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Helvellyn Youth Hostel     1947 to present 
 
Greenside, Glenridding, Penrith, Cumbria CA11 0QR 
Historic County: Westmorland  YHA Regions: Lakeland, Lakes, North GR: NY 366173 
 
In the immediate post-war period youth hostels throughout the country were fully stretched because of a surge of 
interest in hostelling and holidaymaking, and nowhere more so than in the Lake District. Most hostels were old 
buildings creaking at the seams for all the reasons associated with war and its aftermath – shortages of maintenance, 
construction materials, curbs on building licences and the employment of skilled tradesmen engaged in more 
pressing national needs – it took an enormous leap of faith by YHA and the Lakeland Regional Council to invest 
massively in new hostels such as Hawkshead, Honister and Ambleside, to buy outright the former rented hostel at 
Troutbeck and, slightly later, to acquire High Close, Butharlyp How and Buttermere. But the old hostel at Goldrill 
House, Patterdale had soldiered on throughout the war, taking in hostellers almost ad hoc, when not obliged to 
operate a school for girls evacuated from the North East of England. It could barely cope with the post-war rush. 
 
The mountain-side hostel known at first as Glenridding lies three miles north-east of the summit of Helvellyn and 
less than two miles from Goldrill House by a rough steep road. In 1947 it was acquired to take pressure off 
Patterdale hostel. It consisted of a simple U-shaped stone-built house in an unusual industrial landscape high above 
Glenridding village on the approaches to Helvellyn, and was variously described as a former lead-mine manager’s 
house or lead-miners’ hostel. Debris from the old mines lay all around. 
 
Lakeland Region minutes for 1947 describe ambiguously how a price of £1,150 was agreed, but the property has 
always been rented and this sum must have been for conversion and equipment, probably for the amount agreed to 
be covered by National YHA. Grants of £694 towards buildings and adaptations came from the Ministry of 
Education, while the Carnegie Trust offered £152 towards equipment. It was secured leasehold from 29th 
September 1947 for 99 years and passed to the YHA Trust on 1st June 1948. The lessors were the Rev GH Marshall 
and Mr NR Sharman (Sharman being a well-known family locally). Acreage was a mere 3 roods and 24 perches, little 
more than the footprint of the building. 
 

 
An early postcard view of Helvellyn hostel in its simplest form. To the right can be seen a military-style hut,  
probably part of the annexe referred to on the following page. The early catering may have been there too  

(YHA Archive)  
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The hostel opened hurriedly, for men only, in the late summer of 1947. The following year, with the hostel renamed 
Greenside, capacity was expanded to accommodate both sexes, 20 of each. An intriguing minute of 1948 states that 
prisoner of war huts and a cinema hut were approved for auxiliary hostel (Ministry of Education) use, and the 
following year ten extra beds were agreed for them. The huts were already on site as part of a camp set up in 1943 to 
house Italian prisoners of war; they were employed on the essential Greenside mineral workings and were brought 
in, post haste, when local mineworkers went on strike. There is a report at the hostel that the huts were then run by 
the YMCA before 1947, possibly an error instead of YHA. Some of the early hostel postcards clearly show army-type 
buildings to the right hand side of the hostel building. In 1950, self-catering was reported to be in a detached hut, 
where space was adequate, but there was no electric light and water had to be carried from the dining room. The 
report underlined both the austerity and the usefulness of the former military annexe.  
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Two further early postcards of the hostel.  

1: a small porched entrance in the right-hand wing served the warden’s private quarters. The near window offered no fire 
escape – provided later. The substantial tower-like chimney behind suggests that the campsite huts were at least well heated; 

2: a Dixon postcard, probably from the early 1960s, that shows well the simple U-shaped stone mining barracks building.  
The transverse stone wing had not yet been rebuilt to a broader layout. YHA is thought to have built the flat-roofed ablutions 
block jutting out from the left and to the rear of the hostel. Note the grey-painted prisoners’ huts to the right (YHA Archive). 

 
After a modest start, annual overnights grew rapidly for what was then a medium-sized hostel, to 4,000 by 1950, 
when 50 beds were now advertised, 30+20, probably with the extra ten in the annexe. Little is known about the 
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early staffing of the hostel, save that in 1952 a Mr Ramsbottom was the warden. In 1957 the hostel capacity was 
again increased, to 54 beds (30+24), and the decade finished on a high with over 5,000 overnight.   
 
In 1962 YHA ran a competition inviting essays from schoolchildren on their hostelling experiences. Elizabeth Ann 
Humphries, aged 17, submitted her holiday log, and said of the hostel:   

Our stay here was really wonderful and we met so many splendid people. I often think that there can be no other 
holiday whereby one can meet so many happy people as when one is hostelling. 

 
The following year the hostel name was changed again, to Helvellyn, and this has stuck, with a couple of minor 
diversions, to the present. The 1960s were a period of almost incessant growth. In 1968 66 beds were squeezed in 
and 7,000 overnights registered. Janet and Brian Martin were wardens at the beginning of the decade, while Bob and 
Marjorie Gallagher rounded it off.  The Martins had a remarkable career working for YHA, spanning five different 
decades. On his retirement in 1994, Brian wrote for Hostelling News:  

After deciding that YHA would be more rewarding than office jobs we became married assistants at the Queens, 
Ambleside in March 1958. Later we wardened at Greenside (Helvellyn) for three years, 1960-62, then returned 
as wardens of The Queens from April 1963, then moved [to the new Ambleside hostel] in October 1971, finally 
leaving on 7th January 1994, a bit short of 36 years service.  

 

     
An early hostel stamp from the membership card of JG Smith, framed by two versions of the pin badge. 

A little treasure trove of original artwork for the popular one-inch pin badges of Lakeland hostels has been found at  
Langdale hostel. The Greenside example was designed in 1961, just before the change of hostel name to Helvellyn,  

so a replacement was promptly produced for members. (author’s collection) 
 
The 1970s began with Victor and Felicity Bacon taking over from the Gallaghers. The decade saw even greater 
growth, 8,000 overnights being reached in 1975, and it was clear to YHA management that major expansion and 
improvements were called for at the hostel. YHA’s excellent southern and eastern regional WightWash magazine of 
July 1976 announced that the Lakeland Tourist Board had offered a grant of £30,500 towards the estimated cost of 
£56,000 needed to increase the number of beds at Helvellyn to 73 and make general improvements. 
 
The hostel operated on reduced opening patterns in 1977, when only 46 beds were made available, but this was the 
opportunity to create some family rooms, a relatively early example of a wider trend developing in hostelling. The 
handbook warned of temporary self-catering facilities. The extensive alterations carried on into 1978, the hostel not 
reopening until 23rd September. The members’ kitchen, common room, toilet block and showers were all improved. 
The military huts were swept away, the new warden’s house now extending into that space. A garage was also 
provided. During those two years of reconstruction the numbers staying were of course severely depleted, but by the 
end of the works 70 members’ beds were in place, eventually becoming a record 74 in 1982. 
 

 
This postcard view shows how the façade of the newly reconstructed entrance wing was extended forwards 

to create larger public rooms downstairs and bigger dormitories upstairs (postcard, YHA Archive) 
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This postcard dates from the rebuild of Helvellyn hostel in 1977-78 and shows well the extensive changes in outline. The view 
east looks over the roofs of the hostel and on down Glenridding Beck towards Patterdale and Ullswater. The new two-storey 
house was designed for the wardens’ use, with its attendant garage building lower and nearer the camera; both additions 
replaced the erstwhile prisoners’ huts. Further work was done at this time to tidy up the hostel surrounds and the steep  
slope dropping to the beck. Behind and to the photographer’s left were the once extensive mineworkings (YHA Archive)  

  
Peter and Joan Hamilton were appointed wardens in 1983 and stayed until 1997. They would have enjoyed the new 
facilities and steered the hostel through a very busy decade in the 1980s, breaking the record of overnights in 1989 
with over 8,500. Like Joe Boothroyd, warden of neighbouring Patterdale hostel, Peter was closely involved with the 
local Mountain Rescue Post. Hostelling News of Spring 1985 announced this early example of YHA staff promoting 
charitable fund-raising: 

Peter Hamilton, warden of Helvellyn, is planning to do the Bob Graham Round, which is 72 miles, 42 peaks and 
27,000 ft of ascent. He plans to do all this in 24 hours and raise funds for the Patterdale Mountain Rescue, of 
which he is a member. If you would like to sponsor Peter or send a donation, please contact him at Youth Hostel, 
Greenside, Glenridding, 

 
Some modernisation came to Helvellyn hostel in the 1990s: the bed capacity was reduced from 74 to 64 about 1990 
and an extra seating area was created at the base of the stairs in 1996. Two years later the beds were refurbished and 
extensive work to fire-proof all the walls and doors in dormitories was undertaken, an improvement that also offered 
enhanced sound-proofing. 
 
Dave Bridgwood moved from Beverley hostel to run Helvellyn in 1998, and had to contend with a general falling-off 
of trade that had started in 1990, one that took much effort to reverse. At the end of 1999 winter opening times at 
several hostels were reduced, including at Helvellyn. A low point came in 2001, when youth hostels everywhere, but 
especially in the Lake District and North Pennines, were hit very hard by the foot and mouth outbreak. Overnights 
dipped to under 4,000 in that year, but soon made a recovery and were almost 8,000 by 2007, by which time Dave 
Smith was managing Helvellyn. 
 
In 2010 Mark Burns-Cassell moved north from YHA Blaxhall, but the hostel underwent a series of changes of 
management structure in quick succession after that. YHA experimented with a dual-hostel manager arrangement 
jointly with Patterdale, under Robin Whitwham, and considered the possibility of closing either hostel, first 
Helvellyn in 2011 and then Patterdale in 2014, as it assessed the need for such a wealth of hostels in the Lake 
District. However, both subsequently proved their continuing worth, with considerable increases in overnights and 
improvements to each hostel’s infrastructure. Both hostels reverted to single management in 2014, Helvellyn with 
new manager Aaron Jones. When Aaron left to run Borrowdale hostel in 2019 
 
While the future of these hostels was under consideration, YHA’s internal online Bulletin issued in December 2011 
announced that the neighbouring pair both had received ‘mini makeovers’ – modest ‘sparkle’ projects of 
improvements. In both hostels the washrooms were looking tired and not unlike old school or club shower rooms. 
Customer feedback and scores had been low and the decision was taken to invest a small sum of money on sprucing 
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up to help in the short term. This included three washrooms and the dining room flooring at Helvellyn. Further 
improvements followed in quick succession with a re-arrangement of staff and public rooms in the newer 1978 
development, an enlarged dining space, newly equipped games room, and a considerable enhancement of the public 
areas under the Springboard scheme, including a refreshed reception and the Hole in the Wall café-bar. The guest 
capacity of the hostel was raised to 70 in 2016, utilising 18 bedrooms in a mixture of sizes and configurations. There 
is camping space for five people, the pitches affording stunning views over the Patterdale valley.  
 
A fascinating display of old photographs and information about the Glenridding mines is on show at Helvellyn hostel. It 
describes how mining in the Lake District started many hundreds of years ago, with a major expansion during Elizabeth I’s 
reign, when German expertise was employed. Mining continued almost continually in the region up to 1992 when the Force 
Crag Mine near Keswick closed. Amongst the hundred or so mines in the Lakes, Greenside was the largest, most important and 
most influential mine.  
 

Mining started at Greenside around 1700; its heyday was from 1825 until final closure in 1962. In its time it became one of the 
world’s most famous mines and played a major part in the Test Ban Treaty, which was being negotiated during the late 1950s. It 
was a mine that always used the latest technology, which was quite remarkable for such a remote area. It became the first metal 
mine in the UK to use electric winding machinery at the top of Smiths shaft and to use an underground electric locomotive.  
 

Lead ingots from Greenside have been raised from a sunken boat off the South Carolina coast in America, It appears that the 
ship was trying to run through the Union blockade and the lead was being used to supply the Southern states, as well as the 
North.  
 

The impact that the mine had on the local area was immense. The whole fabric of Patterdale, Glenridding and Hartsop revolved 
around the mine; at times it gave employment to 300 people and even during the 1950s when it was being run down, 100 
people were still employed directly by the mine and this was without all the ancillary industries. The area supported much social 
activity: May Days, Rose Queens, Choir, Horticultural Society, Dramatic Society, Hunt Balls with over 600 people sitting down 
to a five course dinner, all now gone. Once Greenside closed, there was nothing to keep people in the area and they had to move 
away for employment.  
 
Between 2013 and 2019 Helvellyn consistently broke overnights records, finally achieving over 11,000 in 2019. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1947-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

*: 17 month period; +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping  
          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
… … … … … … … 734 3358 3803 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
4087 3922 4134 4114 4107 4459 4032 4591 5500 5639 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
5560 5646 6142 5574 5831 5877 5809 5789 7219 6365 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
6741 7257 6808 7351 7484 8056 6608 2709 3427 7640 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
7642 7471 5893 5874 6446 7798 7057 8021 8205 8533 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
7921 6449 8724* 5688 5486 5305 5966 6747 6726 6794 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
7164 3773 6463 6591 6515 6043 7080 7921 7800 7984 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
7358 7655 7904 8582 9245+ 10293+ 10815+ 10898+ 10889+ 11623+ 
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Modern images of YHA Helvellyn, May 2017 – photographs by the author. 

 1: the approach to YHA Helvellyn from the steep track leading up from Glenridding village. The hostel is in the dip to the left, 
while the track leads straight on to the car park, the mine workings and remaining industrial complex, and Helvellyn itself; 
2: contrast at the hostel entrance between a remnant of the waggonways once common here and the latest YHA signage; 

3: a wider view of the hostel entrance. The fire exit from the left (east) wing emerges from the top floor and dates from 1978; 
4: the emergency exit lies over the attractive tramway arch, the restricted height of which suggests a stooping quarryman; 

5: the ‘new’ wardens’ house of 1978, with garage and bike store to the side. The prisoners’ huts were once sited here;  
6: 1978 flat-roofed link and staff area; 7&8: car park and the industrial scene at the west end of the hostel 
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More images of YHA Helvellyn from May 2017 – photographs by the author. 

9: another view of the hostel’s front entrance. The floor above and the entire wing to the left are accommodation-based;  
10: the east flank of the hostel, with the steep fall to Glenridding Beck The tall extension is YHA’s wash and toilet block;  

11&12: different levels – the hostel approach is at first floor height while the ground floor is elevated at the rear of the hostel;  
15: lovely view to Ullswater, in the dip: the near-hidden hostel is middle left, in front of the darker trees  

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


