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Cheddar Youth Hostel
with a description of the early Wookey Hole and Biddisham Youth Hostels

Wookey Hole Youth Hostel

1931 to 1941

Ebbor Farm, Wookey Hole, Wells, Somerset
Historic County: Somerset

YHA Region:
Gloucester, Somerset & Exmoor

GR: ST 524478

Wookey Hole youth hostel, near Wells in Somerset, was one of YHA’s pioneer hostels. Indeed, the local regional
group, Gloucester and Somerset, was active from the outset and produced some of the very first hostels. Though
nearby Street is generally recognised as the first in the rash of national openings early in 1931, things were
proceeding in a very fluid manner and no chronological order of merit can be certain. A typed preliminary List of
Hostels under the short-lived banner Youth Hostels Association (Great Britain) aimed to make sense of the hostels
coming on stream for prospective hostellers before the publication of the first handbook about May 1931:
The Handbook of accommodation for this summer will be published towards the end of May. The
accompanying list of Hostels must therefore be regarded as incomplete and as a preliminary to the Handbook.
Bristol Area – area covered: Gloucester and Somerset. (‘phone Bristol 5987)
Secretary: MrPaul D Sturge, The Folk House, College Green.
Hostels – 1. Bath: Batheaston Villa, London Road (between Batheaston and Bailbrook)
2. Glastonbury: The Chalet, Ivythorne, Hill, Street (3 miles from Glastonbury, 1 mile from Street)
3. The Quantocks: Perry Farm, St Audries (at Western End of Hills)
4. Wells: Ebbor Farm, Wookey Hole (5 Miles from Cheddar)

A rare image of YHA’s hostel at Ebbor Farm, Wookey Hole. It is taken from a glass-plate lantern slide. Sets of YHA slides were
used for information and popular entertainment in youth hostels and church and village halls in the 1930s (author’s collection)

Ebbor Farm is a farmhouse with substantial outbuildings standing on a crest about half a mile west of Wookey Hole
village. It was taken on a tenancy like all the early Gloucester and Somerset hostels. They were very varied premises
and ranged from the primitive hayloft at Perry Farm to the substantial Georgian mansion at Batheaston, and from
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the quirky Swiss-chalet-style building at Street to the noble farmhouse at Ebbor. The region’s first annual report
described the payment of £32.10s rent for 23 weeks’ use in 1931. Two years later it had risen to £50.10s.0d, a
substantial sum, but income was £77.18s.0d.
The common room and women’s quarters were in the house. The kitchen lay to the left of the entrance door, with
women allotted a single bedroom above that. A recent visit showed that the inglenook common room was probably
back left from the door.
Men were in the barn or stable block with outside stone steps, to the west of the farmhouse, nowadays a separate
residence. A new hut for 10 men was added in 1938. With due decorum, the regional minutes for 20th July 1938
noted that a shed, possibly the hut alluded to, would need to be erected before a new Elsan could be used.
Alternatively, an Elsan hut may have been to the right of the road entrance – there was a tin hut at this location until
recently. Water was obtained from a tap outside.
The hostel was one of the busiest in the South West. In 1934 it registered over 2,000 overnights for the first time, a
figure maintained for the rest of the decade. The hostel began with accommodation for 10 men and nine women,
but this increased steadily through the 1930s until 30 men and 14 women could be catered for.
At the start of 1940 army occupation closed the hostel to members, but the facility was soon restored, with 1,327
bednights that year. It was requisitioned by the Sub-Area Quartering Commandant, Wells, on 31st October 1940
and a national notice advised that it would close until further notice. 2,498 hostellers stayed in 1941 and exemption
from further requisitioning was granted during that year, but the hostel did not see further use after that season.
Mrs Masters was warden for almost the full span of the hostel’s years. She died in 1940 and the two Misses
Wheatley, well known in the South-West, took over for the final year. The hostel closed after the 1941 season.

Sketch map and information from the Regional Guide of 1937 (YHA Archive)

Biddisham Youth Hostel

1942 to 1951

The Old School House, Biddisham, Axbridge, Somerset
Historic County: Somerset

YHA Region:
Gloucester, Somerset & Exmoor

GR: ST 381534

The renamed Gloucester, Somerset and Exmoor region wasted no time in replacing Wookey Hole hostel with a
mid-19th-century school and schoolhouse at Biddisham, in open country near Axbridge. The property was bought
freehold for £860 and the hostel opened in July 1942. The deeds passed to the YHA Trust as late as 22nd May 1944.
The Ministry of Education offered grant aid. The hostel operated for each year of the war. Wartime conditions were
very demanding, conditions being very cramped, though the warden was an obliging person who was doing her best.
There was however a serious complaint, which persisted throughout 1944 and 1945, concerning unsanitary drains.
Answering a call to identify an illustration of an obscure old hostel in Hostelling News, Spring 1979, Derek Reynolds
reminisced:
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I knew this hostel well as it was one my late father ‘discovered’ when he was on the Local Management
Committee. During the war years, there was a dearth of hostels in the area and he spent some of his holidays
searching for any place which could be used. Biddisham was a disused school in 1940-41, and in fact the warden
was a retired school mistress, Miss Gibbs, an extremely kind person. If you arrived wet, you were told in no
uncertain manner to ‘get those wet things off immediately, then I’ll sign you in.’ You just didn’t argue! Then
there would be a steaming cup of tea waiting for you.
I stayed several times at Biddisham, as it was in cycling distance from Bristol, and could be reached after leaving
work. The building was not exactly a cosy place as it had been built as an infant school with high ceilings, and the
toilets had child-sized loo pans – very uncomfortable!

Oxford member Mabel Pratt visited the hostel in 1948, and observed in her holiday log:
Old schoolhouse. It contained Calor gas and a small but bright coal fire. A dozen other hostellers were in
residence.

Two photographs of Biddisham youth hostel in use, and a sketch map from the Regional Guide of 1947 (YHA Archive)

Like Wookey Hole, Biddisham soon established itself, and the hostel usually achieved overnights in excess of 2,000
annually, with only 24 beds. It never overcame its shortcomings, however and came to be regarded by the local
management as inadequate. It therefore closed on 31st October 1951, to be replaced by a new hostel at Cheddar.
The property was sold on 23rd May 1952. It received Grade II listing in 1985.
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Cheddar Youth Hostel

1952 to present

Stone Barton, The Hays, Hillfield Lane, Cheddar, Somerset BS27 3HN
Historic County: Somerset

YHA Regions: Gloucester, Somerset &
Exmoor, South-West, South

GR: ST 455534

This postcard view of Stone Barton, the attractive grey stone and red brick house, almost certainly dates from the Tylers’ time at
Cheddar. Of note are the old entrance door on the right, soon reduced to a window, the small hostel-era extension to the side,
the attractive curved window above the glazed porch entrance and the extensive chicken run, later the car park (YHA Archive)

Sometimes the history of a particular youth hostel or hostelling region is so tightly bound to the extraordinary work
of an individual or family – one thinks of the 50-year dynasties of the Osbornes, mother and daughter, who ran
Gidleigh in Devon from beginning to end, and the Jenkinson family who operated an adopted
hostel out of their Lakeland farm at Grange in Borrowdale for a similar period. Peter Grant, a
local farmer, supported and developed Woody’s Top for a generation. Ken Lester took
legendary initiatives running the hostel at London St Paul’s for over 20 years. In the case of
both Cheddar youth hostel and the wider South West YHA region, the names of Ken Tyler
and his wife Marie are indelibly linked. They became the first wardens, before Ken was
promoted to regional secretary and performed such sterling service for YHA for many years.
Left: Ken Tyler (YHA Archive, photograph courtesy of Stephen Tyler and Frances Hilson)

For a unique insight into a warden-family’s contribution, especially as it touched on the running of Cheddar youth
hostel in the 1950s, YHA is indebted to the Tylers’ son Stephen and daughter Frances for biographical notes
provided for the YHA Archive in 2015. Their words are summarised here.
Ken and Marie met around 1937 and married in 1939. The war took them to work in the Lake District, and they
soon answered the call to become wardens of the old Patterdale youth hostel. They moved on to other Lakeland
hostels, and in the late 1940s Ken took up the challenge of working as Organising Secretary for the Somerset,
Gloucester and Exmoor region of YHA, based in Bristol. The region was one of YHA’s most financially sound,
and Ken’s job was salaried. Marie told how Ken was then and subsequently a modernising force in an
organisation that needed to adapt to changing post-war demands for its services. In 1952 she wanted to get back
into employment and was particularly keen to be a warden again. The YHA wouldn’t employ them with four
young children and this was how they came to buy a house at Cheddar and run it as an ‘adopted’ or
‘accommodation’ hostel on behalf of the Association.
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The Tylers and their children moved to Cheddar in the summer of 1952 and stayed for eight years. Cheddar YH
must have been up and running very quickly (Ken and Marie cannot have had any money to spare and urgently
needed positive cashflow), catering eventually for 52 hostellers in six dormitories in cramped conditions on
double decker bunk beds. Accommodation comprised the following:
– on the ‘private’ (south) side of the house: two ground floor rooms, one used as the office, the other as the
family living room, a family bathroom and the main kitchen, all overlain by four family bedrooms and a toilet
shared with female hostellers;
– on the remainder of the ground floor: the hostellers’ common and dining rooms, the male washroom and
toilets and the self-caterers’ kitchen, the latter being a single storey lean-to addition to the main building;
– above the public rooms: five dormitories, two approached via the main staircase and exclusively for females and
two more to which led a secondary staircase from the common room for males only; in between and accessible
from either staircase was dormitory 3, allocated either to males or to females according to demand, and the
maintenance in a locked condition of the interconnecting doors separating the sexes must have given the
wardens some headaches!
– at an early stage, across the yard (now the car park), a building was largely rebuilt and extended to become the
largest dormitory (no. 6, for males only);
– adjoining the yard and front garden (where the beehives were) was an open-fronted long timber shed which
was the bike shed, backed by a private garden shed and store; these sheds probably did not pre-date the hostel
It is thought that the property had previously been used (including during World War II) as a children’s home,
but whether the children housed there were evacuees, orphans, refugees, or in care is not known. Given the
number, size and arrangement of the various rooms it may well have had an institutional history. A substantial
element of the furniture (bunk beds, dining tables and chairs) and equipment came from war surplus stores,
including a large contingent of furniture from the SS Mauretania, possibly when she reverted to private
operation after years as a troopship.
Living conditions for both family and hostellers were basic by modern standards. In the whole nine-bedroom,
four-reception-room house there were only three or four sources of space heating: small open coal grates in the
office and our living room, an enclosed coal stove in the common room and perhaps something similar in the
dining room. Scraping frost off the inside of one’s bedroom window in the morning was a frequent event, and
there was once a burst water pipe in the common room which must have frozen when the room was in use. Male
guests were probably restricted to ‘strip washes’ at one of several basins in their washroom since no bath was
available to them; females had the use of a bath in a room next to their toilet but there may have been a
supplementary charge for this. The Tyler children were allowed one bath a week.
However, one rule was always strictly enforced: that requiring hostellers to travel under their own steam. On
numerous occasions Stephen was sent out to roam nearby roads looking for an unknown vehicle (there were far
fewer cars then and most travelled only within their own district, so strangers were easy to find and identify).
All hostellers were required to complete a ‘duty’, either in the evening or more often in the morning before
departure. Typically these duties included sweeping and washing floors, ‘spud bashing’ and washing up. Nontypical in Cheddar’s case was moving the combined chicken coop and run to a fresh area of the rear garden; we
reared chickens, for eggs rather than meat, for much or all of our time there (occasional trips to Cheddar railway
station on the then fully-functional pre-Beeching Strawberry Line to collect boxes of day-old chicks, whisk them
home and place them in incubators gave moments of simple excitement).
Apart from chores performed by hostellers as duties Marie and Ken operated the hostel with very little help; in
fact, for much of our time there Ken was working, either as Regional Organising Secretary for the YHA’s
Gloucestershire, Somerset and Exmoor Region at the Regional Office in Cotham, Bristol (semi-detached from
the old Bristol youth hostel) or locally in and around Cheddar to help make ends meet; he was available in the
evenings to run the office and help in the kitchen, and of course at weekends. This left Marie during weekdays
with just one part-time helper, Mrs Sampson, a local lady. Stephen remains in awe of the workload his parents
undertook while raising four young children. One routine they did not need to concern themselves with was the
‘school run’; the garden adjoined the playing field of what was then known as Cheddar British School, so all the
children did was climb over the garden wall and they were there.
Marie was, frankly, not a gourmet chef, and hostellers’ meals were basic (but wholesome and hearty, as were our
the family’s) although this was in keeping with the spirit of the times and the nature of the enterprise; pigs’ heads
sometimes featured, a gruesome sight sitting whole in a large pan on the stove! Quite how they were converted
into appetizing meals I never knew. I shall also never forget the unpleasant appearance and smell of frying pigs’
liver, a staple dish. There was once an almighty soup explosion from the pressure cooker. As a life-long vegetarian
Marie probably had a battle with her scruples over menus but economic good sense won out. Porridge (usually
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the sort one could stand one’s spoon up in) for winter breakfasts was, of course, mandatory. So-called ‘selfcookers’ formed a small proportion of the guest total and most hostellers opted for the ‘bed, breakfast and
evening meal with packed lunch’ deal. A very large percentage of ingredients would have been sourced locally
from market gardens, smallholdings, processing plants and farms in the Cheddar Valley. Most of this food would
have been what we now call ‘organic’. I am certain that the life-long good health of my siblings and myself can be
ascribed in large part to that diet. A large part of the large garden was devoted to growing vegetables but
obviously greater quantities of supplies were needed for the numbers involved. Ken kept several hives of bees,
some of which were transported by car most years to Exmoor to generate heather honey. Producing honey,
cultivating vegetables, feeding chickens and egg collecting, and helping to serve meals – the Tyler children
willingly assisted their parents; and even at a tender age were entrusted with registering new arrivals and other
routine office tasks.

This band of cheerful hostellers at the porch entrance were possibly waiting for 5 o’clock opening time –
the style of film negative used and the members’ outfits suggest the 1950s (author’s collection)

Frances remembers that her father quite soon discovered that the hostel didn’t make enough to support the family,
and was lucky that his old YHA job in Bristol came up and he could go back to it, commuting daily on the branch
train from Cheddar. In March 1960 he wrote to Margaret Hayman on the Bristol Committee to ask if YHA would
take the rare step (there are only a handful of similar cases in YHA’s history) of buying the accommodation hostel
business, house and contents as an attractive going concern, for £8,000 all in. Ken listed numerous improvement
works carried out to Ministry of Education standards and quoted the 36,000 overnights registered during their eight
seasons. The hostel was duly purchased by YHA in September 1960 and has since remained fully-controlled. Annual
reports suggest that Marie Tyler may have stayed in the post of sole hostel warden for another year or two.
Then in 1965 YHA reorganised the regions, merging Ken Tyler’s Gloucester, Somerset and Exmoor with Devon
and Cornwall, and he moved to Plymouth to run the new combined South West Region. He stayed there until he
retired at 65, about 1981, and was one of the most influential regional secretaries in the 1960s and 1970s. Stephen
recalls that his father found the current St Briavels, Exford and Minehead hostel properties for YHA.
Stone Barton, an early name for the youth hostel, is an attractive stone and pantiled triple-valley-roofed Victorian
house with outbuildings. Even earlier, the name was, improbably, Arcadia Bellows. When the Tylers took possession,
evidence of the former institutional use referred to beforehand remained in bars at some windows. The Tylers
opened their business here on 1st August 1952, a week ahead of schedule, to accommodate about 20 unbooked
members. The following year accommodation was increased, from 20 to 50, and in 1954 to 54, at which level it
stayed until 1991, though layout changed from time to time.
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1

2

3
1&2: two postcards, photographed from opposite compass points, that show the two-storey annexe, once the men’s dormitory,
to good advantage. The second is photographed from the village school’s playing fields, providing an unusual view of the back of
the hostel. The cards probably date from the 1960s, the era of YHA’s first ownership (author’s collection);
3: inveterate cycling-hosteller JD Thomas from South Wales pitched up at Cheddar hostel in 1968 and photographed the
annexe building, still seemingly without its extension, standing proud against the lane known as Hillfield (YHA Archive)
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One of the major alterations was the construction of the two-storey annexe in the yard opposite the entrance. This
task may have been part of the major building works reported as completed in June 1962. At the end of the 1960s
YHA provided a separate wash-up to give more space in the members’ kitchen and perhaps the annexe extension.
The hostel was popular from the outset and annual usage grew steadily, from 4,000 or so in the 1950s to 6,000 in the
1950s and 8,000 by 1974. Part of the success could be attributed to the location and part to the hostel’s reputation
with educational groups, but much was due to a steady wardenship. Mr and Mrs Dean held sway for a short time
after the Tylers, then Arthur and Maureen Thompson came from Bristol hostel in 1964. Apart from one short
move, to Maypool hostel in 1967-73, the Thompsons were wardens here from 1964 to 1994. In the interim, Mr and
Mrs Albert Jones were in charge. Indeed, the Thompsons may have answered an emergency call to return, as
Cheddar Hostel was closed temporarily, early in 1973, due to circumstances beyond the YHA’s control.

Cheddar hostel entrance in 1989, with the glazed sunburst design above the porch now removed. In this period,
YHA provided at Cheddar, as at several hostels, a caravan for assistant staff accommodation. Here it is tidily enclosed
(photograph by George Miller, author’s collection)

In 1991 dormitories were divided into smaller bedrooms. Wendy Gamble was manager for two years, from 1995 to
1996. By early 1997, YHA’s Hostel Improvement Programme (formerly PDMP) was nearing completion here. The
entire hostel had been overhauled, with central heating, new showers and WCs, new hostel kitchen and servery and
conservatory dining room, along with a larger self-catering kitchen and dining area. Improved security and facilities
in the annexe were planned. YHA News of Spring 1997 announced the improvements:
Members will see a difference at Cheddar, where a major project has transformed facilities. Dinner is served in
the garden conservatory and all the hostel’s services have been upgraded to match.

From 1997, managers’ records are scarce, though Chris and Tania Browne are known to have been in charge in 2005
and Sean Bickerton in 2013-15. Matthew Fox came in 2016, Toni Hedley in 2017-18 and Nick Kitchen arrived in
2019. Since 2017, the manager has been responsible for both Cheddar and Street hostels. In 2017, over 11,600
stayed here, a record.
Writing in 2015, Duncan Simpson recalled his association with Cheddar youth hostel in the 1990s:
Cheddar youth hostel always seemed to be one of those hostels that wasn’t quite approved of, because of its
proximity to kiss me quick tourism at the Gorge. When I was Operations Manager there around 1995-96 it was
really popular with school groups so it certainly accommodated more than its share of young people. For a long
time it was run by a very dedicated, kindly couple, Arthur and Maureen Thompson. I think their daughter ran
the hostel at Lulworth.
The hostel was an awkward place, a conventional family home with a youth hostel crammed into it and an
annexe with a washroom off the lounge and a tiny kitchen where I remember it was hell to cook. During a series
of staff illnesses, my wife Caroline went over to help from the hostel at Salisbury. We mulled over plans and
considered all sorts of ideas of how it could be improved. Eventually an extension was built into the garden for
the dining room.
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Stone Barton has changed little externally during its YHA years, apart from losing the original entrance door, modifications
to the porch and the dining extension at the back. Over the years the yard has been cleared of a variety of huts. The annexe,
also called the Barton, gained the single-storey extension some time after its initial build (author’s photographs, June 2015)
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Hostel plan, ground floor, dated April 2007, north to the top (YHA Archive). The layout was significantly altered in 2008 to
provide more guest rooms in the house. Capacity rose from 45 to 59. As part of these changes, on the ground floor, Room 5,
en suite with 2 beds, was renumbered Room 8. YHA converted staff rooms at the top left-hand (north-west) corner
of the plan to an en suite disabled room, Room 7, with a new access from the street

Hostel plan, first floor, dated April 2007 (YHA Archive). Though there were considerable changes to this first floor scheme in
2008 to create much greater flexibility, Rooms 1-4 remained largely the same, with 4, 4, 5 and 6 beds respectively. A new
Room 6, with 5 beds, was put in the south-east corner, in place of a staff bedroom. The former staff lounge is now 5-bedded
Room 5, expandable to 7 for groups. The south-west corner is retained for staff, with two small bedrooms, kitchen and WC.
In the hostel’s early days the whole of the southern section formed the private quarters of the Tyler family.
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Hostel plan, annexe ground and first floors, dated April 2007 (YHA Archive).
In 2008 bedrooms here were renumbered because of expansions within the house. Rooms 6 to 12 became Rooms 9 to 15.
The new 9, 11, 13 and 15 have four beds, 10 and 12 have two and 14 is a family room with 3 beds

1 2

3 4

5 6
The modern YHA Cheddar.
1: dining room; 2: self-catering kitchen; 3&4: grounds and dining room extension;
5: 5-bedded family room; 6: leisure space in the annexe (YHA publicity photographs)
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Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
1931-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb
¶: Wookey Hole Hostel; §: Biddisham Hostel; ∆: Cheddar Hostel
•: October 1951 only; *: 17 month period; +: notional figure included for exclusive hire
…

1931

1932

1933

1934

1935

1936

1937

1938

1939

…

594¶

1258¶

1673¶

2182¶

2197¶

2608¶

2654¶

2973¶

2839¶

1940

1941

1942

1943

1944

1945

1946

1947

1948

1949

1327¶

2498¶

723§

1815§

2493§

2750§

2122§

1944§

2303§

2264§

1950

1951

1952

1953

1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1959

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

4154∆

4996∆

5584∆

5310∆

5820∆

5269∆

4431∆

2250§

2271§

…

…

75•§
701∆

1960

1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

4836∆

4817∆

4887∆

4865∆

4791∆

5395∆

6067∆

6502∆

7077∆

6026∆

1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

6426∆

6314∆

6711∆

7351∆

8046∆

8332∆

open∆

7744∆

7763∆

7777∆

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

7436∆

7039∆

7313∆

7515∆

7516∆

9009∆

7303∆

8471∆

8834∆

7787∆

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

7620∆

7281∆

8435*∆

7979∆

7813∆

8121∆

7167∆

8385∆

8951∆

8324∆

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

8036∆

6567∆

6648∆

6875∆

7739∆

7007∆

6564∆

6039∆

7152∆

7340∆

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2010

2011

2012

2013

7669∆

9236+∆

9281+∆

9146+∆

9132+∆ 10641+∆ 11336+∆ 11664+∆ 10889+∆ 8728+∆

Hostel stamps and badges (author’s collection)
© John Martin, 2020. YHA Profiles are intended to be adaptable in the light of new materials gained by YHA Archive
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