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Saltburn Youth Hostel     1937 to 1992 
 
Riftswood Hall, Victoria Road, Saltburn-by-the-Sea, Cleveland TS12 1JD 
Historic County:  
Yorkshire (North Riding)  

YHA Regions: Wear Tees & Eskdale, 
Border & Dales, North 

GR: NZ 662204 

 
Riftswood Hall, in the small Victorian seaside resort of Saltburn-by-the-Sea, is a large, impressive villa built in 1902 
by William Eden Walker, an Iron Master and founder of the Redcar Iron Works that were eventually purchased by 
Dorman, Long and Company in 1916. Shortly after the death of Walker, Riftswood was purchased by Mr Bernard 
Eaton, the owner of furniture shops in Middlesbrough.  
 
The building is backed by extensive grounds and the wooded ravine of Riftswood. The Grade II listed property is 
described on the British Listed Buildings website as of irregular H-plan, with extensions, in a Domestic Revival style, 
and of brick with bright red terracotta dressings and roofs of plain tiles with brick chimneys. 
 
In 1937 YHA’s Wear, Tees and Eskdale group bought Riftswood Hall freehold for £1,500. It was the first of six 
hostels before the war to receive support from the King George Jubilee Trust, which provided £1,000 towards the 
purchase. In the next three years, Ashton Keynes, Barnard Castle, Crowcombe, Malham and Walsingham hostels 
were granted similar benefits. More funding came from a government Special Areas Fund; Saltburn was one of eight 
youth hostels to benefit from this 1930s fund to help open facilities in areas of high unemployment, the others being 
Alston, Barnard Castle, Borrowdale, Crickhowell, Edmundbyers, Langdon Beck and Llantwit Major.  
 

 
Ivy and vegetation proliferate in this pre-war postcard view. The original image may indeed date from even before YHA’s 

acquisition, as a 1937 YHA publication and later portrayals invariably show a more manicured scene. The Greetings caption is a 
reminder that Saltburn ranked as an important seaside destination for trips from the industrial north-east towns (YHA Archive) 

 
The hostel opened to members on 5th June 1937; on the same day the deeds were vested in the YHA Trust. An 
official opening followed on 24th July 1937, led by Sir Charles Trevelyan, Lord Lieutenant of the County and very 
closely involved with YHA’s Northumberland and Tyneside Region from 1931. Lady Trevelyan, a keen YHA 
supporter herself and responsible for coining the unusual hostel name of Once Brewed on Hadrian’s Wall, also 
attended. 
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1: early hostel membership-card stamp; 2: the main hall and staircase – pre-war postcard;  

3: Edwardian splendour in the grand common room – pre-war postcard; 4: a sketch map and essential information as shown in 
Youth Hostels in Yorkshire and Durham, YHA’s regional guide to hostels, published in 1939 (author’s collection) 

 
The YHA’s Rucksack Magazine of mid-Summer 1937 added further detail: 

The grounds comprise about one and a quarter acres, with a grass lawn in front of the house, bordered by 
shrubbery, and with a private path into Saltburn woods, by which the grounds are bounded. From the windows 
there is a fine view of the sea cliffs, and the general situation of Riftswood Hall is delightful, secluded, yet in the 
town and adjacent to the sea.  
 

Although not expressly designed as a youth hostel, the building lends itself to conversion into one of the most 
attractive youth hostels in the country, and it is sure to be appreciated by the growing body of members.  
It is hoped to enlist, to even greater extent than before, the support of educational bodies, local authorities, social 
welfare workers, and young people’s organisations, who realise that physical fitness is a necessary foundation for a 
healthy mind and body. The YHA exists to serve youth, and is ready and willing to help existing organisations 
concerned with the welfare of youth.  
 

Although the Saltburn hostel is probably the largest and most ambitious scheme which the Wear, Tees and 
Eskdale Group has yet undertaken, it starts with the advantage of the practical experience gained from the 
popular Whitby and Castleton hostels, with which it will form a chain. A sum of £500 is needed to complete the 
purchase of the building for essential alterations and adaptations, and a further sum of £200 to complete the 
furnishing of the building is required.  
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In the pioneering years of the YHA it was commonplace for new youth hostels to open in a hurry, with limited 
facilities and bed capacity; improvements caught up as and when finances would allow. Bertha Gough was an 
important figure in recording such details in her invaluable diary of unfolding YHA events, from her base on 
Merseyside. She wrote of a visit to Saltburn hostel on 16th-17th October 1937, its first year of operation, when only 
40 of the projected 70 beds were available: 

Northern Advisory Board meeting at Saltburn. There was a good exhibition of Calor Gas given by the firm who 
makes it. Winnie had not booked so there was no bed for her, so I took my three blankets and our palliasses and 
we went up in an attic (which we had to ourselves) and made up a bed for two on the floor. It was quite 
comfortable. The hostel was a fine building but is not yet fitted up properly as a hostel. We saw a preview of ‘The 
Magic Shilling’ which is certainly a better film than ‘Youth Hails Adventure’. 

 

 
Dormitory scene at Saltburn hostel (image courtesy of Tony and Cath Lynn) 

 
With the outbreak of war the hostel managed to keep functioning briefly, but only up to January 1940. From that 
point there was no operation for the remainder of the hostilities; the military requisitioned the house and for a time 
members of the HQ Company Signals, 12th Battalion West Yorkshire Regiment, were billeted there.  
 
The 1946 handbook expressed a hope that the hostel might reopen, but as so often in those difficult times any 
return to normal service was delayed through that year and the next by the need for heavy repairs and the difficulties 
in obtaining permission and materials for them. Riftswood Hall finally reopened on 15th April 1948.  In the post-
war period Mr and Mrs S Bayliss were the wardens; they were well established and stayed until 1959. After a brief 
interim period of a few months in 1960 when Mr and Mrs Johnston held the reins, Tom and Megan Luckett took 
over and remained until 1966, when they moved on to Grinton Lodge hostel.  
 
Tony and Cath Lynn have been closely involved with the hostel in the post-war years. Tony remembers: 

Our first memories of the hostel were in the early 1950s when the warden invited local people and members of 
the local cycling club to Saturday night get-togethers.  
 

During the late 1950s we became friendly with the resident wardens Tom and Meg Luckett. They had two sons 
one of whom went on to play drums in the Black Dyke Mills Band. Cath was called on to help cook breakfast 
when Meg was incapacitated, and she has never forgotten the experience of frying 60 eggs simultaneously on a 
hot plate of the Esse Cooker. Saltburn Photographic Society held some of their meetings in the youth hostel 
during the 1960s. The blazing fire in the common room created havoc with slide shows.  

 
In 1965 there was a major reorganisation and merging of YHA’s boundaries, when the tiny Wear Tees and Eskdale 
region combined with Northumberland and Tyneside to create the Border and Dales region. It did not make much 

difference to the running of Saltburn hostel, as immediate matters still rested 
with dedicated volunteers at office level; it was one of the last areas of the 
YHA to be run in this way. Until the 1980s it remained a historical curiosity 
that Saltburn, Whitby, Keld and Grinton Lodge hostels were divorced from 
the rest of the Yorkshire region, and very close neighbours, through allegiance 
to the old WT and E.    

(1960s pin-badge and hostel stamp: author’s collection) 
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Post-war postcards. All known outdoor postcards of Riftswood Hall view the hostel from the extensive lawn and grounds on the 

east side, rather than from Victoria Road to the west. These images portray a well-maintained and prosperous hostel and 
probably date from the 1950s and 1960s. The bold Dutch gables are a prominent feature on all four faces of the building.  
Kevin Flanagan remembers that the cycle shed was in the cellar, accessed by precipitous open stone stairs (YHA Archive).  

 
Mr and Mrs WJ Shaw were the wardens from 1966 to 1971, overseeing the introduction of Field Study facilities in 
1970. Vi and Arthur Round took over from 1971 to 1972. Saltburn hostel was thriving in the 1970s, under the 
leadership of the Shaws, the Rounds and, from 1973, Joan and Ted Phenix. The annual overnight figures, which had 
been established at 4,000 or so since 1948, grew rapidly through this decade to 9,000, boosted by Field Studies for 
schools and a new departure for YHA, an Urban Studies room, provided in conjunction with Bede College, 
Durham in 1975.  
 
Mr and Mrs Phenix stayed for many busy years, until Triangle Magazine of May 1985 announced: 

Border and Dales wardens Ted and Joan Phenix have decided to retire after 11 years of excellent service at 
Saltburn. Their meals and Ted’s jovial welcome will be sadly missed. We welcome Hedley Hopkins and Sue Bate 
— both from Earl’s Court. 
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Photographs of folded plans of the ground, first and second floor layouts of Saltburn youth hostel in its final years,  

as prepared by the appeal group that aimed to save the hostel facility in 1990. The extensive grounds are  
to the top of the plans, and Victoria Road to the foot (by courtesy Tony and Cath Lynn)  
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The pattern of school use was changing, however, and the boom did not last. Overnights fell significantly in the early 
1980s, with a dip in 1984 to the low 5,000s. Concerns emerged about the viability of such a large hostel, even with a 
partial reversal of the decline in overnights up to 1990. Hedley Hopkins and Susan Bates, Ian Roe and finally 
Dominic White steered the hostel through its final years. The 1992 handbook advised that the hostel was for sale 
and might not be available. In its Spring 1992 issue Triangle Magazine claimed that Riftswood Hall was now sold, 
although 200 overnights were still registered after 1st March 1992. Over a year later, however, the hostel was briefly 
back on the market following a breakdown in the previous attempt to sell, according to YHA News of May 1993. 
 
Tony Lynn recalls the significant efforts of local people and supporters to save the hostel: 

News of the impending closure of Saltburn youth hostel came about in November 1990. Saltburn Residents 
Association formed a group, drew up a business plan and raised money to fight the closure plan; they were 
supported by the then sitting MP Richard Holt. The campaign was unsuccessful and the youth hostel closed. 
While the building stood empty thieves broke in and removed ornate fireplaces, doors, architraves and other 
fixings. The money collected to save the hostel was used to purchase and plant new trees on Glenside, replacing 
the trees which had died due to Dutch Elm disease.  
 

The property was eventually sold and divided into 3 homes. We have very many happy memories of youth 
hostelling, which often had very austere accommodation. It is interesting to see how many of the hostels have 
been updated providing many features now demanded by our present society but we note that bunk beds are still 
in use.  

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1937-1991: previous Oct to Sept;   1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993 
W: wartime closure 

•: between 1st October 1939 and 31st January 1940;   ••: after 1st March 1992  
          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … … 1544 3763 2516 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
189• W W W W W W W 4066 4887 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
5260 4950 5482 4607 3979 4197 4540 4065 4388 4963 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
3514 4158 3532 3104 3493 4526 4041 3607 3862 4011 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
5282 4723 4724 6977 8436 9799 8949 9018 7922 9044 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
7385 6570 6243 7191 5373 5560 open 6168 6544 7132 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
7521 5324 200•• … … … … … … … 

 

 
Hostel stamp, April 1989 
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