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YHA (England and Wales) 
  Youth Hostel Profile  

compiled by the Association’s volunteer archivist, John Martin, rev2020-01-01 
 

Youth Hostels in the Penzance and Land’s End Area of Cornwall 
at Lelant Downs, Land’s End, Hayle (Phillack) and Penzance   

 
There have been four youth hostels in the Penzance and Land’s End area. Lelant Downs was the first, a small 
accommodation hostel operating up to the war. Land’s End hostel opened on the brink of war, was requisitioned, 
but established again soon after hostilities. Hayle hostel was next, running from 1947 to the end of 1982. Penzance 
was the most recent acquisition, in 1949.  
 
At the tip of Cornwall, Land’s End and Penzance have between them contributed over 140 years of youth hostel 
provision. 
 
Lelant Downs Youth Hostel   1936 to 1940  
 
Gonew Viscoe, Lelant, Cornwall 
Historic County:  
Cornwall 

YHA Region:  
Devon & Cornwall  

GR: SW 519356 

 
Gonew Farm, or Gonew Viscoe, is a traditional stone, slate-roofed farmhouse extended to double width, with a 
further extension of a single storey to the east. At the time of the hostel the lane on which the farmhouse stands 
turned across the front of the building, but was later diverted to the western side. 
 

 
‘Trencrom, Lelant YHA’ was an alternative name for Gonew farmhouse when this postcard was published in the later 1930s 

(author’s collection) 
 

Lelant Downs youth hostel opened here in 1936, probably at Easter. A YHA Regional Guide of 1937 described it as 
a flower farm, though it is also known to have been a centre for flax growing. 
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Lelant hostel information and local hostels map from the Regional Guide of 1937 

 
Usage grew to a peak in 1938. The hostel is known to have operated into 1940, though the vicissitudes of running a 
hostel in a militarily sensitive area are reflected in the reduced numbers able to holiday here in the final year. The 
hostel closed at the end of that season. The warden was Barbara Kennard.  
 

 
Pigs laze under the wall in this more distant view of the farmhouse, marked ‘Lelant YHA’. Both postcards shown  

were published by Chapman of Dawlish, and appear to have been photographed on the same day (author’s collection) 
 
The farmhouse seems to have been left empty or used a store for a period after the war, but is now a private 
residence. 
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A remarkably crisp postcard of the common room at Lelant Downs. The building would appear to be the single-storey annexe to 

the right of the farmhouse in the previous view. The kitchen equipment seems to be brand new, but cupboards and shelves 
rather more ad hoc, as might be expected in pre-war accommodation hostels (author’s collection) 

 
 
Land’s End Youth Hostel     1939 to the present day  
 
Letcha Vean, St Just-in-Penwith, Penzance, Cornwall TR19 7NT 
Historic County:  
Cornwall 

YHA Regions:  
Devon & Cornwall, South-West, South 

GR: SW 364304 

 
Letcha Vean, a mile south of St Just-in-Penwith, was formerly a guest house. It was a generous freehold gift 

presented to YHA in 1938 by CV Thomas of Camborne, passing to the YHA Trust on 23rd 
January 1939, and opening in that year. At the end of the 1930s several youth hostels 
benefited from a National Fitness grant, a kind of precursor to Ministry of Education awards 
later on. Land’s End hostel was in line for one to help establish the facility, but the regional 
annual report for 1939 gave the news that the fund was cancelled because of the war.  
 
In 1940, Mr and Mrs Kennard, possibly related to Miss Barabara Kennard at Lelant, were 
wardens. Letcha Vean was established without the grant, though the hostel closed after just a 
few hundred overnights in 1940 and remained closed for the rest of the war. 

 
In his 1950 assessment of the growth of the YHA, Youth Hostel Story, Oliver Coburn wrote: 

The Regional Groups reached the end of the war with varying resources, for circumstances had distributed the 
wounds of war most unevenly. The worst-hit Regions were those in the coastal and reception areas. The 
preparations both against and for an invasion required restrictions on entry into coastal areas; so that Regions 
with territory on the coast went through two periods when holiday-makers had very little chance of visiting their 
hostels.  
Of Devon and Cornwall, typical of Regions in the reception areas (besides being on the coast); a member wrote 
in 1943:  
‘The army and air force, schools, refugee committees and private folks, all thought Youth Hostels were desirable 
refuges, and our buildings got commandeered. Land’s End Hostel was taken, and a dozen kiddies of all ages from 
4 to 14 were sent there unescorted, leaving the wardens to attend to all their physical needs and prevent them 
falling over Cape Cornwall. By the time billeting officials and their friends had finished with us, we only had a 
few isolated hostels left.’  
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These early YHA postcards indicate that the porch extension on the north side was provided some time between issues.  

The first card is in the series of sketches by Frank Richards, from the early post-war years (author’s collection) 
 
The hostel reopened on 1st May 1946. Women were housed in three smaller 8-bed dormitories within the house, 
while the warden lived in the more-or-less self-contained section at the south end of the building. The main 
outbuilding seems to date from early in YHA’s ownership, though it does not appear on the first postcard above. For 
many years it was the men’s dormitory, holding 24 beds. This arrangement was altered in 1999, with the removal of 
the manager’s quarters to the outbuilding and all hostellers now housed in the main building. A curiosity remained, 
in that there was no through route upstairs between the sleeping quarters in the main section and those in the 
former manager’s house. This was put right in 2012.  
 
Other changes have been made over time with the addition of a ground-floor annexe built by YHA, now housing a 
downstairs bedroom, and with altered washing and self-catering arrangements. An ever-present in most views of the 
hostel is the large and useful conservatory. Two caravans are used as staff accommodation. The hostel has recently 
been tastefully refurbished, and camping including a bell-tent has developed for 12 people in the hostel grounds. 
 
For many years up to the late 1970s the wardens at Land’s End were almost-regulation married couples. There was a 
succession of them in the late 1940s, the Bealings, the Sherrards and the Mays. The Reddicks were in post for most 
of the 1950s, with the Fletchers in 1959 only. The following years saw almost a roll-call of the most respected 
wardens in the South-west: the Kellys, the Andrewes and the Fairgrieves, with Mr and Mrs DC Smith taking over in 
1967. They stayed until 1978. David Greenough followed in 1979 and Brian Wood in 1984.  The Wrights and 
Katie Harris were among the managers bringing the hostel into the new century. Chris Nelson has been established 
at Letcha Vean for some years and brings the story up to date. 
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Land’s End hostel at Letcha Vean – 1: hostel wash day – note the new extension (1980 photograph by George Miller);  

2: main entrance; 3: view from the lawn; 4: hostel entrance and manager’s house (former men’s dormitory);  
5: next to the former men’s dorm is the cycle shed, fittingly robust for machines ready to tackle the John o’ Groats marathon;  

6: the hostel lies in the Cot Valley, close to the sea (2-6: author’s photographs, October 2013) 
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Hayle (Phillack)  Youth Hostel     1947 to 1982  
 
Riviere House, 20 Parc-an-Dix Lane, Phillack, Hayle, Cornwall TR27 5AB 
Historic County:  
Cornwall 

YHA Regions:  
Devon & Cornwall, South West  

GR: SW 562380 

 
Riviere House is a large Grade II-listed late Georgian 3-storey stone-built detached 
dwelling on the north bank of a subsidiary estuary flowing into the River Hayle. The 
house was built in 1791 for John Edwards, the manager of The Cornish Copper 

Company. Sir Compton Mackenzie lived here early in the twentieth century. Up to the time of the youth hostel 
Hayle and its environments were largely industrial, though the attractions of St Ives were close by.  
 

 
Hayle youth hostel: an unusual side view – photograph by YHA volunteer warden George Miller (author’s collection)  

 
The youth hostel opened on 1st June 1947, with Ted and Irene Holman as wardens. YHA purchased the property 
freehold for £3,275, with the aid of Ministry of Education grants, and the hostel was vested in the YHA Trust on 
25th August 1947. At first it was called Phillack, after a neighbouring locality, but the more sensible signature of 
Hayle was soon adopted.  
 

 
For 35 years YHA ran this trio of medium-sized to large hostels in the Penzance area, all capable of taking  
School Journey Parties. The staggered closing nights were a necessary compromise between the needs of  

hostellers and wardens – from the YHA 1959 Handbook (YHA Archive)  
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For a short time Hayle hostel attracted roughly the same number of hostellers as Penzance, but soon it fell a long way 
behind in popularity. Married couple wardens predominated: the Sambells and the Deakins in the 1950s, the 
Moores, Crossinghams and Andrewes in the 1960s, while the Williams and Robert Sutton saw the hostel through 
its final ten years or so. It was little recorded and received few comments in the YHA press. The effects of a national 
recession and the sudden downturn in trade compared with Penzance and Land’s End hostels at the beginning of 
the 1980s no doubt contributed to its downfall. It closed in December 1982. 
 
Riviere House is still a landmark, its distinctive raised position and hipped roof being clearly visible from the railway 
on the river’s opposite bank. 

 

 
 

 
 

 
Three YHA postcards of the youth hostel at Phillack. The first shows Riviere House from the riverbank,  

a scene much obscured nowadays by dense vegetation (author’s collection) 
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Penzance Youth Hostel     1949 to the present day  
 
Castle Horneck, Alverton, Penzance, Cornwall TR20 8TF 
Historic County:  
Cornwall 

YHA Regions:  
Devon & Cornwall, South West, South 

GR: SW 457302 

 
Castle Horneck is a Grade-II listed (1974) early Georgian manor house in landscaped gardens, with sweeping views 
of Mounts Bay. The British Listed Buildings website lists its main features: 

Late 18th and early 19th century. Large house. Main south-east façade granite ashlar, 2 storeys and basement. 5 
windows – the centre 3 break forward with pediment. Modillion eaves cornice. Sashes without glazing bars, 
keyblocks. Chamfered quoins. 
Central doorway with rusticated architrave and cornice, bridged over basement well with iron railings. Slate 
hipped roof. North-east elevation, stuccoed 2 storeys 9 windows, sashes without glazing bars, Doric open porch 
off centre, open pediment with panelled roof soffit, semi-circular fanlight, iron railings. The south-west elevation 
is slate hung.  

 

 
Penzance youth hostel – an early postcard (author’s collection) 

 
Castle Horneck stands one mile from Penzance on the site of the ruins of a Norman castle that once occupied high 
ground overlooking the town and where influential families had lived for centuries. 
 
The youth hostel opened on 1st July 1949. It was purchased freehold for £2,750, with a grant from the Ministry of 
Education, and assigned to the YHA Trust on 24th November of that year.  Over 2 acres of ground were included. 
 
BBC Domesday Project: 1986 child’s account of Penzance hostel 

The Youth Hostel is a good place to stay in. To stay in Castle Horneck with meals it is not much money. For 
breakfast you pay £1.40, for a lunch pack you pay 95p and for supper you pay £1.80. To stay without meals if you 
are over 5 and under 16 you pay £2.25. If you are over 16 you pay £2.80.If you are over 21 you pay £3.40. Add the 
food money onto your age group money and that’s what you pay to stay with meals.                                 
There are 9 dormitories. In dormitories there are bunk beds. There are male and female dormitories. Castle 
Horneck is open all year except February when they paint and clean the hostel. They have a shop and a special 
kitchen for people who cook their own food, also a cafeteria.      

 
In 1987 the hostel was refurbished. The 2002 YHA Handbook suggested that the hostel might close, but Castle 
Horneck has gone on to earn a major refit in 2009. There are now 101 beds. Usage at both Land’s End and Penzance 
has increased steadily over 7 decades, and notably very recently. 
 
There is well-developed camping on the historic bowling green at the hostel. The manager’s house and other staff 
accommodation lies in the grounds. 
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 7  8  
1: the original grand entrance, approached by a bridge over a deep basement well. A true youth hostel scene of some 40 years 

ago, with socks hanging out to dry – photograph by YHA volunteer warden George Miller (author’s collection);  
2: fossilised limestone flagstones in the basement originate from Normandy and may well be part of the early Norman keep;  

3&4: recent refurbishment; 5: the side portico, now the main entrance; 6: quiet corner; 7: manager’s house; 8: stamp  
(2-7: author’s photographs, October 2013) 



 10 

The first wardens at Penzance were Mr and Mrs Davidson, but they stayed only into a second season, when Mr and 
Mrs Betts took over. After six years, they were replaced by Mr and Mrs CR Beck before they in turn moved to the 
new hostel at Beer. The Robinsons arrived in 1961, to establish a settled period of twelve years at Penzance. Mr and 
Mrs Anthony Andrewes, who had the distinction of managing the full trio of Land’s End, Hayle and Penzance 
hostels, took up the post in 1974, and Mr and Mrs Fairgrieve, another distinguished name, in 1975. Paul Kavanagh 
arrived in the early 1990s and has steered the hostel through increasing success to the present day. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1936-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

†: Lelant Downs Hostel;   ∆: Land’s End Hostel;   §: Hayle Hostel;   ¶: Penzance Hostel 
W: Wartime closure; *: 17 month period; +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping 

          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … 1444† 1872† 2304† 1439† 
… … … … … … … … … 1615∆ 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
319† … … … … … … … … … 
379∆ W∆ W∆ W∆ W∆ W∆ 4268∆ 5532∆ 5792∆ 4666∆ 

… … … … … … … 3555§ 6083§ 6702§ 
… … … … … … … … … 2764¶ 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
4245∆ 4219∆ 4219∆ 3969∆ 3686∆ 3732∆ 3340∆ 3246∆ 3269∆ 3629∆ 
6745§ 6203§ 6112§ 6042§ 5385§ 5950§ 5309§ 5755§ 5469§ 5632§ 
5265¶ 6259¶ 6698¶ 6900¶ 6139¶ 6341¶ 6358¶ 6713¶ 6793¶ 6775¶ 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
3619∆ 3870∆ 3867∆ 3691∆ 3839∆ 4930∆ 4886∆ 4997∆ 4808∆ 5092∆ 
4873§ 4995§ 5452§ 4840§ 5092§ 5764§ 6142§ 5212§ 6545§ 6290§ 
6050¶ 6700¶ 7761¶ 8328¶ 7431¶ 8642¶ 8157¶ 7680¶ 6980¶ 7378¶ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
5369∆ 5514∆ 5794∆ 5996∆ 5846∆ 5821∆ open∆ 5533∆ 4826∆ 5160∆ 
6224§ 6144§ 5795§ 5793§ 6964§ 6840§ open§ 5685§ 5681§ 6298§ 
7807¶ 7814¶ 9119¶ 10298¶ 10309¶ 10660¶ open¶ 10750¶ 11443¶ 12455¶ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
5178∆ 5544∆ 4684∆ 5120∆ 5321∆ 5410∆ 6196∆ 6213∆ 6793∆ 6363∆ 
5939§ 4040§ 3459§ 157§ … … … … … … 

13055¶ 13941¶ 13738¶ 12606¶ 13882¶ 14264¶ 14761¶ 14785¶ 15530¶ 16778¶ 
          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
6823∆ 6019∆ 5368*∆ 4964∆ 5626∆ 6239∆ 6266∆ 5416∆ 5351∆ 5393∆ 
16816¶ 16081¶ 16594*¶ 13038¶ 13827¶ 13919¶ 15101¶ 15127¶ 15557¶ 14974¶ 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
5218∆ 4297∆ 4819∆ 5011∆ 4837∆ 4998∆ 4746∆ 5011∆ 4158∆ 5483∆ 
13624¶ 14346¶ 16111¶ 16290¶ 15687¶ 16330¶ 15190¶ 15983¶ 14556¶ 14524¶ 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
4992∆ 6340+∆ 6425+∆ 5792+∆ 6021+∆ 6456+∆ 6992+∆ 7396+∆ 7362+∆ 8349+∆ 
18131¶ 20412¶ 18751¶ 20156¶ 20714+¶ 21464+¶ 22375+¶ 22167+¶ 21706+¶ 20855+¶ 

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


