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The hazards of archiving… and a rare find 
 
Over the years YHA has been pretty good with its retention of important archival material. The prime objective 
of a company’s or charity’s archive is of course to retain its governance records for consultation, comparison or 
research. YHA’s archive at the Cadbury Research Library, University of Birmingham, goes much deeper than 
that of course, with its very large collection of photographs, postcards, members’ recollections, logbooks, 
ephemera, publications and even historic films. 
 
Nevertheless, YHA’s history has been studded with reorganisations, and it is when such alterations to its 
structure have taken place that the safeguarding of its archive has been most at risk; offices close, move or merge 
and staff with the greatest knowledge and experience move on or retire.  
 
Three of the largest reorganisations came in 1965, 1986 and 2001. Before 1965, YHA was effectively a 
federation of 19 regions, each generally based on one or maybe a few counties. The map reflected more the way 
YHA had evolved piecemeal than an equal or fair division of the spoils, so there was huge variation in the way 
the regions operated, some with a small professional executive, but most run entirely voluntarily on a shoestring. 
 

	
For the first 35 years the map of YHA’s regions remained almost unchanged; this illustration is from a YHA publication 
of 1947. Cambridge, East Anglia, South Wales and Wear Tees and Eskdale region were then the poorest, with fewest 

money-spinning hostels. Lakeland was best off, of course and Merseyside, West Riding, North Midlands, Gloucester 
Somerset and Exmoor and Devon and Cornwall not far behind.  



 
The plan for the proposed 1965 rationalisation of the 19 regions into 10, as shown in the May 1964 issue of Youth 
Hosteller. The new regions were to be – 1: Lakes (almost unchanged), 2: Border and Dales; 3: Yorkshire (but Whitby 

hostel and others curiously were in region 2); 4: Merseyside, N Wales and the Isle of Man (unchanged); 5: Peak;  
6: South Wales; 7: Midlands; 8: Eastern (the two earlier regions having merged in 1961); 9: South-West; 10: Southern.  
South Wales and Midlands were intended at first to be one huge region stretching from Aberystwyth to Oxford. London 

was rather awkwardly made the joint responsibility of 8 and 10.  
It’s possible that many archival treasures were lost in the merging of regions and the closure of offices, though rather a 

miracle that so much survived.  
 

In 1965 YHA merged the 19 regions into ten so as to work more efficiently and ostensibly create greater parity 
between the new regions, on a more equally professional basis.  

 
The greatest legacy for our Archive was threefold at the end of that first 
period: governance records of the national YHA from the early years were 
almost all kept safe, the 19 regions’ printed annual reports were almost all 
retained, but the regions’ governance records were patchily retained – 
possibly some mislaid as late as 2001. This last factor has created one of 
the most fascinating challenges for your archive team: searching to find 
the missing links in our story.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Left: the cover of the 1931-32 annual report for the Gloucester, Somerset and 
North Devon (later Exmoor) region, one of the pioneers of the 19 regions, as it 
incorporated Street hostel. These reports, numbering over 650 between 1931 
and 1965 alone, are happily almost complete in the Archive, and a mine of 
information. A few pages of this issue are shown following. 
 



 
 

 
 



 
 
Back in 2005, I was delighted to find that the complete early records of the Birmingham and Mid-Wales region, 
the Warwick and Northants region and the London region had been sent up from the old national office in St 
Albans to Matlock about five years earlier. These consisted of complete runs of leather-bound tomes of detailed 
committee and council meetings at a local level – and the informative content tended to be much greater than the 
national minute books. These records are treasures, and formed the basis, for instance, of the all-hostel file that is 
to be found on the intranet. 
 
In time, through the kindness and forethought of various YHA officers and well-wishers – more turned up. The 
entire records of the Border and Dales region in the North-East (the merged Northumberland and Tyneside and 
the Wear Tees and Eskdale region right from 1931 to 1986) had been kept safe by Arthur Dunabin in his home 
in Durham when offices merged. Graham Bolton in Hull similarly kept safe the same 55 years of records for 
almost all of Yorkshire when the Bingley office near Bradford was to close. Ian Shaw, Chairman of the 
Merseyside region in the 1980s, thought it wise to save the priceless Merseyside records from as early as 1929, 
when there was an office hiatus – they went to Liverpool Central Library for safe-keeping. The late Brian 
McKenna somehow was the proud possessor of the uniquely beautiful copper-plate written minutes (in school 
exercise books) of the tiny East Anglia and Cambridge regions from their outset, while the Lakeland region 
offered much valuable early material from a variety of sources – Bob Barnby, Ray Milner and a treasure trove at 
YHA Langdale. All of these records were passed to YHA’s Archive. 
 
Yet some geographical areas are poorly represented – we have no official minute books of the early Manchester, 
North Midlands, South Wales, Devon and Cornwall, Gloucester Somerset and Exmoor, Wiltshire, Oxford or 
South Coast regions, though many individual treasures have been acquired. Generally, the south is much less 
well represented than the north. It seems certain that many records there will have been disposed of in 1986 or 
2001, though a few special items have trickled through, such as good bodies of work from former South-West 
regional secretaries Charles Allen and Ken Tyler. More may turn up in time. 
 
And so to the rare find of my title… 



 
Graham Bolton of Hull made sure about ten years ago that his find of Yorkshire treasures was made available to 
our Archive. He got in touch a few weeks ago to say he had unearthed some more, and the new pile is awaiting 
transfer to Birmingham. It is rare nowadays to find a first-ever illustration of any of our 1,150 all-time hostels, 
but amongst Graham’s items rescued from Bingley in the 1980s was a large display card with 15 tiny (but good 

quality) photos attached from pre-war days. 
My eyes lit up on seeing images of early 
hostels at Askrigg, near Hawes, and Horton-
in Ribblesdale – both killed off by the war, 
and for which I had seen only a single 
illustration of each previously. But there at 
the top of the card was the small Grassington 
hostel, a grey outbuilding parked somewhere 
round the back of the village’s manor house 
and again closed in 1939 and devoid of any 
illustration in our Archive until 2018. Linton 
hostel opened in 1943 to replace it. 
 
 
 
A rare – possibly unique – photograph. 
The West Yorkshire annual report for 1933 
described the accommodation at Grassington as: 
two lofts approached by the outside stone 
staircase, the small room to the right of the 
stair, the coachhouse under the first loft, the 
wash kitchen (part use) and the two bedrooms 
above the wash kitchen, approached from a 
door on ground level, with all access thereto and 
the use of water facilities in the yard… and use 
of lavatory accommodation in two places, one 
on each side of the wall of the kitchen garden, 
and access thereto. This property is now known 
as Manor House Mews.  

 
 
 


