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Eskdale Youth Hostels 
 

Eskdale (Taw House) Youth Hostel     1933 to 1938  
 
Taw House, Boot, Holmrook, Cumberland 
Historic County: Cumberland  YHA Region: Lakeland GR: NY 210015 
 
In the 1930s YHA Lakeland Region was one of several to come to arrangements with private farm and guest-house 
owners to open accommodation hostels to supplement full YHA properties. The adopted hostels outnumbered the 
fully-controlled ones, but were usually small and often short-lived for a variety of reasons. The general trend over the 
next thirty years or so was for them to be phased out; the new larger YHA-owned premises in each locality offered 
more secure tenure, standardisation and potential, especially for the rapidly expanding schools and groups market.  
 
Taw House in Eskdale was an adopted farmhouse, a little way further up the valley than the later hostel, and ideally 
placed for walking the highest mountain ranges. It opened in 1933 and the Lakeland and North-East Regional YHA 
Guide published in that year gave details of the facility: 

ESKDALE 
 

Mrs Gregg, Taw House, Eskdale, Cumberland. (6, 4). 
Store: 3 miles. Bathing: River. Bus: None. Station: 3 miles in summer, 10 miles in winter. 

Distances: Black Sail Hut (walkers) 10 miles, Grasmere (walkers) 12, Coniston (walkers) 9 
 
At first there were beds for 6 men and 4 women only, soon expanded to 12+6 in 1934 and 14+6 the following year. 
Details for 1936 are not known, and there seems to have been a short-term doubt about the hostel continuing, but 
in 1937 and 1938 the warden had changed to Mr A Ellwood and the balance of the accommodation rebalanced 
slightly to 12 men, 8 women. Numbers staying were very healthy for the period, approximately 2,000 per year. 
 
Meanwhile, plans were in hand to construct a new purpose-built, fully controlled youth hostel a mile to the west; 
YHA transferred to the new premises in July 1938 and the Taw House hostel closed. The connection between the 
Ellwood name and YHA in Eskdale was to live on for many more years, however.  
 

 
Sankeys postcard of hostellers or hikers outside Taw House (author’s collection) 
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Eskdale (New) Youth Hostel     1938 to present  
 
Boot, Holmrook, Cumbria CA19 1TH 
Historic County: Cumberland  YHA Regions: Lakeland, Lakes, North GR: NY 195010 
 
On 11th June 1937 the YHA Trust Property Book recorded that Part of the Estate or Farm at Wha House, Eskdale, 
amounting to 15 acres, 1 rood and 13 perches, had been leased at £12 per annum for 99 years from 11th August 
1936. It was for a purpose-built hostel in local stone, designed by John Dower, ARIBA.  The new facility cost 
£4,000, partly met by a grant from the Special Areas Fund, a government-backed scheme to assist areas of 
deprivation in the North of England and South Wales in the 1930s. Several youth hostels benefited from the fund, 
including Alston, Barnard Castle, Edmundbyers, Langdon Beck and Longthwaite-in-Borrowdale. 
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   2  3  
John Dower’s fine design for the new Eskdale ‘Model’ Hostel, as seen on three early postcards.  

1: the hostel has changed relatively little in outward form over 80 years, being of roughly cruciform shape with  
the shorter end to the west. A small single-story extension to the rear, later much expanded, can be seen at the eastern end; 

2: a distant view from the west. The rear extension may have been warden’s accommodation or a members’ kitchen; 
3: in the early days windows and doors throughout were of contemporary Crittall pattern, with steel frames. The three openings 
in the west wing led originally into an open area with three of the Crittall doors behind. This space was eventually fully enclosed, 

entered from the left, to create a pleasant all-weather entrance. One of the original doors remained in 2017 (YHA Archive) 
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The Lakeland annual report for 1938 advised that the opening had been delayed, but in 
just two months between the July transfer and the end of the statistical year, 30th 
September, over 2,000 bednights were recorded. Miss Amy Ellwood and her sister 

Norah took over the wardenship of the new hostel, with its 30 beds for men and 20 for women, and remained in 
post for 30 years. The relationship to Mr A Ellwood, Taw House warden, is not known but seems very likely.  
 

   1 
 

   2 
Early years at Eskdale. 

1: young members gather in front of the hostel. The building and grounds look spick and span in this early YHA glass slide 
image. Crittall windows also featured in the contemporary Holmbury hostel. The stepped entrance would be the warden’s;  
2: the rear of the hostel before later additions. Another very similar photograph is dated as late as 1961 (YHA Archive) 

 
The new hostel remained open throughout the war years, now with 36+24 beds. An internal circular of 18th March 
1941 stressed the need to keep it from requisition, as it was important to members from South Lancashire and West 
Yorkshire towns. Its popularity grew rapidly, to 6,000 by the end of the 1940s. An unknown diarist wrote in 1944: 

Three-star (out of three) hostel, facilities excellent, bit big, food very good, warden very good, position OK 
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    3 
1&2: Mary Jephcott first visited Eskdale in 1948, leading a small group of female church youth club members. 

In these two photographs she captured the group on arrival and washing up. This time-honoured chore was  
enacted in the hostel wash-up, behind the windows to the right of the central dining room; 

3: current manager Mick Blamires has this photograph of his parents during a stay at Eskdale hostel in 1952 
(all YHA Archive) 
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Extract from Rucksack Magazine, January / February 1952. Hostel Close-Ups ran for over 20 years,  

eventually covering over 100 YHA premises in this magazine and its successor, Youth Hosteller (YHA Archive) 
 
In her 1956 log Mary Jephcott tried to come to terms with the Lake District weather. She found some of the 
facilities inadequate…  

Everyone soaked, minute drying room, warden did try to dry soaked clothes. 
 
… but in 1962 15-year-old Carol Fraser found… 

Every luxury such as showers and a bath. It seemed out of place here in the hills and yet we appreciated the 
comfort, for when conditions are harsh one learns to appreciate every small thing . 

 

 
Simple hostel stamp, 1965 
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Modifications and improvements have been carried out at Eskdale hostel on a regular basis. In 1964, a major 
development scheme brought mains electricity and other benefits, soon enough for the Misses Ellwood to benefit 
before their retirement on 4th December 1967. Their replacements were Mr and Mrs R Bumstead, in post until 
1969. It would seem that the following year there was a hiatus, as the sisters came back out of retirement for one 
final stint in 1970, as relief wardens.  

 

   
Hostel one-inch badge, artwork and hostel stamp from the 1960-70 period (author’s collection) 

 
Ann and Jeff Lee were appointed in 1971, staying until 1986 and overseeing some considerable enhancements. The 
two-storey rearward warden’s wing to the right of the hostel was added in 1973, and three years later a new 
classroom was built with assistance from the Countryside Commission,  
 

 1  2   
The Ellwood connection. 

1: this plaque celebrates the expansion of activities at Eskdale hostel by the provision of a new classroom built  
in 1976 in a central position at the rear of the hostel. Miss Amy Ellwood returned for the official opening; 

2: an uncaptioned photograph found at the hostel is said to portray the Misses Ellwood standing either side of a visitor,  
the style of dress might suggest that this was not many years after the hostel’s opening (YHA Archive) 

 
The improvements coincided with a peak of popularity, with over 8,000 overnights recorded each year between 
1973 and 1981, and even allowed for a slight reduction in the number of beds – to 58 – in 1974, beginning a trend 
towards greater comfort with smaller capacities over the ensuing years. In 1977 there were 56 beds, in 1988, 54 and 
in 2001, 50. The hostel currently has 47 beds.  
 
Colin Harman followed the Lees in 1986, moving from Kirkby Stephen to take over responsibility for Eskdale; Pam 
and Dave Cooke followed in the early 1990s, and Paul Russell and Claire Roberts brought Eskdale hostel up to the 
new century. 
 
Many improvements, innovations and increased facilities have come to the hostel in recent years, under the guidance 
of manager Mick Blamires, appointed in 2000. 
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 2 
Two cheerful modern postcards of Eskdale youth hostel. 

1: a classic view of simple lines, hardly changed externally for three-quarters a century, except for the extension rearwards; 
2: a spacious play area in front of the hostel is guarded by this welcoming cairn. The lengthy nature trail loops behind and to  

the right of the building and takes in many habitats; the outdoor educational facilities are sited to the right (YHA Archive)   
 
In 2008 YHA commissioned solar panels and a biomass wood fuelled boiler to help reduce Eskdale hostel’s carbon 
footprint and establish it as one of YHA’s leading sustainable premises. Each year, heating the hostel with wood chip 
fuel rather than oil would save over 20 tonnes of carbon emissions and reduce fuel bills by up to £5,000. Young 
people would be able to learn more about sustainability in the solar garden, opened in 2010. 
 

 
Eskdale hostel’s solar garden (YHA publicity image) 
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Over several years, a close partnership has developed between YHA Eskdale and Bolsover Woodlands Enterprise, a 
charitable institution based on the training in conservation work of young people with learning disabilities. It led to 
the creation of a Celtic roundhouse, an open outdoor classroom and a bridge to enhance educational opportunities, 
while a legacy bequest helped with the building of a bird hide. The woodlands hide a fully mapped out nature trail.  

  

   
 

   
 Recent attractions at Eskdale: bird hide, nature trail sign, Celtic roundhouse and open outdoor classroom  

(author’s photographs, June 2016) 
 
In 2014 the opportunity was taken to close up the traditional main entrance door on the west wall of the hostel, 
moving it forward to the centre of the originally open porch. Further changes came early in 2016 with a programme 
to revamp and reposition the reception and enhance the bar and dining area. A patio was constructed in front of the 
recent west wing entrance. Guests’ toilet and shower facilities were also renewed at this time. 
 
Eskdale hostel nowadays retains the simple layout and excellent functionality of John Dower’s original design, but 
with modern comforts. A corridor runs the full width of the building on either floor. On the ground floor, a quiet 
lounge is located behind the corridor, at the left, with laundry and WC coming next. Stairs connect at the centre, 
with the classroom behind, and the staff kitchen and self-catering kitchen are to the right rear. The central front 
portion houses the reception, bar, bistro area and comfortable fireside seating in a single large space. 
 
Upstairs are ten bedrooms; most are positioned to take advantage of the spectacular forward views. Two of them 
occupy the front extension. A staff room, toilets, showers and one bedroom are to the rear or within the east wing. 
There is a little small-tent camping in the grounds and Landpods have recently been made available.  
 
In 2018 and 2019 Eskdale hostel achieved record overnight figures of over 9,000 annually. 
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 2  3  
 

     4 
1: the reception has recently been moved from the entrance into the cosy dining, bar and fireside seating area; 

2: the enhanced patio and entrance, 2014-16; 3: a cheerful lobby has been made from this space, once open to the elements 
but now glazed. A single 1930s Crittall French window remains, dividing this snug area from a separate lounge behind;  
4: the rear of the hostel, showing the classroom extension of 1976 and mainly hidden to its left, the manager’s wing 

 (author’s photographs, June 2016) 
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Hostel cloth badges as sown onto generations of rucksacks and anoraks 

 
John Martin, 2020. YHA Profiles are intended to be adaptable in the light of new materials gained by YHA Archive 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1933-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

¶: Eskdale Taw House Hostel;   ∆: Eskdale (new) Hostel     
*: 17 month period;   +: notional figure included for exclusive hire  

          

… 1931    1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … 1085¶ 2125¶ 2373¶ 1131¶ 2169¶ 1431¶ … 
… … … … … … … … 2223∆ 3854∆ 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
2685∆ 3688∆ 4321∆ 4760∆ 5272∆ 5628∆ 6188∆ 6132∆ 6625∆ 5936∆ 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
6170∆ 5744∆ 5836∆ 5326∆ 5097∆ 4933∆ 4953∆ 5719∆ 5426∆ 5698∆ 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
5540∆ 5824∆ 6495∆ 6131∆ 6113∆ 6241∆ 5708∆ 6919∆ 5967∆ 5804∆ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
6252∆ 6887∆ 7203∆ 8199∆ 8345∆ 8642∆ 8519∆ 8591∆ 8385∆ 8236∆ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
8368∆ 8049∆ 7052∆ 7821∆ 7702∆ 7587∆ 6435∆ 7570∆ 7544∆ 7914∆ 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
7648∆ 7071∆ 8907*∆ 7855∆ 7121∆ 7600∆ 7233∆ 7127∆ 7009∆ 6593∆ 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
5645∆ 2844∆ 6035∆ 6083∆ 5982∆ 6369∆ 7314∆ 6447∆ 5394∆ 5361∆ 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
5249∆ 6556+∆ 6446+∆ 7747+∆ 8684+∆ 8764+∆ 8713+∆ 8732+∆ 9091+∆ 9409+∆ 


