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Langdon Beck Youth Hostel (original)   1938 to 1958 
 
Langdon Beck, Forest-in-Teesdale, Barnard Castle, Co. Durham 
Historic County: Durham  YHA Region: Wear Tees & Eskdale  GR:  NY 860304 
 
The Wear, Tees and Eskdale Region of the YHA was one of the Association’s smallest and least wealthy bodies 
before the maps were redrawn in 1965. Nevertheless, it was able to produce in YHA’s first decade its own purpose-
built hostel at Langdon Beck, near High Force. The project was no doubt inspired by similar examples in 
neighbouring regions, at Bellingham and (partially) Once Brewed in Northumberland and Tyneside, and at Eskdale 
in the Lakes.  Specially built hostels in West Riding’s Malham and the Lakes’ Borrowdale were also being planned at 
this stage. 
 
There was a premature reference to the new hostel in the 1937 Handbook, hoping that it could be complete for 
Whitsuntide 1937. By the time of the Autumn 1937 edition of Rucksack plans for Langdon Beck were outlined, in 
readiness for 1938.  The hostel was opened at Easter (March) in that year.  
 

 
Plans for the new hostel at Langdon Beck, Forest-in-Teesdale (Rucksack, Autumn 1937) 
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The site was suggested by the Group’s President, Lord Barnard, and the land leased from him from 1st April 1937 
for a peppercorn rent of £1pa, initially for 50 years. This arrangement was vested in the YHA Trust from 1940. The 
hostel was a straight-forward design by Stephen H Clarke of a two-storey flat-roofed stone building at the centre, 
with single-storey cedar-wood wings to either side and to the rear. It was built thanks in large measure to a Special 
Areas government grant for the hostel of £1,000. The scheme benefited YHA in the mid to late 1930s by providing 
for nine new or improved hostels in areas of great unemployment: County Durham, Cumberland, Teesside and 
Glamorgan; Edmundbyers and Barnard Castle hostels were similar local examples. At Langdon Beck there were beds 
for 17 men and 17 women, and the hostel was designed for summer use, though at first winter hostelling was 
allowed by special arrangement. Camping was permitted. No meals were provided, but there was a store at the 
hostel. An early illustration shows that the central block was at first of bare stonework, but this was soon rendered. 
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Two views of the first hostel at Langdon Beck. 

1: a rare postcard view of the hostel in apparently benign weather. Some of the shutters first provided are missing (author’s 
collection); 2: this wintry view accentuates the frequently harsh conditions in Upper Teesdale. For some reason, the upper 

windows are blanked off – possibly as a wartime blackout precaution (YHA Archive) 
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WTE Region always depended very heavily on voluntary work forces to assist with its limited income; this was the 
case, for differing reasons, at either end of the original hostel’s career of 21 seasons. One such volunteer at the 
beginning was Sunderland Committee secretary Leslie Smith, who remembered the preparations for the first night 
in 1938: 

We slept on the floor, lit the first fire and got the furniture into position. Everyone was very proud of the Forest-
in-Teesdale hostel. 

 
Langdon Beck hostel operated during each year of the war. Despite the exigencies of the time, improvements were 
still being made in 1943. The capacity rose to 40 beds, and a record year of over 3,000 bednights was achieved in 
1949, conforming to a general growth spurt within YHA. In the 1950s, usage fell steeply to only half that figure, 
though the hostel was still often fully booked in the summer, especially by Sunderland hikers.  
 

 
 
The hostel came to a dramatic end on 1st November 1958. This was to be the final night of the season, but during 
the day the building caught fire and was almost completely demolished. A contemporary press account described the 
blaze as spectacular. The fire was believed to have started at the back of the hostel, possibly from a gas ring left alight 
in the kitchen. December’s Youth Hosteller Magazine (below) described the events of that day, but was unable to 
outline any plans for a replacement, while January’s (next page) was hopeful of a resurrection, but made an appeal for 
funds to supplement the insurance cover.   
 

 
Above: from Youth Hosteller, December 1958. Next page: from Youth Hosteller, January 1959. 

 
The hostel here stands at 1260ft / 384m. Other YHA premises to make it into the record books at different times 
have been Skiddaw House, Cumberland (1540ft / 469m), Windgather Cottage, Cheshire (1188ft / 362m) and 
Storey Arms, Brecknockshire (1453ft / 443m). 
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 3  4  
Langdon Beck aftermath. 1&2: those inspecting the damage were probably committee members. The presence of the  

rescued triangle hints at an early determination to rebuild. Building material from the original central section was retained  
and incorporated into the second hostel (photograph by kind permission of Chris Sainty);    

3&4: when Pat Packham visited the site of the old hostel in 1959 she found only a shell. Her walking party, which was  
booked to stay here, somehow became a working party. Provisions were extremely spartan; tents and sleeping bags  

for them had been sent to the Langdon Beck Hotel. These we erected in front of the hostel gate to which a sign had been 
attached – Hostel Out of Order. Most of her party washed under a tap (photographs by kind permission of Pat Packham) 



 5 

Langdon Beck Youth Hostel (rebuilt)   1965 to present 
 
Langdon Beck, Forest-in-Teesdale, Barnard Castle, Co. Durham DL12 0XN 
Historic County: Durham YHA Regions: Wear Tees & Eskdale, 

Border & Dales, North 
GR:  NY 860304 

 
Langdon Beck was without a youth hostel for six seasons, while rebuilding was planned, funded and implemented. 
The Youth Hosteller for August 1962 gave this interim report: 

RISING FROM THE ASHES 
RECONSTRUCTION at Langdon Beck hostel continues. During last winter, building work was virtually 
impossible in the higher areas of the Pennines, but since Easter things have really been moving.  
The fuel store is now finished and can be used for storing tools and providing shelter for people working on the 
site. It is hoped to have the cycle shed ready soon, so that the coal bunkers of the old hostel, which are at present 
used for storage, can be demolished.  
The camping site has been extended and conditions improved generally. One family have camped and worked at 
Langdon Beck for a week, and there have been week-end campers both from Wear, Tees and Eskdale Region and 
from other parts of the country. Passing ramblers often call to see how the work is progressing. On Whit 
Monday the local MP, Mr J Boyden, looked in while on a walk in the area with his wife. Another development 
was the organizing of a working party by a local club, the Cleveland Ramblers. They made a start on the job of 
carting stone from the old building at Cow Green, two and a half miles away.  
Contributions towards the cost of the new hostel continue to come in. These have included sums put in the 
collecting-box models of the proposed hostel, and a handsome donation of fifteen guineas from the 
Middlesbrough Junior Naturalists Society.  
Helpers are still needed on the site for the rest of this summer and autumn. The Regional Secretary of Wear, 
Tees and Eskdale will be glad to hear from volunteers.  
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 3  4  
Langdon Beck rebuilding work, 1964. 1: looking west along the courtyard; the light-coloured hut was the later ‘improved’ 
working party accommodation; 2: looking the opposite way, to the hostel entrance; 3&4: the hostel nearing completion.  

Old stone from the fire ruin was cleaned and reused, but fresh supplies were carried from old buildings over two miles away. 
The hostel was constructed mainly by volunteer labour accommodated on a special camping site, and with considerable help 

from Messrs Dorman Long, Teesside (photographs by permission of John Gray, building supervisor to the voluntary work forces) 
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The new hostel was officially opened on 5th June 1965, though operations probably started the previous month. 
The July 1965 issue of Youth Hosteller outlined the occasion: 
 

 
 
There was much publicity to be gained for YHA from the classical allusion to Phoenix rising from the ashes. A 
plaque within the building shows the mythical creature, the date 1965 and the Latin inscription Ex Cinere Resurrexi 
(I arise from the ashes) while a pattern of cast plate unique to Langdon Beck hostel adorns the outside of the 
building. These mementoes are still displayed at the hostel. They are shown below, along with two versions of the 
one-inch pin badges popular in the 1960s. That on the left was issued to work parties during the construction (de 
cinere ad resurgendum: from the ashes to the resurrection), while that on the right was the later version issued to 
hostellers. 
 

    
 
The new Langdon Beck hostel maintained the original capacity of 34, but a meals service was now available. It was 
extensively refurbished during 1988-89 to provide enhanced accommodation all year. Full central heating and 
carpeting, new furnishings and improved washrooms were provided.  Ewan Boyd was manager for many years either 
side of the millennium, and helped put the hostel at the forefront of ecological development as a centre for 
environmental education and sustainable living. It had its own wind generator, solar panels and sewage reed bed, and 
thus heralded further similar developments such as at Eskdale and Lockton hostels. Ewan maintained that, up to the 
time of his leaving about 2008, there had only ever been three managers at Langdon Beck since 1938. Jamie 
Normington followed, then Angela Cockburn from 2013. Timothy Baitson has recently taken the reins. 
 
Pat Packham offers this recollection from her Cycling Tour in Northern England, August 1965: 

The lady warden said: A female! We do not very often see one here. 
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Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1938-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

¶: original hostel;    ∆: rebuilt hostel;    ^: the 24 bednights were in October 1958 
*: 17 month period;    +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping  

          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … … … 820¶ 786¶ 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
893¶ 1270¶ 1745¶ 1977¶ 2579¶ 2587¶ 2013¶ 2148¶ 2807¶ 3113¶ 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
2483¶ 2135¶ 1602¶ 1501¶ 1360¶ 1614¶ 1606¶ 1495¶ 1629¶ 24¶^ 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
… … … … … 2555∆ 3959∆ 3706∆ 3741∆ 4123∆ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
4572∆ 3585∆ 4790∆ 4325∆ 4798∆ 4532∆ 4986∆ 4524∆ 4356∆ 4045∆ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
3675∆ 3109∆ 2746∆ 2781∆ 3137∆ 2625∆ open∆ 2457∆ 2780∆ 2261∆ 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
3252∆ 2782∆ 3491*∆ 2696∆ 2419∆ 2800∆ 2434∆ 2429∆ 2880∆ 3452∆ 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
2666∆ 2306∆ 2761∆ 2506∆ 3272∆ 3392∆ 3150∆ 2788∆ 1731∆ 1940∆ 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
1948∆ 2785+∆ 2559+∆ 2776+∆ 3003+∆ 3856+∆ 3985+∆ 4133+∆ 4292+∆ 4468+∆ 

 

     
 

     
Modern images of Langdon Beck youth hostel (author’s photographs, August 2008) 

. 
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