. In a 
very short time the kitchen was smelling like a bakery. So much for his home made bread, I made no 
comment, for after all, youth hostel members enjoyed the cream teas and hot HOME MADE BREAD 
just as much as the cadets.  



The hostel, which functioned for eight years was very popular with the members, and Mr Baker, being 
Irish was a very likeable character and always helpful to members on cycles, repairing them when 
required. Another story relating to the opening of the new mill hostel, following the closure of the 
hostel on the hillside, was that I had arranged with Mr Baker to give one of his picture shows on the 
bees together with the showing of his new film, just supplied by the ministry. After tea and the opening 
ceremony we set about fitting up the screen fort he show. The electricity supply for the house was from 
a stationary engine plant, not all that reliable, but we kept our fingers crossed, but when we were all 
ready the darned engine refused to start. Not to be disappointed a Mr Truman who was one of the work 
party, had a talk with Mr Baker as to the power required to operate the projector, then arranged to 
connect his heavy-duty car battery to supply the power to the projector. By quietly keeping his car 
engine running all through the film show he made it possible for the show to go on, unfortunately the 
engine faded out just before the end causing the picture to fade as well at just about the last clip. Mr 
Truman then had to stay the night to arrange for a replacement battery to be brought to the hostel before 
he could return to Plymouth.  
The hostel was opened in 1932 and closed in 1949.  
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MAIDENCOMBE 
A large mansion overlooking the Maidencombe Bay. Run jointly with the International Spanish 
Evacuee Committee, although I do not remember seeing any of the Spanish evacuees at the hostel when 
the YHA were making use of the premises, although there seemed to be a number of staff in the house 
which I did assume were connected with the evacuee committee, the warden for the hostel was 
appointed by that committee.  
It was a very fine house and did get a good usage from the YHA members, its situation was on the main 
coastal road from Teignmouth to the Torbay area, good cycling country at that time, before the road 
became as busy as it is today with the increased motor traffic.  
There were difficulties in the running of this hostel, because of the two organisations regulations not 
being of similar timetables. Nevertheless it proved a useful hostel during the time its services were 
available to YHA members, and did form a good link between Shaldon, Week, Maidencombe and 
Brixham.  
Quite a tragedy occurred at this hostel, the warden, while swimming in Maidencombe bay, from the 
beach below the hostel grounds, was drowned. Not long after, the property was put up for sale, but 
neither of the two committees were interested in its purchase, and so the place was closed in 1949 after 
only three seasons of YHA usage.  
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DARTMEET Brimpts Farm  
Another of the first of three hostels set up in Devon in 1932 [1931], situated on the hillside overlooking 
Dartmeet. Accommodation was set up in a large barn, with straw palliasses and canvas camp beds, the 
barn still housing a corn grinding machine that was still in use, and which created clouds of dust over 
everything; although it had a light partition around the machine for safety, the dust was such that if the 
machine had been in use during the afternoon, it took a good hour or more for the dust to settle before 
one could go into the barn, although the farmer could not understand why one was so hesitant to enter.  
On entry, one had to remove the blankets outside for a good shake to clear the settled dust before 
making up the bed. The barn was so large that it accommodated the dormitories, members’ kitchen, and 
dining/common room. All self-cooking, no meals being provided.  
 
This hostel was always difficult to keep going because of the domestic squabbles that were always 
going on at the farm, and the difficulty of members being able to find anyone of the farm folks on 
arrival at the hostel, so it was with great joy that we were able to find the alternative accommodation at 
the Forestry Buildings at Bellever.  
The Dartmeet hostel was then closed the year before the opening of Bellever in 1934.  
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LOSTWITHIEL St Faiths  



St Faiths was a very large property, and was previously a girls home run by the Church of England 
through the religious Order of St Faith.  The Order had moved to Dorset, so the Church Authorities had 
put St Faiths on the market for sale, complete with most of its fittings and furnishings. I received details 
of the sale at the office and so arranged for a committee visit to look over the place and report back. 
After many meetings it was decided to put up a scheme of purchase to National Office to the tune of 
£3200 complete with all the furniture and fittings, all of which could be used in St Faiths when it was 
converted and opened as a Youth Hostel.  
The main building was a large chapel attached to the house, the house being entered from within the 
chapel, it was fully furnished with all the altar vestments and for the first year or so the local vicar 
arranged monthly Sunday services in the Chapel. It was open to the local folks around as well as the 
members, and did, in the early days, have nearly a full house for services. I once remember attending 
the annual Harvest Festival at St Faiths, the chapel having been decorated by the members and the 
locals, with the result being a very full house. Mr Bruce, a Truro Regional Council member presented 
the chapel with quite a large and extremely good sounding harmonium which was used by the chapel at 
the services.  
It was always easy for the warden to get members to clean and dust the chapel, they seemed to take a 
pleasure in the job, including cleaning the brass that was abundant at St Faiths. The local vicar 
eventually was replaced by a new appointment and that put paid to the chapel services. The chapel also 
had a small gallery that could be entered from the common room. Members put a yarn around that the 
chapel was haunted and would get some of the younger members into the chapel, and unknown to them 
would get into the gallery, laying on the floor would make a moaning sound which would appear to 
come from behind the altar, much to the surprise of the youngsters, who would hurry out of the chapel.  
St Faiths was purchased in 1948 opened in 1949 and continued to be used as a hostel until 1969. During 
that time canoeing instructions operated for members on the River Fowey, some 15 canoes being based 
at the hostel. The warden, Bill Wright, instructed the members and also carried out all the repairs to the 
canoes, members always bringing them back to the hostel with large rents in the sides, or holes in the 
bottoms, but Bill was always capable of getting them back in order in time for the next party.  The 
building started to prove expensive to maintain, so an alternative property was sought. Bill Wright 
found out about Penquite House at GOLANT, which was for sale and looked promising, and so, St 
Faiths was sold and the new hostel at GOLANT opened.  
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GIDLEIGH 
 

 
Gidleigh hostel, 1932-88 

 
Gidleigh hamlet comprised of two small cottages, Gidleigh Castle ruins, Castle Farm, one bungalow 
and the rectory. The hostel opened in 1932 in an old army tent in a field adjacent to one of the cottages. 



The tent was used as the female dormitory (6 beds) whilst the males slept in a cowshed on the farm. 
The village pump, which had a lean-to shed with a built in bench seat, served as the outside dining 
room.  
Castle Farm is home to the Osborne family and also the village Post Office. Margaret Osborne was 
warden of the hostel until her death when her daughter took over, there have been only two wardens at 
Gidleigh since 1932.  
The hostel was a success from the word go, Mrs Osborne being just like a mother with her hens, always 
concerned with the brood to see that they were well and truly housed for the night and that they were 
well fed for the day. She became quite famous for the large roast dinners and cream tarts, which were a 
special feature of her catering for the members.  
Eventually the tent and the cowshed were not large enough to accommodate the number of people 
wishing to visit Gidleigh, so the association entered into an agreement for the building of the hostel 
premises that are now in use. One feature of the hostel dormitory adjacent to the cowshed is that the 
cows are tethered by chains which create quite a rattle during the night. This has tended to prompt one 
to say that the Gidleigh Ghost is on the prowl again.  
 
 
SHALDON Teignmouth  
A four-story boarding house, owned by the parents of a YHA member who had prevailed upon his 
parents the need of setting up a hostel in the Teignmouth area. The property was on the main road from 
Shaldon to Newton Abbott.  
The 40-bed accommodation hostel opened in 1938 [1939, but perhaps obtained in 1938] and closed 
again in 1941 when the Teignmouth authorities requisitioned the building for London evacuees. For the 
short period that it was operating it was a very popular hostel, mainly because of its situation and the 
great interest shown by the owner/ warden fostered by their son the YHA member. Regretfully it was 
not possible to renew the tenancy after the war.  
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SANDRIDGE PARK Stoke Gabriel  
A large manor house, standing on the higher banks of the river Dart, which was jointly taken over by 
the Youth Hostels Association and the National Boys Brigade. The hostel was wardened by the resident 
Brigade Master who had the unusual name of Faithful Davis, and he certainly was faithful to the boys 
of the Brigade Organisation, acting at the same time as the Youth Hostel warden on a joint service 
basis. I well remember having to meet an army General, (retired) to discuss matters concerning the 
arrival of a party of Brigade Boys who were coming for a stay of 3 weeks and the General was keen 
that the boys should be well occupied whilst staying at Sandridge Park.  
During his talk with Davis and myself, we were outside on the lawns overlooking the river Dart, the 
General, in his military manner, asked Faithful Davis if he had tried out the river for the swimming 
possibilities for the boys. Whereupon Faithful’s reply was ‘No Sir, but I will do so this minute’ and 
there and then stripped himself of his clothes and scrambled down the bank to the river to swim several 
yards. ‘That’s the sort of man I admire’ said the General, but I felt like saying why not have a go 
yourself.  
And so the day continued, with the General’s militant attitude, discussing all the shortcomings of the 
building, giving one the feeling that it was all very well for him with his army approach, where money 
was plentiful and there was also plenty of staff to deal with all his whims. In the end I became quite fed 
up with his approach and manner and left him with ‘Old Faithful.’ 
The joint use of Sandridge Park was quite useful to members, and a good liaison was maintained with 
the Brigade. It operated as a hostel for three seasons when the house was put up for sale, but neither the 
Brigade nor the YHA were interested in the purchase, the YHA at the time having just entered into 
preliminary discussions concerning the purchase of Maypool, just a little further down the river Dart.  
Sandridge Park was a much older house than Maypool and would have been quite a major problem with 
regard to maintenance. After only being opened from 1948 until 1950, it was eventually sold, and, after 
very large amounts of money was spent on re-vamping the place, opened up as a country club. [Usage 
note: Allen seems to have confused Sandridge Park’s dates with those of somewhere else. All other 
evidence points to the hostel being open only in 1942]. 
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BEDRUTHAN STEPS  
A house situated on the coastal road from Newquay to Padstow, opposite a private road entrance just 
off the road to the famous Bedruthan Steps.  
The house was held on a yearly tenancy from a nearby local farmer. Roly Barker was the acting warden 
for the four seasons that we had the place, until he undertook a ministry job of bird watching and 
weather reporting on an isolated island off the Welsh coast. Whilst he was at Bedruthan he did find time 
to take himself a wife, who did not go with him to his island. She carried on as warden  
at Bedruthan for the last season, the hostel having to close down owing to the RAF requisitioning the 
accommodation for officers on the opening of the nearby St Eval aerodrome.  
The last I heard of ‘Roly’ was that he had gone off to America, unbeknown to his wife, to act as a 
leader of large American Youth parties tramping across the states. Since that time I have not heard of 
his whereabouts, although at times his wife did call at the office to challenge me on the matter, the lady 
being sure that I was covering up for him in not giving her the details as to his whereabouts.  
As mentioned in the Brentmoor hostel notes, ‘Roly’ was always a dreamer, perhaps it was possible that 
he forgot that he had married the lady, and was still lost in his poetry and music. In fact the hostel meals 
were always accompanied by music from his record player. I also remember the time when Roly 
decided to purchase a goat from somewhere in Wales, for the purpose of eating the grass growing 
around the hostel grounds, but after a long waiting period the goat never did arrive, until one day the 
postman brought a goat’s collar with a label attached addressed to Roly, that was the only thing seen of 
the goat.  
The hostel was opened in 1938 and finally closed in 1942 upon requisitioning. [YHA Archive sources 
such as annual reports have the hostel open in 1939 only, though occasionally hostels lingered into 
requisition periods without much notification].  
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TREVELLAS Ex-RAF Camp, Perranporth  
These camp buildings were situated on the coast near Perranporth. It was quite a large camp, and we 
were given the choice as to which of the buildings we would like to take over for hostel purposes. The 
camp being very large with over a 100 buildings within the camp boundary, we decided to take the two 
huts nearest to the entrance so that members would not lose themselves trying to find which of the 
buildings was the YHA amongst so many other.  
One of the huts comprised the warden’s quarters and the kitchen, along with the common-room. In the 
other was the provision of the dormitories and the washrooms, which were already fitted with hand-
basins etc. A section of this hut was partitioned off to provide a members kitchen. The buildings were 
connected with a covered passageway so making the set-up quite a compact hostel.  
The problem now was to find a warden for the place. The camp on the whole was rather a bleak- 
looking affair and not very attractive to anyone for full time residence. Nevertheless a Mrs Rogers did 
apply for the appointment, saying that she was quite prepared to take on the job, without first seeing the 
premises. It was agreed at the meeting that I would call on Mrs Rogers to collect her private belongings 
for transport to Trevellas. She said that she only had a few ‘bits and pieces’ to take along.  
The time came for me to fetch Mrs Rogers for the move to Trevellas, I then found out that her ‘bits and 
pieces’ turned out to be more than I could manage in one load, her friends having given her many items 
of which they were sure would be helpful to her in the ‘Boys Hostel’ which Mrs Rogers called the 
place. She was though, a most helpful warden, nothing being too much trouble for her to do for the 
members. It was real fun to visit the hostel at the end of the month to collect the returns, Mrs Rogers 
saying, ‘there’s all the money that I have taken this month, you had better take it back to the office, I’m 
sure they will be able to sort it out.’  
I well remember that day I moved Mrs Rogers into the hostel, she brought along with her two items that 
were obviously surplus to requirements at Trevellas, because on arrival I had put these items on the 
floor, just inside the entrance door, the items were a Victorian Fire Screen and a Sewing Machine. 
When visiting the hostel during the five years she was in residence, I always had to step over these 
goods on entry which would bring the remark of ‘Oh I must remove those things before you come next 
time.’ She never did though, and on the day of closure  
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and I was again to load the van with her ‘Bits and Pieces' these were the first two items that I picked up. 
I could not resist saying ‘Ah well they are not stuck to the floor after all.’  
The hostel operated for 5 seasons (1950-54) only closing when the camp was sold for development as a 
holiday chalet and caravan park. So it was once again that I set about looking for a replacement 
somewhere on the North Cornish Coast.  
 
MULLION (LIZARD) the Golf Club  
A National Trust Property, purchased under the Neptune Coastal Path Scheme. The property was 
situated within the golf club greens, overlooking the Coves of Mullion and Church Cove; the church 
from which the cove got its name was standing actually in the sea at high tide, that is, nearly half the 
building was, yet the church always seemed to be quite dry at all times, which was very unusual.  
The YHA was allowed a temporary lease on the club house until such times as the National Trust 
decided to demolish the building. Mullion proved a great attraction to members because of the 
availability of the two sandy coves, which were good for sunbathing and surfing. The golf club was still 
in use by its members and a number of YHA members took the opportunity to have a few games of golf 
with some minor instructions from the golf club members. In fact Mullion Golf Club proved a happy 
venture as far as the YHA was concerned. I even did a spell of wardening at this hostel, until the arrival 
of ‘Nunks’ Powell who continued there until the closure of the hostel in 1961.  
Although we were able to have use of the building for another season, the National Trust then informed 
the Youth Hostels Association that the building was to be demolished at the start of 1962 [closed 1961].  
The building was opened as a hostel in 1957 [1956] thereby only having a lifespan of 4 [6] years as a 
hostel.  
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FALMOUTH YMCA and PENDENNIS CASTLE  
The first hostel in Falmouth Town was at the YMCA premises, Bank House, Falmouth, which in this 
joint operation proved quite successful for four seasons only [open 1938-39, 1946-51] having to close 
down due to wartime requirements.  
It was then not until 1964 that we were able to obtain the use of the old Barrack Buildings at Pendennis 
Castle for a hostel. This came about by the fact that I wrote to the ministry of works, enquiring about 
the possible usage of the St Mawes Castle buildings, to which request the Ministry replied that these 
were unavailable, but would the Association be interested in the use of buildings within the Pendennis 
Castle grounds at Falmouth? This, of course, set things on the run. I could not get the necessary 
meetings going quick enough to get the various Committees, both National and Regional, to give the 
matter consideration.  
Eventually a joint meeting was arranged between Ministry Reps, John Parkes and myself at the castle of 
Pendennis. The first building that was offered to the YHA was quite a small one, just inside the gateway 
entrance; this I realised was far too small, and stated that I thought that the building the Association 
would be interested in would be the Barrack Block in the courtyard. The Ministry reps were a little 
surprised at this request, but were equally happy for the YHA to take over this large building.  
Further meetings were held at the Ministry, which I attended with John Parkes, to discuss planning and 
the terms of the lease; successful terms were obtained and plans of adaption approved, which set the 
work in hand, and in 1964 [1963] the building was open for the use of hostellers. In my opinion this 
building was very adaptable for YHA usage, and with the colour decoration and floor covering, the 
building soon got rid of the Barrack atmosphere.  
There was of course one unusual feature attached to the place, that being the entry arrangements at the 
Castle Gate. The Castle and grounds being open to the public during the day, necessitated the need of a 
Ministry gate warden, who operated from 10am to 5pm daily. At 5pm the gates were closed to all, just 
when the YH Members were arriving. It was John’s job to think up an idea whereby the gate opening 
could be controlled from the warden’s office.  
Arrangements were made for the installation of a bell push at the gate, along with a speaker unit, the 
operation being that when the bell rang in the warden’s office, he would throw a switch which would 
release the gate lock, allowing the member to enter. This system operated alright for a short while, until 
the  
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local lads got the idea, which resulted in the bell ringing at all times during the night. Another meeting 
was held with the Ministry, and agreement reached whereby the gate was left open at 5pm, providing 
the YHA undertook responsibility to close the gates at 10pm. This of course meant that members 
coming to the hostel had to be within the grounds before that time. This also seemed to be the one 
notice, printed in heavy type in the handbook that members adhered to, but whether this scheme still 
operates now I do not know.  
 
BARNSTAPLE YMCA  
This was one YMCA/YHA joint effort arrangement that did seem to function well. The hostel was 
situated in the centre of the town, and I feel certain that its success was in no small measure to the 
active involvement of the then North Devon YH Committee, not forgetting the stalwart that the 
association had in ‘Stan Rogers Braunton’ who was always available to help out the wardens (YMCA 
employees) and the members at all times. Being the only North Devon hostel at that time, it came in for 
quite heavy usage, averaging about 4500 overnights per season.  
I remember on one occasion that things went a little astray. When arrangements were made for the 
regional council to meet at the hostel, the meeting went on into the evening, and it was found necessary 
for the committee members to obtain a meal in the town. On returning to the hostel, it was found that 
the building had been locked up for the night, Stan Rogers having forgotten that it was the warden’s 
night off. We all yelled at Stan, seeking an answer to our question as what to do now. But Stan, 
knowing the layout of the building, went to the rear of the premises, climbed a boundary wall, forced 
open a window, and so was able to let us in the front door. The party included the YHA Regional 
President and Chairman, Vic Elmhirst of Dartington Hall, who along with us all was very amused that 
the whole council should have to break in and enter another organisation’s property, Barnstaple YMCA.  
We had use of the property for the periods 1/4/1933 to 30/9/1936, 1/4/1938 to 30/9/1939, 18/4/1946 to 
2/10/1948 and 1/4/1950 to 22/9/1951  
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WEARE GIFFORD nr Aveton Gifford  
A derelict farm building situated on the hillside overlook the Avon river, with a tidal road on its bank 
coming from Bigbury Village to Aveton Gifford, usable only at low tide. Mr Baker senior, warden of 
the Gara Mill hostel, had purchased this old farmhouse and given it to his son as a wedding present, on 
the basis that he could re-establish the old farm house and bring the land back into cultivation, together 
with his newly found wife, and incorporating some of the farm buildings for Youth Hostel purposes.  
The YHA were interested in making use of these building, if and when they were re-established, but not 
in the form of supplying work parties to carry out the renovations. Sure enough, the newly married 
couple undertook the challenge and eventually the farm and buildings were ready for use, they were 
also ready to take on the hostel, as soon as we could bring along the equipment.  
This was when my problem arose. Just prior to finalising the transport arrangements for the equipmen, 
there had been a very long period of wet and rainy weather, making the approach drive up through the 
fields to the hostel buildings quite impossible for the lorry to negotiate; owing to the slippery condition, 
it was also rather steep. In the end, the nearest we could get the lorry was about two fields away, our 
way also being barred by a narrow gate. So there was nothing for it but for the lorry men to carry all the 
equipment up to the farm buildings.  It certainly took all my tact to keep the men in good humour, 
and to help, I travelled over to Aveton Gifford to obtain beer, pasties and buns to keep the party going. 
It was nearly midnight before the last item of equipment reached the farm buildings.  
When the first child of the married couple arrived, Mrs Baker said it would be quite impossible for her 
to carry on with the wardening of the hostel, and attend to the livestock they had now accumulated, and 
therefore it would be necessary for the hostel to close.  
And so again I had the formidable task of arranging for the hostel equipment to be moved out. When I 
called on Messrs Westlakes, the previous removal company, to arrange the hire of men and lorries, I 
met one of the drivers who had assisted in the moving in. When I told him of my reason for calling, 
there was a yell of discontent, but I managed to persuade them to see reason by saying that it's downhill 
this time, and it would be dry.  So again, with the aid of more beer and pasties the job of moving out 
was completed. As the hostel was only open for a period of eighteen months, I thought many times, was 
it all worth it for such a short while?   
The opening dates were from 1st June 1937 to Dec 1938.  
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At the closure of this hostel, and that of the one at Gara Mill, we tried hard to obtain a ministry property 
at Stoke Fleming that had been in use as an evacuee hostel during the war. Regretfully we were 
unsuccessful and had to carry on scouting around the coastal area until the Strete parish hall came up 
for consideration in 1954.  
 
STRETE Village Hall nr Dartmouth  
A seasonal hostel open for the summer months only, the premises became available through the one 
time baker’s assistant who made deliveries of bread to the one time Gara Mill hostel. The assistant was 
now the owner of the bakery and chairman of the Parish Hall committee. This committee at the time 
was seeking summer usage for the village hall. The chairman remembering the time when he used to 
deliver bread to Gara Mill hostel, now closed, had not been replaced by a hostel in the area, so he made 
a suggestion to his committee that an approach be made to the YHA to find out if they would be 
interested in the use of the hall for the summer months.  
On receiving this information, I visited the property, along with a builder friend of mine, Sid Endean. 
Realising that the position was ideal, we drew up a sketch plan, showing the erection of light portable 
partitions that could be erected within the hall, to form the dormitories and the common room, there 
already being toilet and kitchen facilities available for us to use. The YHA Committee agreed to the 
plan, a rental agreement was also reached with the Hall committee and within three months the hall was 
fitted up with the portable partitions. Dartington Hall made a gift of a portable building that was erected 
at the rear of the hall to serve as a members kitchen, and so the hostel opened for its first season in 
1955.  It proved a very good link hostel with Salcombe and Maypool.  
The seasonal warden with the longest service was Joan Williamson of Bridgewater. I used to travel over 
to Bridgewater each year to collect Joan, with everything but the kitchen sink. Each year she used to 
bring a dozen large paintings, the work of her husband, which were hung on show in the common room, 
and quoted as The Strete Hostel Paintings Exhibition by visiting members.  
Joan wardened there for eight years with pictures each year and certainly made good friends members 
of the Hall Committee, thereby establishing a good feeling towards the YHA in Strete Village. The 
hostel was used for the last time during the summer of 1964 [1989].  
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LANDS END Letcha Vean, St Just in Penwith  
This property, situated in the Cott Valley, looked out onto the rolling Atlantic. The YHA were able to 
purchase the building with the aid of the wardens of the LELANT hostel, Mr and Mrs Kennard, who 
had a good relationship with the firm of solicitors, Messrs Williams of Camborne. Mr E Williams, I was 
given to understand, was a member of the ‘Friends’ who was prevailed upon by the Kennards as to their 
interest in obtaining the property for use as a youth hostel. A very large donation was eventually made 
by Mr Williams, towards the purchase of the property, providing that the YHA would find the 
remainder of the monies for the freehold of the house to be held in trust by the Youth 
Hostels_Association. This was agreed to all parties concerned and in the event Mr and Mrs Kennard 
became the first wardens of the hostel.  
At the outbreak of war, the hostel was requisitioned by the Ministry of Works, to accommodate the 
Concientious Objectors to War Time Fighting Activities, but who were prepared to work at jobs as set 
up by the ministry. In this instant, one of the jobs was the reinstalment of the old mine workings in the 
Cott Valley. The Ministry spent large amounts of money for the installation of mains water, mains 
electric, and a large sewage scheme, all to the great advantage of the YHA upon the derequisitioning of 
the hostel after the war.  
When the building was re-established as a youth hostel after the war, Adventure Holidays were made 
available to members in the form of ‘Flying Instructions at the nearby aerodrome’ and ‘Rock Climbing 
in the Cape Cornwall area.’ This proved very successful in the first two years of operation, but owing to 
the lack of instructors, the facilities came to an end after the third season.  
During a change in wardenship at this hostel, it became necessary for me to stand in as the warden for 
about ten days, during the end of July, beginning of August period. As usual the hostel was full to 
overflowing, and I had already sent many members to cottages in the valley. Then, there arrived a party 
of four young cyclists, unbooked, congratulating themselves that they had at last found the hostel, 
whereupon I remarked, ‘yes but on the wrong day, also the hostel is more than full and I don’t think you 



will be able to obtain accommodation in St Just village, as I have sent quite a few members there 
already’. They did not seem to be all that concerned, but got into a huddle, and then asked would it be 
possible to have their cards stamped to prove that they had been there. I of course willingly stamped 
their cards, and off they then went, quite satisfied that the visit to the hostel was worth it after all.  
The hostel was opened in 1939 and is still being well attended.  
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TRURO Allen House  
These premises, once upon a time the Truro work house, were purchased by Mr and Mrs Jones, one 
time wardens of the Lostwithiel hostel. It was a very substantial building, situated in the centre of town 
near Truro cathedral, a building that had a charm of its own, with a palm court yard, approached by a 
narrow private lane, which always gave me the feeling that I was entering a monastery. Mr and Mrs 
Jones put in a tremendous amount of hard work in getting the premises and gardens into shape before 
opening the hostel up to members. The building was already divided from its previous usage, that is for 
male and female.  
It was a very successful hostel and continued tor a number of years until the Truro City Authorities 
became interested in the purchase of the whole area in which the building was situated, for the sole 
development of new roads, shops and offices. They made the Jones’s an offer of the paltry sum of 
£2500, which really did not cover the monies spent by them in adapting the place for hostel purposes. 
So I was asked to attend an inquiry, at Truro, regarding the compulsory purchase order that was being 
placed on the premises, and did so, giving a report to the inquiry committee as to the likely cost of 
setting up a replacement hostel in the Truro area. The decision I came to as to the likely cost, was a 
figure of £10,000 or more, and so reconsideration was given to the purchase of the building by the City 
Authorities, and a good figure was obtained, satisfactory to the Jones. Shortly after this the YHA moved 
out, having opened in 1952 and finally vacating the building on the 31st October 1966.  
The wardens moved on to the hostel at Treyarnon Bay, which happened to be without wardens at the 
time. At the time of the enquiry, the ministry did state that they would give the Association the first 
offer when they moved out of local office premises into the new County Headquarters that were under 
construction at the time, but the offer never did come, and so a replacement hostel for Truro was never 
undertaken.  
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BUDE Flexbury and Stratton  
 
At many of the Plymouth Area Committee Meetings, it had always been a topic that we must in some 
way find a property in the Bude, North Cornish Coast Area. And so it was that the Gard members of the 
Plymouth Committee came to the rescue by making the offer to undertake, by themselves, the 
establishment of a youth hostel in Bude.  Having already found a likely property for the purpose, they 
asked if the YHA would provide all the necessary equipment, and if they agreed, then they would be 
able to undertake the wardening of the hostel.  
The committee were naturally quite willing to accept this splendid offer, and so with the help of many 
members of the Plymouth Committee, the first North Cornish coastal hostel came into being, and a very 
successful hostel it proved, bursting at the seams during its opening period from the 5th of June 1937 
until the 30th September 1937. In fact, so much so, that it was agreed that a larger building must be 
found. Again the Gards put the YHA on to the one-time workhouse building at Stratton. It was then 
necessary to enter into negotiations with the Cornwall County Council for the purchase of this building. 
These negotiations were long and drawn out, but the Cornwall CC did allow the association to take over 
the use of the building pending the final agreement with the Authorities for its purchase.  
All of this was going along quite successfully when the declaration of war immediately cancelled all 
negotiations for Government Grant Aid Schemes. It was then necessary to enter into a lease agreement 
with the Cornwall CC and then we were able to function as a hostel for three seasons. During 1940 the 
RAF requisitioned the building, together with all the equipment and, for a short while, the wardens, the 
Misses l and A Gard, until the RAF had established their own chefs, which took about four months until 
they had taken over completely. They even suggested the Gards remain on as staff, which they wisely 
would not entertain. 
 



 
Bude (first hostel, Flexbury), 1937-38 

 
Ted Holman was also one of the YH folks that were operating the Stratton hostel and stayed with the 
Gards until they left to return home to Plymouth. Ted eventually joined the RAF as ground crew, and so 
we lost another good worker for the duration. Following the end of the war, we were still holding a 
lease on the Stratton building, having received rent from the RAF for the war period. Negotiations were 
again started, to finalise the purchase of the building from the Cornwall CC but were set aside by the 
County Housing Committee who were in desperate need for housing accommodation that was in very 
short supply following the war. Therefore all YHA versus CCC negotiations were cancelled, and so we 
were again without a hostel property in the Bude area.  
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LOWNARD, DARTINGTON nr Totnes  
[Later, Dartington hostel] 
Originally the name of this hostel was Week, after the nearby hamlet. But of course Lownard is the 
correct name of this hostel, the buildings being the one time cart shed and pig houses of the Lownard 
Farm, standing opposite the hostel. Lownard was also one of the first of five hostels opened in Devon, 
with the good help of the Dartington Hall Trust, who made an outright grant of £100 to the region 
toward the cost of establishing hostels in the West Country. At the time of the grant, the National 
Association were also being made further grants from the Carnegie Trust who had agreed to double any 
sums of money given to the association on a pound for pound basis. So, with the £200 now available to 
the region, it was possible to open the first five hostels in Devon.  
The Dartington Hall Trust also carried out the necessary adaptations to the farm buildings, to make 
them habitable for hostel purposes, the whole of the hostel being housed within the Cart shed/pig house 
buildings. The ground floor was divided into three rooms, common room/dining room, members’ 
kitchen and men’s dormitory, washroom/toilets. There was a small cupboard-like enclosed staircase to 
the floor above the common room, this was then in the now members’ kitchen. This floor was used as 
the women’s dormitory, washroom/toilets, so you can visualise that this was a very compact hostel, and 
proved to be a very sociable place for members, which was very necessary for the hostel to function.  
It soon became evident that the dormitory accommodation would have to be enlarged, and so the 
dormitory building and washroom/toilets were erected in the adjacent orchard. The notable wardens of 
this hostel were Paddy O’Hanrahan and his wife, who resided in the cottage opposite the hostel. 
Nothing was too much trouble for them and there was always plenty of blarney from Paddy. The hostel 
was opened in March of 1932 but since the opening of Maypool the usage has dropped quite a bit and is 
now only kept going on a seasonal basis, necessitating new wardenship each season.  
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BRENTMOOR HOUSE South Brent  
A property ideally situated on the southern slopes of Dartmoor, standing on the banks of the River 
Avon, and proving to be an excellent link to the Bellever hostel. Quite a stir was created in the national 
press when it was announced that Professor Joad of the Times was to perform the opening ceremony. 
The Professor, always known for his liking to catch the public eye, agreed to officiate at the opening, 
provided that the YHA arranged for him to be able to ride, on horseback, from Brent Station to the 
hostel. We took up the challenge, and arranged with the Dartmoor Hunt to provide a horse and 
accompanying riders, to travel the distance of ¾ of a mile from station to hostel.  
The sun was shining, and things went off with a swing, until the professor arrived up the drive of 
Brentmoor House, which runs by the bank of the river. Quite overcome by the lovely scenic beauty of 
the river, he could not resist having a swim, and without comment to the mixed company, proceeded to 
divest himself of all his clothes, and only in his ‘birthday suit’ dived into the river. The foxes on 
Dartmoor, of which there are plenty in the Brentmoor area, could not have let out a greater yell. 
Whether it was in delight or moral surprise one could not say, but it certainly got good press cover, the 
Times press camera team being present at the time.  
 

 
Brentmoor hostel, 1945-53 

 
During the wardenship of Mr and Mrs Bird. I well remember an amusing episode. On my arrival at the 
hostel on one of my usual visits, Dicky Bird, as we called him, remarked that he was glad that I had 
called that day, as he had appeared to have lost his false teeth. ‘I’m certain I put them on the kitchen 
dresser before going to be last evening,’ he said, ‘but on coming down this morning I find that they 
have just disappeared, and think, possibly that a member has taken them.’ He also said that if they were 
not found, he was intending to make a claim against the YHA for the cost of a replacement set.  
Shortly after this incident, they both agreed to resign from the wardenship of the hostel, moving out in a 
matter of days, which left no time for a new appointment to be made. So it became necessary for us to 
obtain, at very short notice, a temporary warden, this I managed to do in providing ‘Auntie’ Mrs Sutton, 
from Maypool hostel, who moved in to keep Brentmoor going. The place needed a bit of a clean up 
before opening for members, so we set about and undertook a spring clean of the kitchen. The first job 
was to move the kitchen dresser away from the wall, and when I had done so, there, stuck halfway in a 
rat hole, were the missing teeth. I let out a yell to Aunty, shouting that I had found the teeth. Aunty, not 
knowing anything about the missing teeth, thought that I had fallen and that they were my teeth I was 
holding in my hand and said to me ‘Well, If you put powder on them they will not fall out.’ She did 
enjoy the joke when I related  
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the tale of Dicky Bird’s missing false teeth. I wrote to Mr Bird, sending him the lost teeth I had found, 
and where, but I never received any comment from him.  
There were two quite major jobs undertaken by work parties at Brentmoor, the first was the laying of a 
copper pipeline for about 400 yards from the moorside to the hostel;, it was quite a heavy job shifting 
the moorland boulders and hard sub soil, taking several weekends to complete, with as many as a dozen 
or more members taking part. Another task involved the vegetable gardens to the hostel, which were on 
the opposite bank of the river, approachable by a timber bridge over one of the deepest parts. The 
bridge was in a very poor and dangerous condition, necessitating the renewal main timbers. Wally 
Buckler was the organiser for the job of replacing the timbers and we were fortunate in that there was a 
large amount of tall pine timbers just outside the front door to the hostel.  
These trees stood very high up on the bank by a long flight of steps, about 20 to 30 feet up into the 
bank. The bridge was situated almost at the bottom of these steps, so the job was to cut four trees and 
drop them down the steps to the position of the bridge. The felling was very professional, all the trees 
being brought down just at the right spot, which only meant a short haul to get them across the river 
into position, and so another job was completed for the hostel. In those days it was never any problem 
for members to take on all sorts of jobs to help in the upkeep of their hostels.  
Unfortunately the YHA had to move out of Brentmoor when the closure was brought about by the 
water board authorities making a purchase of the property and grounds for the Avon Dam Scheme. 
During our tenancy of the building we made several attempts to buy the place, but were always fobbed 
off with the excuse that the owners were thinking of taking up residence when the YHA lease ran out. 
On second thoughts, it was quite possible that the owners knew of the Water Authorities interest and 
held off the YHA knowing that they would get a better purchase figure from the Water Authority. This 
of course is only my opinion but we certainly lost a very good positioned hostel which had opened in 
1945 and finally closed in 1955. As a point of interest, the building was eventually demolished by the 
Royal Marines in 1968, who blew it up during one of their assault practices.  
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POOL MILL Farm Hostel, Membland Estate, Newton Ferrers  
A delightfully situated hostel, on the Membland Estate, at the head of the river Yealm. The property 
adapted for hostel use was once the carpenter’s workshop for the estate. All the work of adaption was 
carried out by the Plymouth Committee members, and in my opinion the hostel also had an advantage 
to members, in that they had to approach the hostel through the farm yard which brought them into 
contact with the farmer and his workman and so built up a very friendly atmosphere with willingness on 
the part of the farmer to discuss and explain the workings of the farm.  
The farmer and wife acting as the wardens, along with their other work of running the farm and the 
local Newton Ferrers milk supply, resulted in there always being plenty of real Devon Clotted Cream 
available. In fact, Mrs Rendle was quite proud of her cream dairy, and was always willing to explain to 
members the procedure in the making of the clotted cream.  
The dairy consisted of a long bench running the entire length of it, with three large holes in the bench in 
which Settling Pans were placed on a daily procedure, there always being three pans in use, each pan 
being moved up one place each day. The end position had a fire under the pan, the fire being kept going 
with apple wood from the large orchards that were attached to the farm. On the fourth day the end pan 
was lifted off the fire position, and then the cream was sliced from the top of the pan, a lovely deep 
yellow in colour with a taste that is unobtainable today. This cream-making procedure is now far too 
time consuming for the present day demands.  
I remember on one of my visits, I was going through the farm passage leading to the hostel, and noticed 
a small white rabbit looking animal, running along the passage. Not knowing very much about all the 
animals that one may meet up with on a farm, I still thought that it should not be running free in this 
manner, and so picked the animal up and went back to the farm house, saying ‘Is this yours? I found it 
running along the passage way,’ to which there was a yell at me to ‘drop it.’ Apparently it was ‘Bill’, a 
very vicious ferret, and they were surprised that he had not bitten me. The farm hands told me then that 
Bill was one of the best ferrets in the district but was known for his bite that he would give to anyone 
who handled him in the wrong way, which was what I was surely doing. By this time of course I had 
dropped him but had learnt a little more of farmyard animals and their habits.  



This hostel had good usage mainly from the Plymouth members and also party usage from the schools 
around and in Plymouth. This went on until the  
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opening of the Bigbury hostel, which proved more attractive to members because of the close proximity 
of the sands to the hostel. Lack of usage thereby brought about the closure of Pool Mill hostel which I 
considered to be one of the best situated small farm hostels that this region had the privilege of opening.  
The hostel was opened in 1933 and closed in 1951. 
 
DOWNDERRY Carthews Café.  
An accommodation hostel, but not a very successful venture on the part of the YHA The hostel 
functioned for just about five seasons including the beginning of the war period. The owners of the 
property, Mr and Mrs Carthew, were only interested in the members purchasing meals from the café 
which was under their control.  
The hostel was set up in part of a garage-type building and the rear part of the café premises, all of 
which exited onto the public car park alongside the cafe. It was truly not a very busy place, hostelling- 
wise, even during the short time it was open during the war, and certainly not for permanent occupation 
by the YHA, so one looked on the arrangements, especially towards the late days, as a war time 
necessity.  
All the facilities were very cramped, and in fact the men’s toilet facilities were in the public car park. 
Fortunately the women were accommodated on the first floor of the café premises. The hostel was not 
used after the end of September 1940, and secretly, I was glad to hear from the Carthews after the war, 
that they had decided to sell the cafe and it would be necessary for the YHA to make other 
arrangements with regard to having the hostel at the café.  
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SPREYTON 
This hostel was made possible by a local Spreyton YHA member, who made an arrangement with a 
local youth club for the use of their club during the summer months of July and August in 1936 
[actually, 1934]. Accommodation for 12 beds was put into the club, with self cooking facilities only, 
there being no resident warden. The idea was that the YHA member, a lady, would call in at the hostel 
on leaving her work at 5pm. I am sure that the intentions of all who were involved in this hostel were 
well-meant, but ‘Oh my’ there seemed to be a lack of YHA members realising the position, and 
refusing to accept that position, as intended and displayed on the notice board, and also in doing their 
share of the promoting of goodwill that was required in a situation such as this.  
There was also continual butting in of the local youth club members, some of whom considered that it 
was an imposition on the part of the YHA to be using the place, even though they did not want to use it 
for the two months already mentioned. Eventually they made it impossible for the YHA to carry on, and 
even before the two months had elapsed the hostel closed.  
 
BRODEN HILL  
A farm building situated on the valley road from Crediton to South Molton, established on the Exeter 
Committee’s idea of creating a Mid Devon link between hostels in North and South Devon. It was a 
small hostel of 24 beds scattered around a rather dilapidated number of farm buildings, not easy in 
approach and mounting a number of problems between the warden and members. This was mainly due 
to the barn buildings being separate from the farm house, leaving members rather free access to them, 
especially late at night, to which the farmer naturally had many objections, his main worry being the 
possibility of fire in the nearby hay ricks. Nevertheless the hostel did function for a period of five years, 
and after reaching an annual bed-night usage of about 1500 finally closed down in 1952.  
The hostel opened in the early part of 1948.  
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PHILLACK, HAYLE Reviere House.  
The purchase of this house for hostel purposes proved to be a new experience for me. After the war, 
members of the committees were not so easily available to attend meetings during working hours, 



although I did not experience much trouble in getting time off from the dockyard to attend to YHA 
matters.  
The committee requested me to attend an auction that was being held at the Crown Hotel in Hayle in 
midweek. I had never attended a property auction before, and was therefore somewhat nervous as to the 
venture. The committee had stated that I was not to go above a figure of £3,000 for the property, 
Reviere House; this was a tremendous sum, as far as I was concerned, to have the responsibility of 
bidding for a Youth Hostel, nevertheless I went ahead.  
Arriving at the auction with book and pencil in hand, I thought that I should look the part even if I did 
not know much as to the procedure. Of course the auctioneer knew that I was attending on behalf of the 
YHA as you had to divulge your name and interest in the sale on entry to the auction room.  
So the procedure started of making bids after the first starting figure was stated by the auctioneer. This 
figure was £1,900, and from then on I was convinced that the auction was rigged, having heard many 
tales to this effect. I was then prepared for any bid to push the sum much higher, and so it did, in 
varying sums, until the figure had reached £2500. By this time I was beginning to get very nervous and 
afraid to move a muscle, let alone lift my hand, anyway by more varying bids the sum reached £3,000, 
the last bid of £50 being made by me, thus reaching the limit set by the committee, and in reality my 
last bid for the YHA. But after several calls by the auctioneer of ‘Going, Going, Going’ a further bid 
of £50 was made. What was I to do? Lose the property for £50, or make another bid, so I said to myself, 
In for a penny, in for a pound, and made a further bid of £50, thus bringing the total to £3,100.  
It then seemed to me that the auctioneer could not get his gavel down quick enough, shouting Going, 
Going, Gone, in extra fast time, convincing me that the stories I had heard about auctions being rigged 
were quite feasible. It was now my job to think out some explanation to the committee as to why I had 
overspent the allocated sum of £3,000 by £100. After some thought, I did remember that the committee 
in their discussions concerning the possible purchase of the property, made no mention of the land 
attached to the house. This then gave me an explanation that the extra cost had included the land, some 
2 acres, attached to the house. The committee accepted the explanation, but I certainly did not wish to 
attend any more auctions for the purpose of procuring property for the YHA.  
 
 
37    
A good thing did come out of my coming into contact with the auctioneers in this instance, in the fact 
that I had a talk with them with regard to the fact that the YHA were also looking for property in the 
Penzance area, the result being that this contact put me in touch with auctioneers and estate agents who 
were dealing with the sale of Castle Horneck House, Penzance. Anyway, more of my experiences in the 
further ventures of establishing hostels in Cornwall, elsewhere in these notes.  
The first wardens for the Phillack Hostel were Mr and Mrs Holman, Ted and Irene, who on taking up 
residence at Reviere House soon found out quite a lot concerning the history of the place, and its 
grounds. It appears that it was built on existing foundations of an old monastery of about 1800. The 
cellars still having the church-like vaunted roof structure, giving a church-like look about the place. In 
the end section of the cellars, there appears to be what strongly looks like an altar stone, still in place. 
Outside the cellar, and within easy reach, is an underground passage which goes on for nearly a quarter 
of a mile towards the coast and sands at Hayle Towans.  
The story goes that this passageway was made use of by the monks of the monastry to bring contraband 
rum and spirits salvaged from the wrecks on the Towans. The beach entry to the passage was blocked 
up by the army authorities when they were in residence during the war.  
I have myself, together with Ted Holman, traversed this passageway from the hostel grounds entrance. 
This was to ascertain the source of water that was always flowing from this passageway, and which 
apparently did form, at one time, a cascade of water that used to flow down through the hostel grounds 
alongside the garden wall which forms part of the boundary.  
The lower hostel entrance gate that that comes off the Kings Walk, as it is now called, was in fact 
originally built as the Great Western Railway rail terminus for the main line from Plymouth. It was 
never ever used by the railways for this purpose, the rail authorities having decided to take the line on to 
Penzance, which of course became the London-Plymouth-Penzance terminus.  
The hostel was opened in the year of 1947 (an extremely severe winter that year) and finally closed at 
the end of 1982. The house was originally built for a mine manager and was at one time, home of Sir 
Compton MacKenzie. 
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BOSWINGER Gorran   
This was the first hostel set up in Cornwall, and was established in 1933 [1932]. Boswinger itself is a 
small hamlet comprising of three farm holdings complete with its own chapel. All the farms are worked 
by members of the Mitchel families, and all have been in the families for a generation or two. This 
made the Mitchels a very close knit body of farming folks, who had their own pattern in life, which 
included the respect for the Methodist chapel in the hamlet, and their full support to the visiting minister 
on Sundays.  
Should the minister fail to arrive, for any given reason, the senior member of the family would act as 
the lay reader for the afternoon and the evening services that were held in the chapel. This of course 
affected the hostellers who may be staying over the week-end, and so it was necessary for members to 
complete any money transactions on the Saturday, no purchases, whatsoever, could be made from the 
Mitchels on a Sunday. Members were invited and encouraged to join in the Sunday services at the 
chapel, and in the early days of the YHA quite a few members did so, and enjoyed the service. I did 
myself on one or two occasions, and on one, did render a solo item, in song, much to the appreciation of 
the senior Mitchel, who by the way, was also the Magistrate for the Gorran district.  
The buildings made use of by the YHA for accommodation was the long barn, opposite the main house, 
along with one of the three cottages down the lane, that now constitutes part of the present hostel. 
Unfortunately the barn building was overrun with rats, and I can well remember sleeping in that barn on 
straw palliasses on the floor along with other members of the Plymouth Group including Frank 
Kerswill. Members of the party would attack the rats by making use of catapults, taking pot shots at 
them as they crossed over the exposed roof timbers of the barn, many times scoring a direct hit, 
resulting in the rats falling to the floor with a heavy flop and squeal, scampering off in all directions, a 
game I did not join in or enjoy, being afraid of the vermin. In fact I was so afraid of the rats at 
Boswinger, that I spent quite a time scouting around the Dodman area looking for alternative 
accommodation, in order that the YHA could move out of Boswinger. All I suceeded in doing was to 
find out that the Dodman area was infested with rats, so there was no point looking in that direction.  
Eventually we were able to take over another one of the cottages, and so move out of the barn, also at 
the same time the association entered into an agreement with the Mitchels to be able to erect a 
dormitory building in an area of the garden outside the cottages.  This was used for the Men’s 
Dormitory and members’ kitchen, the women having use of the cottages for sleeping and toilet 
facilities.  
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The following family tree in respect of hostel wardenship should be interesting, in respect of my 
dealings with the members of the Mitchel family. I first did business with Fred Mitchel’s Great 
Grandfather for the first season, followed by his father. After that followed Fred Mitchel himself 
followed by his son Dolby Mitchel, and eventually when negotations were started for the purchase of 
the three cottages and the adjoining barn, it was necessary for me to deal with another member of the 
Mitchel family, Henry Mitchel. I doubt that there is another family in the YHA Wardenship set-ups that 
have been so involved in the association’s activities.  
The YHA having now completed all its developments at Boswinger, in the building of an extension to 
house – the Richards Bequest Reading and Quiet Room for members – certainly makes it the most 
compact and small hostel in Cornwall.  
The hostel is still going strong, and has been in the hands of the YHA since 1933 [1932], only being 
requisitioned by the armed forces from August 1940 until it was returned to the YHA in September 
1942.  
 
WEST HILL Ottery St Mary  
This hostel opened through the efforts of a YHA Member, a niece of Mr Lathrope, owner of the West 
Hill property at Ottery St Mary.  The niece prevailed on Mr Lathrope to build a small youth hostel in the 
grounds of West Hill. Eventually a single story building was completed, ready for the opening at the 
Easter weekend 1936, and functioned under his wardenship until it was requisitioned in 1940 for the 
London evacuees, and remained in their position until it was derequisitioned in 1946.  
It was during this war period, and following the closure of the Exeter hostel, that the Misses Gards took 
up residence at West Hill House, the house being seperate from the hostel premises, and when the 
hostel property became available after the war, the Misses Gards, Loui and Alice, were able to take over 



the wardening from Mr Lathrope and continued to do so until 1960. During this period the whole of the 
premises was purchased by the association, it being a popular and busy hostel, wardened by two 
popular lady wardens. They often stated that they would like to have an all-boys hostel, I think they had 
a soft spot for the boys.  
 

 
The common room at Ottery St Mary (West Hill) hostel (1936-60) 

 
At the opening of the Beer hostel on the coast, it became necessary to close WEST HILL, the Misses 
Gards then retiring from wardening after some 25 years’ service at the two Bude hostels at Flexbury 
and Stratton, Exeter and West Hill.  
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ELMSCOTT Old School House  
Another North Devon venture that has proved successful, although I had my doubts in the early days. 
The Devon Educational Authorities put on the market a number of isolated country school buildings, of 
which Elmscott was one. Negotiations were entered into for the purchase of this school property,  
along with the school house attached, which at the time, still housed the one time school mistress, who 
was not prepared to move out, even following the purchase by the association. So to get things going 
we arranged for the school mistress to act as warden, this arrangement worked for one full season, but 
the dear old lady was still living in the Victorian age and could not get on with the present day approach 
to life by the youth hostels members.  
The hostel was closed for the first winter period, during which time I prevailed upon the good lady that 
we would want to take over all the accommodation in the house, leaving just one room for her to make 
use of. I also had to inform her that the only arrangement we could make for her meals was that she 
would have to share the kitchen with another person, who would be in residence to act as a warden for 
the next season. This eventually did persuade her to move out in time for the new season.  
Elmscott in the early days was always short of water, having to rely on rainwater storage tanks, and the 
school house garden hand pump. So it was necessary to give consideration to another water supply; 
therefore it was agreed that we should obtain the services of a water diviner, there being a well known 
person by the name of Miss Ironside, who resided in Perran-ar-Worthal, near Truro, Cornwall. 
Arrangements were made for this lady to visit Elmscott, and on meeting her there I pointed out that the 
only land the association had was in the school yard, and sincerely hoped that it would be possible for 
her to find water in that area that could be tapped for use the next season.  
‘Well let’s try,’ said the good lady, and set about placing a large iron ring in the centre of the school 
yard to which was attached a number of long chains. These chains were then extended full length to 
point North, South, East and West. Taking the divining hazel stick in her hands, she proceeded to travel 
each chain length getting varying movements from the stick, until at one point, which in this case 
happened to be at the end of a chain run, and practically outside the rear entrance to the hostel, the stick 



violently turned towards the ground. It was found quite impossible to hold the stick from being turned 
downwards, and as the stick was being held in the hands against the wrists,  
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one could see the diviner hunch her shoulders against the pressure of the stick movement. Miss Ironside 
then said that in her opinion there was an abundance of water at this point and that we should locate it at 
about 75 to 90ft down. This operation really exhausted the lady, to the point of having to be helped into 
the house to rest, and then be revived with a cup of tea and to have her wrists massaged by a lady 
companion who was travelling with her.  
I was of course very happy that the water was to be found within the boundary of the property, and 
could not get back to the Exeter Committee quick enough to report on the matter. I was my usual self in 
making this report, very excited and optimistic, but looking around the committee noticed that the 
members had their eyes and heads down, looking at the floor, which meant that they were all of the 
opinion that Charles was as usual exaggerating the position, bringing forward a suggestion that we 
should obtain the opinion of the Geologist from Exeter University. A report was obtained along with 
many pages of diagrams and drawings of the land strata in the Elmscott area, stating the Whys and 
Wherefores of the underground strata that could be unreliable. This doubtful report delayed further 
action for some while, and so we opened again for the next season, still without the water situation 
being solved.  
Fortunately, in my opinion, we had a very dry summer, which meant that the hostel ran completely out 
of water, and had to make arrangements for the delivery of water by tanker, to keep the hostel going. 
This rather forced the committee’s hand and the following year I was given instructions to contact the 
Water Bore Hole contractors to sink a bore at the position indicated by Miss Ironside, at a cost of £1 per 
foot. The day arrived for the water boring machine to be set up in the yard, and for several days boring 
continued, until on the third day water was struck at a depth of 95ft. Pumping was continued all night, 
to see if the level of water would drop; this continued until I arrived the next morning. The engineer in 
charge approached me and said ‘well Mr Allen, your association is very fortunate, there is plenty of 
water at the depth of 95ft, as indicated by Miss Ironside. The bore was extended downwards to the 
depth of 120ft and has one of the best supplies of water in the area. To this day that bore has never let 
the hostel down.  
The hostel was opened originally in 1948 and is still going strong.  
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BELLEVER  
A forestry commission property situated geographically in the centre of Dartmoor, held on lease from 
the commission. Prior to the opening most of the necessary adaptations were carried out by members of 
the Plymouth Group working party. At that time I was working in the dockyard and along with another 
youth hostel member, Stan Bond, who also worked in the dockyard, did undertake to have time off from 
the yard, for the purpose of carrying out some of the work of adaptations at Bellever. Stan and I set off 
for Bellever by cycle and carrying all the tools we could manage for the work. That work involved 
being the breaking down of a large engine bed that was situated in the present wardens kitchen. The 
large engine that was there also had to be removed; this had been put there for the purpose of conveying 
fir seed to the storage bins that were on the floor above. Dismantling these bins, and the filling in of the 
large opening in the floor, together with the installation of a coal cooking range in the kitchen with the 
flue through the roof, took longer than the 14 days we had allowed ourselves to be absent from the 
dockyard. So, we carried on for another 14 days, and at the end of the month we realised that we had 
not made the necessary application to the dockyard authorities for leave.  
We then decided that we had better report back to the dockyard before carrying on with the outstanding 
work, still to be completed. On returning to the dockyard we found that our cards had been stopped, and 
that we were to report to the manager’s office to give an explanation as to our absence from work for 
the last 28 days, without making an application for leave. Surely, it was said, we should have realised 
that this was necessary.  
So it was with great apprehension that we presented ourselves at the manager’s office, to give a full 
description of the work we had undertaken at Bellever. At the time I thought that the manager was 
giving us a good hearing, and in fact seemed very interested, but we were sent away from the office 
without a word from the manager, other than to say he would like to see us again after lunch. On return 
to the office we were informed by his deputy that we were to be suspended from work until the end of 



the month, which for us was quite serious because this meant that we would be getting no pay for 
another month, which meant two months in all. So the only thing we could do was to return to Bellever, 
and get on with the outstanding work that we knew had to be finished if the hostel was to open at the 
month end.  
Fortunately the forestry foreman, a Captain Hale, and his wife had agreed to look after our food 
requirements while the work was in hand, so that caused us no problems, the YHA making the 
necessary payment to the Hales for this service. The outstanding works were for the provision of a cycle 
shed, a coal storage, and  
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a second toilet for men, all of which were to be housed in the shed adjoining the hostel. Having 
completed these jobs, we made certain that we were back at the dockyard by the first of the next month, 
to hear the verdict as to our future employment in the dockyard.  
Upon our return to the yard, we had to see the respective heads of our departments, and we were both 
told that we had been very lucky. The manager had made enquiries about the YHA and found that both 
his daughter and his niece had recently become members of the YHA which apparently brought from 
him a compliment that he was glad to hear of his men undertaking voluntary work of this nature, and in 
the circumstances he was prepared to overlook our discrepancies in this instance, but would point out 
that in future we must make certain that we obtained the necessary leave permits before setting out on a 
similar exercise.  
Arrangements were going ahead for the opening of the hostel, and it was agreed that I should contact 
the railway authorities, to ascertain if they would arrange for a rail excursion to Princetown Station on 
the opening day. This they agreed to do, providing the association would guarantee the sum of £5. Of 
course we accepted, and in fact did make a small profit on the venture, the excursion train being filled 
to overflowing. The general public took full advantage of this splendid train journey over the moors to 
Princetown, there being only about 30 YHA members prepared to walk from Princetown to Bellever, 
the remainder being interested in the cheap excursion trip. The Railway authorities did us proud in that 
they arranged for a large round YHA badge to be fitted on the front of the engine, the association 
having been the first organisation to arrange for a moorland excursion, which proved very popular, 
though similar excursions were never undertaken by the GWR to my knowledge.  
The first warden of this hostel was Captain Hale, followed by Mrs Whitway, who wardened the hostel 
for many years, including during the war, and was noted for her real Devon Pasties and Devon cream 
that were always available, no matter what time you arrived at the hostel. The hostel is now in the care 
of Jim Martin, who, along with Friends of Bellever have carried out a very large amount of 
modernisation work at the hostel, at practically no expense to the association, which is certainly a great 
credit to all concerned. One of Jim’s notable events is his Carol Service, held annually and comes 
complete with Uncle Tom Cobley and his Grey Mare. All the local forestry workers and their families 
attend and the music is provided by members of the Dartmoor Ramblers. The hostel opened in 1934 and 
long may it continue.  
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BOSCASTLE Palace Stables, Boscastle Harbour  
I could hardly believe my eyes upon reading the office post that morning, it included a letter from the 
National Trust, Bodmin, stating that they, the National Trust, had now completed the purchase of the 
Boscastle Harbour and quayside properties, which included the derelict building that I had been looking 
at for some years.  
The National Trust were asking in their letter if the association were at all interested in making use of 
the Palace Stable buildings for hostel purposes. I was delighted to hear of the news, and contacted the 
regional chairman immediately, who in turn agreed that I contact the National Office.  
This brought about a meeting, on site, along with the Trust Representative, Mr J Parkes, together with 
the National Surveyor and the YHA Regional Officers.  
I also contacted John Parkes (no relation) and arranged for him to meet me at BOSCASTLE, to have a 
good idea as to the condition of the premises prior to the meeting with the officials concerned.  
The day for the joint meeting came, there being a lot of ‘Ifs and buts’ before we got down to the basic 
point as to whether the YHA would take on the building, or not.  Of course the National Trust knew 
what they were about, in that if the YHA took on the lease of the place, it would be on the basis of the 



YHA undertaking all the work of refurbishment of the building to make it suitable for hostel purposes. 
Well, as you may guess, the meeting was a long drawn out affair, all parties finally agreeing to meet 
again after consulting their elders. I personally think that John Parkes had a most difficult job in the 
early stages by the drawing up of a number of plans showing different layouts for the building which 
had to be considered by all the committees, ie, The National Trust, the YHA National Committee, and 
the YHA Regional Committee, all of whom had a different idea as to the development. The plans went 
‘to and fro’ just like a tennis match; I visited the property so many times that I lost count and almost 
gave up that the building would ever become a Youth Hostel. But in the end John Parkes produced a 
plan that was acceptable by all, and the tennis match was over.  
How happy I was when John Parkes notified me that the works specifications had been completed and 
sent out for estimates; before long the contracts were signed and work begun in earnest, finally bringing 
about another splendid small hostel on the North Cornish Coast. Arrangements for the official opening 
were of great interest to the local residents, in that the derelict building in the harbour had now become 
a living thing and also that the opening ceremony was to be performed by Her Highness Princess 
Charabonski, wife of the Prince of  
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Thailand, it certainly did cause quite a stir in the village. All the County officials, along with the parish 
councellors, the vicar and even the village folks that I had had dealings with during my visits to 
Boscastle, contacted me to say that they would be bringing buns, cakes and sponges for the tea-party 
that was to take place after the opening. The locals could not believe that this derelict building could 
have been made to look so attractive in the harbour setting.  
Problems, of course, only reveal themselves when one moves into a property, and so the comment made 
to me by some of the old timers at Boscastle came to roost. They had told me that we would have to 
watch out for the spring tides, which could flood the building ifn we were not careful. It must be 
remembered that when we took over the building the breakwater nearby was partly destroyed, caused 
be a rogue mine drifting into the harbour, exploding, and thereby demolishing more than half of the 
breakwater. This left the harbour open to the full force of the winter gales that occur on this coast. And 
so it was that during the first winter of our occupation, we experienced a full force 10 storm battering, 
that the locals considered the worst they had for a very long time; this resulted in the hostel being 
flooded to the depth of 1ft or more, and all the hostel windows on the quayside of the building being 
smashed by the large stones that the sea hurled against the building.  
The hostel was closed for the winter months, but the office phone was soon red hot with informants 
telling me of the damage the hostel had sustained and the urgency of my doing something about repairs 
before the high tide. I set out post-haste, to Boscastle, contacting a builder to bring along timber, etc. to 
carry out the necessary repairs by fixing storm boards at the yard entrances to the hostel, and boarding 
up the windows. Thereby we did have defences ready against the next likely storm, which thankfully 
were needed, but not to the extent of flooding the hostel, only the yard area, which still does get flooded 
during the spring high tides. During the following year, arrangements were made for the builder to 
provide portable shutters for the windows that could be put into position each winter as a safety 
precaution.  
In the meantime the National Trust had arranged to have the breakwater rebuilt, and I am certain that 
this is the main factor that has kept the sea water from flooding the hostel. A storm raging into 
Boscastle harbour is a sight worth seeing, one wonders how the tramp steamers that used to ply in and 
out of the harbour ever managed to get alongside the quay on which the hostel stands. When they 
managed to tie up, they then had to unload their cargo of coal and farm foods, which were then drawn 
from the quayside by horse and cart, the horses being stabled in what is now the hostel building. Hence 
the name, ‘Palace Stables.’  
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Being a seasonal hostel, Boscastle has had a number of different warden appointments, both male and 
female. The first warden, I unfortunately forget, but I do remember that he/she was followed by a young 
lady who became interested in the local bobby. The relationship obviously grew somewhat serious 
because it eventually resulted in the warden leaving suddenly one with the bobby, which necessitated 
my standing in again for a short while until a replacement warden could be found. This happened to be 
a Mrs Symonds from Plymouth, an elderly lady, who proved to be a real mother to all who visited the 



hostel. One of her hobbies was the knitting of woollen skull caps in many colours, which proved to be a 
great attraction to the members, and quite a brisk sale of the caps was made by the warden, even to the 
point of taking orders from members on arrival. It was truly amazing to see how quick she could knit 
the caps, for at least a dozen orders taken from members the previous evening would be ready for the 
members before they left in the morning.  
This activity never seemed to affect her duties as warden, and I think that members respected her 
because of her age; there was never any problems for her to get the members to get their jobs 
completed. Mrs Symonds wardened for two seasons, but then her daughter thought that her mother was 
taking on too great a responsibility, and asked her to give it up, so in the next year we had to arrange for 
another warden to take over.  The most sucessful of these seasonal wardens has so far been Michael 
Pelham, who has been at Boscastle now for three seasons, and had previously wardened at Kennack and 
Whitwell hostels.  
The hostel opened on the 1st April 1962 and has been very popular ever since, so the region can’t be 
deemed to be foolish.  
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EXETER HOSTELS  
[There are many discrepancies and conundrums in Charles Allen’s descriptions of the early and 
temporary Exeter hostels, in chronology, geographical location and name. A significant part of the 
second sentence below seems to be missing, and out of sequence with known events. For another view 
of Exeter’s temporary hostels, see the YHA Archive’s Historical Listing of all YHs, cat no Y900003, 
under Exeter and Ebford]. 
 
There were three properties in all that had been used as hostels in the Countess Wear area. I’ll 
commence with Mount Wear View house in the Countess Wear Village; this was run as an 
accommodation hostel by two members of the Exeter Committee, and opened and closed in 1937/8. 
This was followed by the purchase of the Mount Wear House property in 1938, as an overflow hostel, 
and at one time was a private school, situated at the corner of Bartholomew Street and Topsham Road. 
Mount Wear View House only operated for two seasons as already stated and closed as soon as 
negotiations were entered into for the purchase of Mount Wear House.  
During the 1939-40 period and owing to the outbreak and continuance of the war, the wardens had to 
leave the hostel as it was requisitioned for war requirements. Mount Wear House was left standing 
empty for a period, and during that empty period before the war department took over it was plagued by 
an invasion of river rats. These had apparently got into the house from the nearby river bank, through a 
one time passageway that used to exist from a small basement porch that was positioned at the bottom 
of the back stairs. This passage traversed under the roadway, to the river bank by a boat landing-stage, I 
once remember seeing the walled up entrance to this passage, in the underside of the road facing the 
river, before the bungalows on the river bank were built. In fact, during the war I had one occasion to 
go into the Clock Face Hotel, next door to the hostel, and went through a similar passage from the hotel 
to the gardens on the river bank.  
As far as Mount Wear House was concerned, the rats had got in via the back stairs, which gave them 
access to the underside of the ground floor warden’s quarters, consisting of Lobby, Kitchen, Sitting 
Room and Office and from there into the interior of the house walls, which had in earlier times been 
battened off and covered with hessian. This was throughout the older part of the house, and thereby 
created a cavity in which the rats could run to all floors of this older section of the house.   
Of course this created quite a serious problem and every effort was made to be rid of the rats. In the 
meantime the war department had decided that this building after all was not quite what they wanted, so 
the YHA set about getting it ready for reopening as a hostel. The local rat catcher was brought in, and 
for over a week fed the rats with poisoned food, all of this food disappeared overnight, and the more 
food that was put down so it disappeared, but not the rats, which seemed to be just as virulent as before, 
their numbers never appearing to get less.  
Fortunately for the YHA the Misses L & A Gard along with Ted  
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Holman moved into the hostel to get it ready for opening. Ted happened to be on one of the Exeter 
Committee meetings being held at the hostel when the matter of the rats was being discussed. Ted 



remarked at the meeting that he was sure that he could get rid of the rats provided that the committee 
gave him a free hand to operate, to which the committee readily agreed and left it with Ted to arrange 
with me for anything that he may require for the job.  
So the next morning, after staying at the hostel overnight, and being able to listen to the noise (with 
great fear, I might add) of the rats running along the wall cavities, I was prepared to accept any 
suggestion from Ted as to his action on how to get rid of the vermin.  
His first request was for the supply of a five gallon drum of creosote and a long handled tar brush, and 
having found out that he was to deal with river rats, agreement that he would be able to remove as much 
of the floors in the wardens quarters as he thought would be necessary. For the next few days Ted went 
into action, exposing the rat runs, which could only be likened to the London Underground, in that they 
went every which way, up and down, round and around, up the walls to the rooms above and even into 
the roof space. Well, Ted went round these runs, spraying gallons of creosote into the cavities of the 
walls and in all the roof timbers, so much so, that one began to think, which was worse, the smell of 
creosote, or the rats.  
His final effort was to catch a few live rats, and then holding their heads, he dipped them into the 
creosote pot; he then let them run down the tunnels to the river bank. Apparently Ted, being a one-time 
market gardener, did say that this was the method they always adopted when dealing with the rats that 
were found in the garden sheds. In no time at all the house was completely free of rats, and as far as I 
know there has never been any trouble of this sort at Mount Wear House since. Having of course 
removed all the flooring timber in the Lobby, Kitchen, Sitting Room and Warden’s Office, this had all 
to be replaced, which this time was done in concrete, and no doubt has put a stop to any future invasion 
of river rats.  
In 1941, after only being opened for a season, the YHA found it necessary to alter the usage for the 
hostel, and arrangements were entered into, whereby the Ashford School for Girls, Kent, took on a lease 
for the duration of the war, and along with the Clock Face Hotel next door moved in, the hostel being 
used for all the catering and staff quarters, whilst the hotel was used to accommodate the pupils. It was 
on one of my visits to the hostel, during the school’s occupancy, that the school head, a Miss Brake, 
asked me to call on her to discuss some outstanding matters. It was during this discussion that Miss  
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Brake said she had a very serious problem to deal with, in that there were rats in the place, not stating in 
which building this was happening. Immediately I thought that the rats were back into the hostel, but to 
my relief, it was explained that the rats were in the hotel. They said that they could not understand this 
as all the food was kept in the hostel, and that they had had no problems there whatsoever. It was then 
that I told Miss Brake of the troubles that we had had in the hostel, and as to how we had dealt with it. 
Miss Brake did say then that she would be able to get the builders in to operate in the same manner. 
Whether this was done I do not know, although I heard no further comment on the matter.  
When the association took over the hostel again after the war, the demand for accommodation was very 
heavy, and we had to give some consideration as to how we were to increase the number of beds 
available. The Exeter members set to and cleared out the one time stable building that was attached to 
the cottage, this being a good sized building, some 12-14 foot in height, with the roof beams exposed. 
They thought of the idea of erecting a series of three-decker beds, and set about building the beds of 
timber by having 12ft x 4in x 3in uprights fastened to the roof beams with three lengths of timber 
running the length of the building. At every 5ft 8in run they inserted a head board and bed spring to 
form three beds in each row, which being three tiers high, and erecting four sets in all, allowed for an 
extra 36 beds, there being no Ministry standards in those days. Small ladders were fixed to each bed set, 
to allow the members to climb into the bunks they required.  
I am sure that great fun was had by members that stayed in this dormitory, certainly I was not aware of 
any complaints. But the nickname given to the dormitory by the members was the Exeter Belsen Hut, 
which funnily enough seemed to draw members, in that on arrival at the hostel, would ask to be allowed 
to sleep in the Belsen Hut. Even this extra accommodation did not provide for all comers, so we had to 
look around for an overflow accommodation. It was then that we brought into use the private school at 
Bartholomew Street, giving us an extra 50 beds, this made a total of 140 beds, all of which were full 
during the summer rush period.  
This arrangement lasted for about 4 seasons when the school building was put up for sale, which made 
it necessary for us to move out, and at the same time the Belsen Hut had become unmanageable, 
members making use of the building at all times of the night, so it was thought prudent to close this at 



the same time. The tenants of the hostel cottage also moved out, which left the association with 
accommodation for our first fully employed maintenance man, John Fairgreaves, the stable building 
becoming his store and workshop. [Archive sources refer to a temporary hostel at Priory School, though 
in 1970 only, to allow for the major refurbishment of Exeter Hostel. There was a Priory School on Earl 
Richards Road South, near Countess Wear, until recently replaced by a modern Arts College].  
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The demand for accommodation in the Exeter area was still very heavy, and plans were drawn up for 
the complete rebuilding of the Mount Wear House accommodation, allowing for an extension onto the 
main building and again bringing the bed space up to just over the 100.  
 
OVERBECKS Salcombe  
Overbecks is situated in a wonderful position on the Bolt Head cliffside at the entrance to Salcombe 
harbour. The one time owner of the property was a scientist by the name of Overbeck; he left the 
property under certain conditions in his will, one of those conditions was that the premises should be 
put to use as accommodation of young people. In the first place the house was offered to the Salcombe 
Council for development as a leisure centre, with the gardens open to the public. The Salcombe Council 
were not prepared to take on this responsibility and turned the offer down. The next condition regarding 
the future of the house was for the National Trust to be given the opportunity to consider making use of 
the place, failing this, then the whole estate was to be sold at public auction, the proceeds of the sale to 
be given to the local Marlborough Football Club, of which Mr Overbeck was a keen supporter.  
Lady Waring, Chairman of the local committee of the National Trust, managed to obtain in the 
agreement with the Overbeck Trustees that the building be made use of, a part museum, and the 
remainder of the property be used for the accommodation of young people, as stipulated in the will of 
the late Mr Overbeck. It was at this juncture that the YHA were consulted, as to the possibility of 
making use of part of the building for a Youth Hostel. Meetings were arranged between the two 
organisations, and I was contacted to meet one of the Overbeck executors, and along with John Parkes 
for the Youth Hostels Trust, did visit the building for the first time. We were immediately overawed by 
the wonderful situation of the building, and I agreed with John Parkes that he should make a very 
favourable report to the national body, for agreement with the National Trust that the YHA were 
prepared to enter into a lease in respect of Overbecks as soon as possible.  
Eventually we came to the job of meeting the local Trust Member, to discuss the adaptations that would 
be necessary at Overbecks. Lady Waring always acted as chairman for such meetings, of which there 
were many. I can remember at one such meeting we were discussing the need of washing facilities for 
the members, and Lady Waring remarked, ‘Surely there would be no need to go to all that expense, 
could not the members go down to Slat Cove and take a swim?’  
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I spoke up rather sharply at this remark, to which my Lady replied, ‘You remind me of a Belgian 
Refugee, that I met during the first world war, Mr Allen’.  
‘It would not make any difference to my washing requirements’, said I, and from that meeting Lady 
Clementine Waring and I could never see eye to eye. In fact our chairman JV Elmhirst considered that I 
had been very rude to the dear Lady, saying that I was not to be at future joint meetings, unless I was 
particularly asked to do so.  
The position of the hostel has always proved a great attraction to members, with several good bathing 
coves at hand, and having one of the most attractive coastal footpaths in Devon, it being possible to 
walk by cliff path practically all the way to Bigbury hostel. This walk made certain that Overbecks 
hostel would always be a success.  
Wardens for this hostel have always brought a certain amount of interest with them. In the first place it 
was Mr and Mrs Webster, the chauffeur and cook at Overbecks, who took on temporary wardenship 
and were able to tell us a lot about Mr Overbeck himself and his collection of curios from around the 
world. They were followed by a Mr and Mrs Nesbitt, both writers and publishers, rather on the arty 
side, and really very interested in the members requirements. They were in fact one of the first to take 
flight to America in 1939. Then there was a hotchpotch of wardening for nearly 12 months, until the 
end of 1940, at which time the Army took over the building by requisition and remained in occupation 
until after the war when the building was de-requisitioned.  



After that we then had to look around for a permanent appointment, following the renovation of the 
building after the army had vacated. We were fortunate to obtain the services of Mr and Mrs Kelly 
[Selly?], from Welwyn Garden City. Mrs Kelly [sic] was at one time secretary to Jack Catchpool 
(‘Catch’) the National Secretary, so they had a good knowledge of youth hostel workings, both being 
able to give as good as they got from Lady Waring, who was always ‘looking in’ to see how the hostel 
was being run, Mrs Kelly [sic] always being up to the mark in providing coffee and cakes for My Lady, 
which brought about a good co-operation between the National Trust and the YHA.  
Overbecks opened in April 1938 and for the last 20 years has been in the capable hands of Paddy and 
Gerry [Bentley], one time members of the Manchester Committees, and well versed in youth hostel 
requirements, maintaining one of the highest usage figures in the region, with adventure holidays of 
snorkeling, diving, and sailing from the hostel.  
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PLYMOUTH HOSTELS Swarthmore & Belmont  
The first Plymouth hostel, which opened in 1938, was at the Friends Meeting House, Swarthmore Hall, 
a 60 bed, no meals provided hostel, with self cooking facilities available in the small hall in the rear 
yard area.  
This hostel was operative for a three-year period, as stated it opened in 1938, and closed again in 1940 
owing to it being requisitioned for hospital war time requirements. Under the local fire watching 
compulsory duties that were in operation at the time, I was one of the party of three, whose duties it was 
to firewatch at Swarthmore, this necessitated our sleeping on the premises for three nights each week. I 
being a rather heavy sleeper, did on one occasion sleep throughout on of the local air raids, when 
incendiary bombs were being dropped, some of which had fallen on the roof at Swarthmore, burning 
out quite a large section of roof. I woke up to the All Clear siren, to ask what was going on, and was 
surprised to be told that they had been dealing with a large fire on the roof, and in fact hadn't know that 
I was in the building.  
A seasonal arrangement had been entered into with the Swarthmore authorities during the short period 
of our occupation but, following the war, it was realised that the association would have to look around 
the Plymouth area for their own building, and so quite a number of likely buildings were checked over 
and viewed, including the Old Mount House School at Hartley, and the large Stoke Rectory. 
I_happened, one day, to mention to Mrs Jeffray, who had called on me at the Plymouth Office 
(Glendower), that we were looking for somewhere suitable in the Plymouth Area for a hostel, a 
permanent one.  Mrs Jeffray was not then a member of the Plymouth Committee, but a very active YHA 
member, making full use of the hostels, taking organised parties on a number of hostelling weekends.  
‘Why not have a look at Belmont House, Stoke?’ she said, ‘I know it is on the market for sale.’ So Mrs 
Jeffray and I went to visit Belmont and were immediately impressed with the house, saying that this 
was just the place we were looking for. The Chairman and Mr Lockwood were contacted, and a visit to 
the St Aubyn Estate Offices were made, which brought about very swift negotiations for the freehold 
purchase of Belmont for the sum of £5,000, Mr Lockwood making out a cheque for the deposit of £500 
before leaving the estate office. He was aware of the fact that the Plymouth Education Authorities were 
also very interested in the purchase of Belmont, as well as the grounds, in order that they could 
incorporate it with the Stoke Primary School, which was at the rear of Belmont. So you can guess what 
a storm was caused by Lockwood’s action in paying the deposit to secure the property, without the ‘by 
your leave’ of the local authority, and further, without prior agreement with YHA National Office.  
Lockwood and I were in the red for quite a while with National Office over this deal.  
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Nevertheless, having secured the property, work of adapting the building for hostel use was soon put in 
hand. I remember one funny instance that occurred when these works were under way. The contractors 
doing the alterations had to remove a very large old stove from the kitchen in the basement, and in 
doing so had to disconnect the water supply to the stove. This being a rather heavy and dirty job it was 
left until late in the afternoon as the last job to be done by the workmen before knocking off I and 
therefore was done in a great hurry. It so happened that Ted and Irene Holman were standing in at 
Belmont acting as caretakers, prior to going on to the Phillack Hostel, which they were going to 
warden. On this particular day they were out shopping and visiting friends and did not arrive back at 
Belmont until late at night. They entered the building, as usual, via the back door, and Ted in his usual 



hurry, ran down the stairs to the basement, whereupon he fell into about a foot of water that was 
covering the basement floor, the water having drained from the pipe connections to the old stove. This 
of course, being a basement, took quite a job to bail out all the water, but one thing was certain, there 
was no ‘Cuppa’ for the workmen the next day.  
 

   
The grand Palladian entrance at Plymouth (Belmont House) hostel (1946-2002), and rather more down-to-

earth 1956 signing-in process. The warden on the right was probably Mrs Lawless. 
 
Eventually Belmont was opened as the Plymouth hostel and regional office, which dispensed with the 
use of the back room at Glendower Road, which had been used as the Regional Office since 1933. 
Belmont opened in 1946 and I feel that it has proved its worth as the YHA Regional Centre, though it is 
still not large enough for the heavy usage catering for the large number of French School parties 
making use of the hostel, now that the Roscoff Ferry Service is in operation. Even allowing for the fact 
that the regional office has now moved out of the main building to their own office in the grounds, it is 
still not big enough for everyone’s needs. Belmont, of course, is a registered I Ancient Building and so 
cannot be structurally altered, but a sum of £10,000, in the form of a grant was received in order that the 
hostel could have an external face lift.  
When we moved into Belmont, there was still a very active Plymouth YHA Social Committee, who at 
the time were running monthly dances and whist drives at the Mutley Assembly Rooms; these were 
making a profit of between £5 and £6 per event, which all went into the social fund. When Belmont 
became available, it was realised that the Ball Room would make a good dance hall and also be very 
useful for whist drives.  The wardens at that time were Mr and Mrs Davidson, another Bob and 
Margaret, Margaret being very interested in amateur dramatics. Soon a very active social group came 
into being, and the Belmont Thursday evenings were set up, producing its programme of dances, whist 
drives, play reading, concerts, and several small plays. In fact the support was so good that we were 
able to set  
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up a portable stage, buy our own card tables for the whist drives, and arrange invited speakers to come 
and give talks on all sorts of subjects; some even had the added interest of slide shows or filmed 
commentaries, and there were plenty of photographic displays. Members were even urged to give talks 
about their hobbies, and these lasted for about five winter seasons. It was from these social evenings 
that we were able to maintain our working party weekends at hostels. What a challenge this could be to 
the present Plymouth Committee.  
 
BEER. Seaton, Devon  
The Exeter Committe and council were always keen to establish a hostel nearer to the East Devon 
Coast, and many a weekend was spent scouting around the area trying to locate a suitable property. 
Eventually, by keeping in contact with all the local housing agents in the area, we were informed of a 
property in Beer, near Seaton. A visit was arranged and we were all very impressed with the house, and 
its position. Negotiations were set in motion forthwith, with a view to purchase being made, but 



regrettably, the owners, Clinton Estates, were only prepared to enter into a lease. This was reluctantly 
agreed, but luckily, after a few years, Clinton Estates finally agreed to the sale of Bovey Combe House, 
Beer hostel, to the Association.  
The house is beautifully situated on the hillside overlooking BEER, and fits in well with the new South 
West Peninsular Coastal Path, which runs nearby.  The opening of the hostel in May 1961 made 
possible the sale of Ottery St Mary hostel that had been on the cards for a long while. The hostel is still 
very popular, and the setting is still as lovely though all these passing years.  
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BIGBURY-ON-SEA Colinton  
Arrangements had begun in 1939 for the purchase of a building at Bigbury, and it was hoped that it 
would open as a hostel for that season, but hopes were dashed owing to the outbreak of war, and though 
listed in the 1940 handbook, it had the word CLOSED by its name. Nothing seems to be known of what 
happened to the hostel during the war, but at the end of hostilities the building was purchased in 1945. 
£3,000 was the purchase price, which included all of the furnishings and fittings, all gladly used in the 
setting up of the hostel.  
The hostel has unfortunately presented me with several problems over a period, one in particular I 
remember was when the appointment of wardens was made. The couple, a retired policeman and his 
wife, came from London, and from the outset I didn’t think they were suited. It appeared that the wife 
was not used to having her husband around under her feet all day, and this brought about many a 
domestic quarrel, even fighting between them, eventually on one occasion the police having to be called 
by the local villagers. The police got in contact with me asking me to call at the hostel without delay to 
see what could be done, the police themselves not being prepared to undertake any responsibility in a 
domestic matter.  
So off I went to listen to the excuses and problems, if that was at all possible, and after much ‘Argy 
Bargy’ it was apparent to me that the only possible course of action was to get them out of the hostel, as 
quickly as possible. I therefore suggested that I take the husband back to Plymouth and put him on the 
train to London. He couldn’t get out of the building fast enough, but having got rid of him I was 
confronted with the problem of the wife, who had already stated that she would not remain in the place 
by herself, and certainly would not go back to London with her husband. After seeing the warden off on 
the London train from Plymouth Station I called in at home for a refreshing cuppa, and there suggested 
to my sister, Mrs Green, that perhaps she would like to go over to Bigbury hostel for a day or two, at 
least until the committee obtained a new warden for the hostel.  Explaining to Mrs Green that it had 
been necessary for the present wardens to return home to London post haste, but that it was still 
necessary for the hostel to open that night.  
It was agreed between us that my sister would go over next day, and that I would stand in for that night. 
I then went back to Bigbury and informed the lady that I would be prepared to take her back to 
Plymouth for the London train. In the meantime she had started to pack, fortunately there was no 
furniture involved, and I arranged for the shopkeeper opposite the hostel to hold the fort until I returned, 
and so was able to get over the problem by the use of members of my own family.  
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Another funny incident happened while my sister was at the hostel.  
Mr Green, my sister’s husband, arranged to come over to the hostel for the weekend bringing with him 
some 150 lettuce plants to plant out. Being a keen gardener he set about the job as soon as he arrived 
and had all the plants in by the evening, well watered, and looking a picture, as far as Mr Green was 
concerned. In the morning, on looking from his bedroom window he could not believe his eyes, there 
was not a plant to be seen. The cliff top at Bigbury was overrun with rabbits, who had visited the garden 
during the night and had had a glorious feed of nice young lettuce plants, eating them all down to 
ground level. After this, I had to be very tactful when asking for their help in youth hostel emergencies.  
One cannot leave the Bigbury scene without the comment on the wardenship at the hostel of ‘Nunks’ 
Powell. It really started with his interview at Belmont, with his application for a wardenship 
appointment. His application form revealed that he was a retired civil engineer, formally employed by 
the Indian Railways, mainly on track maintenance, where large gangs of black workers were employed, 
all of whom approached him with a ‘Salam’ and a low bow. Upon entering the interview room, Nunk 



immediately put his hands together, raised them high over his head, and with a most respected bow, 
exclaimed, ‘Sahib’, much to everyone’s surprise, this of course was received in complete silence, and 
totally flooring the chairman for a moment. But really from that display, I think we all took to ‘Nunks’ 
from the word go, and he was offered an appointment.  
Bigbury was not the first hostel he came to, but it was here that he introduced many of his own ideas. 
His early morning effort, went as follows. He would parade the corridors of the hostel, and in his strong 
sonorous baritone voice would proceed to sing the following ditty, from the Gilbert and Sullivan opera, 
The Gondoliers, with of course his own words:  

Rising early in the morning, you proceed to wash and shower,  
And with majesty adjourning, to the dining room aspire,  
There proceed without delay, on the duties of the day. 

Washing dishes, peeling spuds, sweeping dorms, it’s all great fun,  
After which you can assay, to the warden for to pay, 

If perhaps there are more duties, you will have to accept delay,  
For the warden must inspect, all the work is quite correct, 

Then from ‘Nunks’ good wishes will comment, for you to have a happy day. 
 
 

 
The warden at Bigbury hostel (1944-88) is thought to be the renowned ‘Nunks’ Powell 

 
Nunks always sat down with the members at meal times, his place always being set at the head of the 
table. In this way he could receive comment on the meals, and this was encouraged, and he could also 
detail the jobs that he wanted the members to complete before leaving the hostel. This I am sure was 
always appreciated by the members, and all members were soon found themselves to be one of the 
happy party. Of course there were always the smart alecs who  
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tried to take the Mickey, out of ‘Nunks’, but they always regretted it in the end. He always created his 
own atmosphere at the hostels he ran, this induced many members to return to the hostels time and time 
again, to visit ‘Nunks’ as much as the hostel. He came from Tintagel hostel to Bigbury, and there were 
lots and lots of stories about him there. Bigbury hostel regretfully closed in 1988.  
 
WITHERIDGE Near Tiverton  
Again another farm hostel, but with a difference, one always had the feeling that you were one of the 
farming community working this large farm, when staying overnight. Mr and Mrs Selley, the owners of 
the farm, acted as the wardens, and what delightful people they were, nothing was too much trouble for 
them. The accommodation was in a large barn, which formed part of the farmhouse, this was used for 



the men’s dormitory, the girls being housed in another part of the farmhouse. Members were supplied 
with meals in the very large farm kitchen, sitting at a table that must have been 12 foot long; the 
evening meals being ready when the farmer and his two workers had finished milking. Each meal was a 
jolly occasion, when all present were trying to understand the lovely broad Devon talk that was coming 
from the farm folks, along with perhaps a smattering of Yorkshire or Scottish dialect from the youth 
hostel members.  
This hostel was one of the ones that remained opened throughout the duration of the war, and it was an 
eye opener to enjoy the farm produce that was available at each meal without any restrictions. Food 
rationing was by then of course very and truly in operation, and at all the hostels where meals were 
provided, it was necessary to obtain the government food permit forms from the Food offices within the 
district. There was many a time that I had to visit these offices, endeavouring to obtain more rationed 
food supplies for the warden’s catering requirements, and luckily I always came away with a little extra, 
all calculated on the number of meals supplied.  
Another interesting feature of the farm kitchen, was the great open fireplace. This had a built-in 
inglenook, with seat, and in the opposite corner a built-in wall bread oven, both of which were in 
constant use. There was also  
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a large hanging hook, fastened in the chimney, which went straight up to the sky.  The fire was kept 
going with large bundles of hedge trimmings, which were standing in large ricks in the farmyard.  
Poultry was of course on ration, as part of the meat ration, and at Christmas time was difficult to come 
by. Bearing this in mind, I arranged for the Xmas fare for my family and friends. I organised my duties 

to enable me to go to Witheridge to 
collect my order of 10 birds. 
 These were parcelled up for 
me in a large box secured with straw 
ties. I placed the box in my car and 
off I went on my journey home. 
Unfortunately, a few miles short of 
Exeter, I broke down and it was 
necessary for me to get a taxi, to get 
me and my precious parcel to Exeter 
Station. This I duly achieved and 
arrived at the platform to await the 
train to Plymouth. When it finally 
arrived, it was packed full, with 
standing room only in the corridors. I 
opened a door of the carriage 
struggling with my parcel, when a 
couple of soldiers grabbed the parcel 
and dragged it into the corridor of the 
train. 
 
Witheridge youth hostel (1932-52) 
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TINTAGEL Dunderhole Point.  
Dunderhole Point, what a good name this would have made for this hostel, situated as it is, literally on 
the cliffs at Dunderhole, overlooking the Tintagel Head, with its ‘Dunderhole’ pounding, according to 
the state of the tide.  
The buildings were originally the quarry offices of the infamous Cliff Face Quarries, that were worked 
here on the face of the cliff overhanging the roaring sea below, into which many a quarry worker fell, to 
be dashed to his death on the rocks. At a point just past the hostel buildings, on the cliffside, can still be 
seen the quarry cuttermen’s shed, where the slate was brought from the quarry face to be cut into the 
required sizes for building use. Following one more death the authorities made a forced closure of the 



quarries, and at the outbreak of war and the scheme for flying aircraft from America to England for war 
purposes, the quarry buildings were taken over by the Air Ministry.  
This was to establish a Radar Control for incoming planes from the USA that were being supplied to 
this country, before America’s entry into the war. The Air Ministry, to make habitation of the buildings 
possible, brought in mains water supply, electricity and telephone lines, thus making it possible for the 
inhabitants to have a fairly comfortable existence. Following the end of the war and the vacation of the 
buildings by the Air Ministry, Mr and Mrs Billington from Otterham hostel took over the original 
quarry office buildings for the purpose of making a weekend retreat for themselves, this in fact was 
before taking on the responsibility of Otterham hostel. It was at Otterham that I first heard of the 
Dunderhole building, as I had mentioned to the Billingtons that the Association were looking for 
properties on the North Coast of Cornwall, this may have given them the idea that perhaps Tintagel, 
their weekend retreat, may interest the association.  
Later, it came about that the Billingtons were to be transferred to Penzance by the ministry for whom 
Mr Billington worked, and on one of my visits to the Otterham hostel Mr Billington asked me if I 
thought that the YHA would be interested in taking over the Dunderhole buildings from them. He asked 
me this when he informed me that they would have to resign the wardenship of Otterham, as they were 
moving to Penzance, and they would have no further use of the retreat at Dunderhole point. I went 
along with them to see the place, and not having any idea as to where the buildings were situated, I was 
quite surprised to find them perched so close to the cliff edge.  
I then arranged for members of the Plymouth Committee to visit Dunderhole, before making the final 
decision as to whether we should take over the outstanding lease on the buildings, which was held by 
the Tintagel Church Authorities, from the Billingtons. There was just one year to run on the existing 
lease, and  
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to make certain of getting hold of the lease, the YHA agreed to take this over and also entered 
immediately into negotations with the Church Authority for a new lease of 14 years. Unfortunately we 
were only able to obtain a 7-year lease, but still, that was better than nothing, and the hostel proved to 
be a popular place from the word go. It was during this 7 year period, that the Church Authorities 
entered into an agreement whereby the National Trust took over the whole of the cliffside paths in the 
coast line area. This included the Youth Hostel buildings, which now of course made the Youth Hostel 
tenants of the Trust.  
Quite a number of wardens have kept the flag flying for the YHA at Tintagel. Ernie Jones, later to 
become the warden of Truro hostel, I remember taking over to Dunderhole to view the buildings, before 
taking over as warden. There was a tremendous storm raging that day that Ernie and I went on a visit, 
the sea spray flying way over the building, in fact one could hardly stand on the cliff, so great was the 
force of the storm. Ernie was very quiet by the time we managed to get into the building, and I was at 
length explaining that it was not always like this. Anyway, I eventually left him to settle in at the hostel 
for the night, and I travelled back to Plymouth wondering all the way back whether Ernie would stay or 
not. Sure enough, as I arrived home, at Glendower [Plymouth], where the office was still functioning, 
the phone rang. It was Ernie, saying that he would not take the job on at Tintagel, and that he wanted to 
return to London. 
‘Well,’ I said, ‘It is quite impossible for me to travel back to Dunderhole tonight,’ and prevailed on him 
not to be to hasty about leaving Tintagel. ‘Wait until the morning,’ I said, ‘you may have quite a 
different view on the matter.’ And sure enough, the next morning it was a case of ‘Calm after the 
Storm,’ the sea having abated and the wind a gentle breeze. I let things stand for a day or two, expecting 
to hear from Ernie at anytime, with regard to his return journey to London. When I eventually did 
contact him, he was full of the glorious sunsets that were falling away over the Atlantic, and no mention 
was made of his not wishing to stay, and so he continued for a year or two before taking on his own 
hostel proposition at Truro.  
Following Ernie, came ‘Nunks’ Powell. I think it was his first wardenship appointment for the YHA, 
but he set his stamp on this hostel as he did for all the other Youth Hostels that he wardened for the 
YHA. One still remembers the large signpost that he erected outside the hostel, with pointer signs 
attached giving details of all the hostels within easy reach of Tintagel, and on one, pointing out over the 
Atlantic was the word America, and marked with the nautical miles. This on many occasions was 
checked by members and found  
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to be correct. But ‘Nunks’ specials did not stop at the signpost: at the bottom of the same post were two 
biscuit tins, the covers of which had been cut out and glass inserted. Through this lid one could read the 
notice to members with instructions: A. Not to disturb the warden. B. If you had not booked in advance, 
you were to take a card from the first box, leaving your membership card in the second box. The 
message on the card said that your leaving your membership card would be accepted as a booking, and 
telling you to be back by 5pm.  
The number of such cards left in the first box was governed by the number of beds that were unbooked 
at 10am on that day. If on arrival a member found that all the cards had been taken from the first box, 
there would be revealed a fixed notice which said, ‘Sorry, member, but it is always advisable to book in 
advance especially during July and August. Better luck next time’ – ‘Nunks’ the Warden.  
During my visits to Tintagel Hostel and the North Coast Area, including Boscastle hostel, the derelict 
building standing on the quayside at Boscastle, used to fascinate me, and I would say to myself: that 
would make a good hostel, just right to be in conjunction with Tintagel, and so my story now goes on to 
the Boscastle property. But before leaving Tintagel, one must not forget the good services we had from 
Ted Whent, a warden of the hostel for a good number of years, to many to remember in fact, and we are 
still lucky to have his services as caretaker during the winter period, long may he continue to do so.  
The hostel was opened in 1947, and is still well used especially by foreign tourists, who think the 
setting is perfect, and are ecstatic about the wonderful sunsets that are so often seen from the hostel.  
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MAYPOOL Galmpton, Churston 
There really was some fun in endeavouring to obtain the keys of this property. In the early days of 
negotations, Mr Watson, the owner of Maypool, was also the owner of a licenced club in Paignton, and 
all his spare time seemed to be spent in disposing of the profits by way of tipping the bottle back at 
every oppotunity. When he was approached by the association for the keys to Maypool, for us to look 
over the property, we were accused of trying to steal the property from him. Altogether a sad case.  
Maypool is beautifully situated on the banks of the river Dart, overlooking Dartmouth, and on my first 
viewing of the premises I realised that it would make an ideal hostel. My continued battles with the 
owner with regard to the keys came to a head one day when I was determined to obtain them for the 
sole purpose of giving a final report to the committee, and also to let the Chairman of the committee, 
Miss Coombes, see the property in order that an agreement on its purchase could be finalised. Calling at 
the Paignton Club for the keys, I was informed by his wife that Mr Watson was not at home, but no 
doubt I would find him in the hotel opposite. I therefore crossed the road, looked in at the bar and not 
seeing him there asked the barman of his whereabouts. The barman gave me a queer look and said, 
‘Over there, through those doors, you'll find him.’ Not knowing the layout of the hotel, I went through 
the doors indicated, which led me to the Gents, and there I found Mr Watson, propped up against a wall 
paralytic drunk, quite incapable of moving away from the wall without falling down. Anyway I told 
him who I was and that I wished to have the keys to Maypool, which brought forth a torrent of abusive 
language, usual, I understand, from anyone in the condition he was in.  
I was determined to get him back to the club, where I understood the keys were, but, oh dear! I did not 
know what I was letting myself in for.  
I started off by saying to him ‘You’re not looking too well, Mr Watson, let me help you home. ‘That's a 
good chap,’ says he, in a very slurred voice. So getting hold of him I staggered with him through the 
hotel, in itself no small operation, we then staggered out into the road, both swaying as if drunk, Mr 
Watson because he was, and myself because of supporting him. I am sure that if there had been any 
policemen in the vicinity we would both have been locked up for causing danger to traffic and certainly 
Mr Watson for drunkenness.  
I had left Winnie Coombes in the car outside the hotel, and had just caught her eye as I (we) stumbled 
out of the hotel door. She had of course seen me, but just stood there in fits of laughter, watching, but 
far enough away to give the impression that she did not know me, and certainly did not want anything 
to do with me. Anyway I managed to dodge the traffic, and arrived at  
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the door of the club, I rang the bell and the door was opened by his wife, who at once took a 
sympathetic attitude towards him by saying, ‘Oh darling you are ill.’ This was the last straw for me, 
‘Don’t be such a bloody fool’ says I, ‘you know he’s always in this state, just paralytic.’ But this time I 
had lost my temper, and thereupon let him go with a bump to the stair bottom leading up to the flat. ‘Oh 
what can I do now?’ says his wife. ‘Well,’ I says, ‘providing you obtain the keys of Maypool for me, I 
will help you get him up the stairs.’  
We managed to get him up the stairs, one at a time, and at every stair he let out a curse, as at every stair 
we gave him a bump. Eventually we got him into the bedroom and onto the bed, where his wife then 
proceeded to go through his pockets until she found the keys, she then handed them to me and told me 
to go before he came to his senses.  
Winnie was still laughing when I came out of the club, but soon quietened down when I related the 
whole story to her, and we then proceeded on to have a good look at Maypool. Winnie was just as 
impressed as I was with the place, and I gave a full report of the property as we had seen it, I also 
related the story of how I obtained the keys from Mr Watson, and his drunken escapade.  
Eventually arrangements were made whereby the National Treasurer, Mr Simpson, and I attended the 
auction of Maypool at Paignton where the property was secured for the association for the sum of 
£21,000, freehold. We could have had the cottages in the lane opposite, and the boat house, which were 
all attached to the property, for another £500, but Mr Simpson would not play. Knowing the local 
selling value of such small properties, I was convinced that these cottages could have been sold off at a 
figure that would have covered the purchase price of Maypool.  
The hostel opened in 1952, and the wardening was undertaken by Ted and Irene [Holman], who 
certainly made a great success of the hostel, and from which they finally retired after some 25 years of 
service to the association and its members. [Mr and Mrs Ted and Irene Holman were 21 years at Hayle, 
Maypool and Crowcombe, finally retiring from Crowcombe in 1971]. Maypool is still going strong, and 
I hope that it will continue to do so.  
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TAVISTOCK Abbotsfield Hall  
 

 
Tavistock youth hostel (1951-82) 

 
The property was a manor house situated on the Tavistock to Gunnislake Road. Originally built by the 
Copper Councils Company of Gunnislake some 120 years ago, and during the war used as the 
headquarters of the American Forces stationed in the West Country, prior to the D Day landings in 
Europe. Since opening as a youth hostel in May 1950 there have been a number of Americans and their 
families visiting Abbotsfield, mainly to show the children where father was stationed during the war. 



Another interesting feature within the house is the fine oak staircase and the panelling in the hall 
entrance. These was originally built for the ‘Titanic’ state rooms, but owing to alterations during the 
construction period of the Liner were never made use of and were eventually purchased by the Price 
family (of Price’s Candle fame), and when large alterations were carried out at Abbotsfield the staircase 
and panelling were installed.  

 
The property is held on lease from the Tavistock Council, and is known locally as the Haunted House 
of Tavistock, why I don’t know, as I have lived in a flat at Abbotsfield for some time and have never 
been disturbed by a ghost. One episode that was noisy, and that I always felt was rather funny, was 
when a wardens’ wife called up the stairs to me, shouting that the leader of a party that were staying the 
night was fighting her husband.  
‘Come quick,’ she yelled, and so I quickly went down to see what was going on, and sure enough, they 
were locked together, in what appeared to be a wrestling match. Putting on a brave front, I pushed in 
between them, saying ‘You damn fools, you ought to know better that to make an exhibition of 
yourselves in this manner,’ and then left them swearing at each other as to who had started the fracas.  
I later found out that the barny had started because the party leader had told a member of the party to 
sweep the hall, the warden having already detailed the job to another member. The warden then took 
affront with the leader as to who was in charge at the hostel. The high spot of the escapade was that the 
leader turned out to be a member of the National Executive, a school teacher who was taking his party 
on their first Youth Hostel School Journey Party.  
A few days later I received a letter at the office requesting the regional council to dispense with the 
services of the warden at Abbotsfield, on the grounds that he was a person quite unfit to be in charge of 
a youth hostel. This of course put me into quite a quandary, because really the warden in question was 
of the most considerate to all members, no matter where they came from. Fortunately, because of the 
fact that I was partly involved made it necessary  
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for me to reply in one of the most tactful letters that I had ever written as a secretary, stating what a 
complete misunderstanding it had been between himself and the warden in this instance, luckily no 
further was heard about the matter.  
I had taken up residence at Abbotsfield because of the difficulty of getting across the Torpoint Ferry to 
go into Cornwall, having at most times to join the car queue for an hour or more before I could set off 
on my journey into Cornwall. This was of course before the Tamar Bridge had been built. Further more, 
having a good store at Tavistock, it was possible for me to load up the van and journey forth to the 
hostels just like a travelling salesman, with pots, pans and goods in general for the hostels, much to the 
enjoyment of the wardens who would probe into the van to pick and choose and also to find out what 
was in the van for other hostels to be visited.  
I have been living at Abbotsfield for the past thirty years now, and have of course been quite attached to 
the place, especially now that I can potter around the gardens and greenhouse that help to keep me 
occupied in my retirement.  
 
As an afternote the hostel closed its doors forever on 31/12/1982.  
 
 


