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Slate quarrying began on the cliffs south of Tintagel in the early 14th Century and ended just before the Second
World War. The slate was exported from Tintagel Haven and later from boats moored along
Penhallic Point. In its former life, the stone building that now houses the youth hostel served as
the office and master’s or blacksmith’s house of Long Grass quarry on Dunderhole (a corruption
of thunderhole) Point. This was the last working quarry on the Tintagel coast and closed in 1937.
Today, all that remains of the workings is the waste scree from the slate dressing floors that litters
the cliff face below the hostel.
In his YHA Memoirs, former Regional Secretary Charles Allen named the workings as the Cliff Face Quarries:
They were worked here on the face of the cliff overhanging the roaring sea below, into which many a quarry
worker fell, to be dashed to his death on the rocks. At a point just past the hostel buildings, on the cliffside, can
still be seen the quarry cuttermen’s shed, where the slate was brought from the quarry face to be cut into the
required sizes for building use. Following one more death the authorities made a forced closure of the quarries,
and at the outbreak of war, with the scheme for flying aircraft from America to England for war purposes, the
quarry buildings were taken over by the Air Ministry.
This was to establish a Radar Control for incoming planes from the USA that were being supplied to this
country, before America’s entry into the war. The Air Ministry, to make habitation of the buildings possible,
brought in mains water supply, electricity and telephone lines, thus making it possible for the inhabitants to have
a fairly comfortable existence.

Though some of the remembered dates in Allen’s account were approximate after a passage of 30 years, he went on
to describe how, following the abandonment of the Tintagel site by the Air Ministry, Mr and Mrs Billington,
wardens of Otterham hostel in 1944-45, took over the original quarry office buildings as a weekend retreat for
themselves. It was while visiting them at Otterham, ten miles to the east of Tintagel, that Allen mentioned that
YHA was looking for properties on the North Cornish Coast and first heard of the Tintagel building.
Allen continues the story:
Then the Billingtons informed me that they would have to resign the wardenship of Otterham, as they were
moving to Penzance, and they would have no further use of the retreat at Dunderhole point. Mr Billington asked
me if I thought that the YHA would be interested in taking over the Dunderhole buildings from them. I went
with them to see the place, and not having any idea as to where the buildings were situated, I was quite surprised
to find them perched so close to the cliff edge.
I then arranged for members of the Plymouth Committee to visit Dunderhole, before making the final decision
as to whether we should take over the outstanding lease on the buildings, which was held by the Tintagel Church
Authorities, from the Billingtons. There was just one year to run on the existing lease, and to make certain of
getting hold of it, the YHA agreed to take this over and also entered immediately into negotiations with the
Church Authority for a new lease of 14 years. Unfortunately we were only able to obtain a seven-year lease, but
still, that was better than nothing, and the hostel proved to be a popular place from the word go. It was during
this seven-year period that the Church Authorities entered into an agreement whereby the National Trust took
over the whole of the cliffside paths in the coastline area. This included the Youth Hostel buildings, which now
of course made the Youth Hostel tenants of the Trust.

The hostel opened at Whitsun, 1947, and conditions in the first few months must have been spartan. The Church
Commissioners’ tenancy was dated from 1st July 1946. The National Trust tenancy started two years after opening
and was vested in the YHA Trust on 7th February 1949, as land and buildings.
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The first warden was Ernie Jones, who stayed until 1949 before moving to Lostwithiel to open the new hostel there.
Later he and his wife became wardens of their own adopted hostel at Truro. Charles Allen remembered taking him
to view the Tintagel buildings, before starting as warden:
There was a tremendous storm raging that day, the sea spray flying way over the building. One could hardly stand
on the cliff, so great was the force of the storm. Ernie was very quiet by the time we managed to get into the
building, and I was at length explaining that it was not always like this. I left him to settle in at the hostel for the
night, and I travelled back to Plymouth wondering all the way back whether Ernie would stay or not. Sure
enough, as I arrived at Glendower, the Plymouth office, the phone rang. It was Ernie, saying that he would not
take the job on at Tintagel, and that he wanted to return to London.
‘Well,’ I said, ‘It is quite impossible for me to travel back to Dunderhole tonight,’ and prevailed on him not to be
too hasty about leaving Tintagel. ‘Wait until the morning,’ I said, ‘you may have quite a different view on the
matter.’ Sure enough, the next morning it was ‘calm after the storm,’ the sea having abated and the wind a gentle
breeze. I let things stand for a day or two, expecting to hear from Ernie at anytime, with regard to his return
journey to London. When eventually I did contact him, he was full of the glorious sunsets that were falling away
over the Atlantic, and no mention was made of his not wishing to stay, and so he continued for a year or two.

A working party was arranged for Easter time, 1948. Much work was to be done in clearing the land of wartime wire
defences and filling in workings. To this day remnants of concrete bases can still be found in the surrounding area.
In the first years, Tintagel hostel consisted simply of two small low buildings joined
in an ‘L’ shape, with a curious trapezoidal timber attachment at the northern end,
hidden from view on almost all images and perhaps a wartime accommodation
extension. In modified form all these exist to the present day. Basic slate
outbuildings adorned the precipitous clifftop, and some survive. The most spacious of these, though still tiny, has
been used over the years as a store, probably a toilet block, separate two-bed accommodation known ironically as the
Honeymoon Suite and, since 2016, the volunteer’s base.

Frank Richards produced many fine sketch postcards for the Devon and Cornwall Region in the 1940s. This one shows Tintagel
hostel in its most basic form. In the far section was the common / dining room and self-catering kitchen. The hostel entrance is
thought to have been in the angle, while the warden’s accommodation was for many years in the further section of the long
wing. The men’s dormitory, served only by an outside route, was at the front of this wing. On the near end-gable wall appears to
be a pair of outside toilets, though a door to the men’s dorm was later put in here. The low wall was later reshaped to provide
more privacy for the warden, and later removed altogether. Hidden behind the common room wing was the odd-shaped hut
that has generally served for females until very recently. The hostel stayed very simple until the early 1970s (YHA Archive)

Mr C Hawkins followed Ernie Jones for a brief spell, then came ‘Nunks’ Powell, from 1950 to 1952, one of the most
travelled of YHA’s many charismatic wardens: he had already run the Northern Ireland YHA’s hostel at Bloody
Bridge, Co Down, and moved on to An Óige’s Knockree hostel, Co Wicklow, a loss to YHANI and An Óige's gain,
mourned the YHANI outfit. After his spell at Tintagel he moved east to Bigbury hostel, Devon, before spending
retirement at the seasonal Poldhu Cove hostel near the Lizard. Charles Allen described his impact and foresight:
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It was his first wardenship appointment for the YHA, but he set his stamp on this hostel as he did for all the
others that he wardened for the YHA. One still remembers the large signpost that he erected outside the hostel,
with pointer signs attached giving details of all the hostels within easy reach of Tintagel, and on one, pointing out
over the Atlantic was the word America, and marked with the nautical miles. This on many occasions was
checked by members and found to be correct. The hostel is still [1977] well used especially by foreign tourists,
who think the setting is perfect, and are ecstatic about the wonderful sunsets that are so often seen from it.
But ‘Nunks’ specials did not stop at the signpost: at the bottom of the same post were two biscuit tins, the covers
of which had been cut out and glass inserted. Through this lid one could read the notice to members with
instructions: A. Not to disturb the warden. B. If you had not booked in advance, you were to take a card from the
first box, leaving your membership card in the second box. The message on the card said that leaving your
membership card would be accepted as a booking, and told you to be back by 5pm. The number of such cards left
in the first box was governed by the number of beds that were unbooked at 10am on that day. If on arrival a
member found that all the cards had been taken from the first box, there would be revealed a fixed notice which
said, ‘Sorry, member, but it is always advisable to book in advance especially during July and August. Better luck
next time’ – ‘Nunks’ the Warden.

The idea for on-the-spot booking with numbered cards was prescient; YHA used a similar scheme extensively in the
1980s-90s period. As for pre-booking at such a busy hostel, Rucksack magazine of May-June 1956 offered this advice,
and the Otterham hostel story came almost full circle:
As Tintagel is a small hostel and bookings are very heavy for the peak period, it is suggested that when booking
for Tintagel you should insert Otterham as an alternative. This will ensure that you will obtain accommodation
in the area – the warden will automatically redirect bookings to Otterham.

This of course was before the opening of Boscastle hostel in 1962. Otterham hostel survived to 1965.
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Tintagel hostel about the time of ‘Nunks’ Powell. 1: Postcard. The little hostel had now lost the door in the common room wing
in favour of a window and gained a little dark-creosoted weather-resistance. The larger outbuilding has seen many uses;
at this time it was probably the toilet and washroom facilities. The once-famous international signpost stands prominent;
2: signpost close-up from the cover of Rucksack magazine, March-April 1952 (YHA Archive)

After Mr Powell came Mr Toole in 1953 and Mr Deacon in 1955. It was during the latter’s time that Gerald Riches
became a hostel help, almost by accident. He described the experience in Youth Hosteller magazine of September
1958. For him it was a happy, unexpected, two-month period working as assistant warden in those early days:
When I arrived in the course of a walking tour the warden told me that he was trying to get an assistant to help
with the heavy bookings in August and September. I wrote to the regional secretary offering my services. His
reply came by return of post: start as soon as I liked.
So began the days I shall never forget; of rising at dawn and walking out onto the cliff top to blow the dregs of
sleep from my eyes in a tearing wind from the wide Atlantic, of brisk, happy work setting the long tables, filling
teapots from a vast iron kettle, and ladling platefuls of porridge from a yet vaster pot – a task requiring both
judgment and tact. Then toast – relays of toast. Cut, brown, turn over: cut again, with one eye on your fingers
and one on the darkening slices.
My senior, the permanent warden, attended to the subtler branches of the culinary art, He poached the eggs,
grilled the bacon, and fried the pilchards or turned them into fish cakes.
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Another daily requirement, usually our last task at night, was the packed lunches. Eighty sandwiches was no
uncommon total, but always each hosteller’s packet was ready in time for his departure.
We could not have wished for nicer ‘customers’. They were mostly impecunious lads and lasses with energy and
simple tastes, willing to please and be pleased, and grateful for any little extra service we could do them.
Sometimes a family would arrive together. And again, we received a group of little delinquents from an approved
school, learning the discipline and co-operation under a strict yet genial scout-masterish type of man who
accompanied them.
My leisure time was in the middle of the day, when, the last rucksack having disappeared, the hostel swept and
tidy, and supper preparations not due to start until mid-afternoon, I would explore the neighbourhood or,
whenever weather permitted, go swimming.

Ted Wheat was manager from 1959 to 1969, and stayed on as winter caretaker for years afterwards. After a crowded
era in the 1950s, when annual overnights were generally above 3,000, fewer members stayed in the 1960s, reflecting
perhaps both the basic facilities on offer and the emergence of the new Boscastle hostel nearby. Pat Packham
observed during a cycling tour of 1964 that eight members of a youth club were using the tiny members’ kitchen that
was part of the common / dining room, no doubt to her discomfort.
By the early 1970s the hostel was in great need of renovation. Hostelling News of summer 1972 announced:

Tintagel hostel was rejuvenated in winter 1971-72, for about £7,000. The almost primitive building, belonging
to the National Trust, was prone to damp from sea spray. The Regional building team, the warden and certain
Plymouth committee members, helped by sub-contractors, brought the accommodation up to standard. A new
dormitory replaced the small, damp one which has been fitted out as washroom, shower and drying room. The
second dormitory was fully modernised with a fine oak floor and new windows, and a new washroom was added.
Outside toilets (on the cliff-edge) were brought indoors. The common- and dining-room had a new floor and
fireplace, whilst the members’ kitchen portion was renewed. The warden’s kitchen was completely refitted with
electric cookers. Night storage heaters were provided in the dormitories and kitchen. The Region received
contributions from an anonymous donor, the Elmgrant Trust, the YHA’s own Small Hostels’ Fund, the
National Trust and from members who sent donations in memory of ‘Nunc’ Powell, a former warden, all of
which made this transformation possible.
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1972 renovations. 1: the works were extensive. Here, the new men’s dorm was taking shape at the south-east end of the site;
2: the original men’s dorm, being converted into the luxury of indoor men’s washroom and toilets. The new block lay beyond;
3: the oddly-shaped and little photographed construction at the north-west end. This was the women’s accommodation block
for many years. It too was extended in the 1972 works; 4: almost finished
(photographs by Ken Tyler, then Regional Secretary – YHA Archive)
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After Ted Wheat there were five years or so of seasonal relief wardens: Mr IV Gould, Brian Pilkington, Mike Ayres,
Mr and Mrs D Rowe and Miss G Coulson. By the time of the renovations, numbers were back above 3,000, and
soon after Ben Butler took over in 1974 they had reached 4,000, reflecting the increase in both renewed popularity
and the capacity from 22 beds to 27. Ben has had a long association with Tintagel hostel and a number of others in
the southwest, returning from time to time as caretaker or volunteer.

When cyclist Ron Sant photographed a tidy Tintagel hostel in 1974 he would have enjoyed the modernised facilities. Even
before the 1972 works, the old entrance door in the corner had moved back to the common room block, behind a welcome
storm porch. The rebuilt low wall (with the leaning bikes) was designed to give the warden a little more privacy.
That was Ben Butler by the entrance, with yellow bucket (author’s collection)

David Payne came next, in 1981, for four years, to be followed by Dave Hall, Graham Hull, Lawrence Jones and
possibly others. A grant and YHA funding were secured for total refurbishment inside and out over the winter of
1994-95, with Tintagel reopening at Easter 1995. YHA News of winter 1995-96 caught up with the improvements:
YHA Tintagel gets slated
A new roof of local slate is just part of a £90,000 refurbishment of the Tintagel Youth Hostel which was officially
reopened on 23rd October by local MP Paul Tyler. Other improvements at the hostel, owned by the National
Trust, include new double glazing, the installation of central heating, and new showers and washrooms. The
grant of £32,000 from the European Regional Development Fund paid for part of the refurbishments, with the
rest of the cost being met through YHA.

These improvements were probably hastened by the roof lifting off in a gale in 1993. They allowed a major change at
Tintagel hostel. Up till then, space must have been at a premium, as the warden provided meals prepared in his own
quarters, giving hostellers the choice of provided or self-catered food. The self-catering facilities had until then been
confined to the far wall of the combined common room and dining room. After the alterations, self-catering
facilities were improved by moving them to the end gable space, behind the entrance porch, but the author
remembers problems with guttering flames when somebody used the door. Provided meals were now available only
to groups, so there would be little conflict
between the two types of diners, in practice. Even
so, group meals were discontinued from 1996, and
self-catering has held sway since then. At last, the
long building was altered to allow indoors access
throughout. The office, warden’s accommodation
and shower in the long wing were reconfigured to
allow a new corridor to the men’s dorms.
Left: the self-catering and dining facilities before the
most recent improvements (YHA publicity photograph)
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Volunteer wardening became the pattern of management at Tintagel from the mid-1990s. The manager at
Boscastle, Linda Masters, took on the co-ordination of the volunteer teams, a post continued by Rachel Pinnock
(2007), Brenda Nagy (2008-14) and from 2014, Angie Martelli. In 2000 the dormitories were all subdivided,
affording greater flexibility, elbow room and comfort; the bed capacity was reduced to 22 accordingly.
Tintagel hostel has had a major refit every 20 to 25 years. In line with this pattern, a very significant overhaul was
effected over the winter of 2015-16, with help from a national appeal, altering not only the level of comfort but also
the fundamentals of operation. The refurbishment required the fitting of a new dining and lounge area and a state of
the art kitchen along the side wall, along with the careful reconfiguration of the social space to make the best of the
limited dimensions, the installation of a new heating system, complete with wood-burning stove, the redecoration of
rooms throughout, the provision of new toilets and showers, weather-proofing and other sustainable features, and
the replacement of all beds, furniture, curtains and old windows and doors. Greater emphasis has been placed on
family rooms. The main outbuilding was equipped as a bijou volunteer’s base, with double bunk, toilet and wash
facilities and a miniscule kitchen.

Spectacular cliff scenery awaits volunteer managers who share the tiny accommodation (behind the blue door)
now provided at Tintagel by YHA (author’s photograph, May 2016)

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

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

2269

3041

3159

1950

1951

1952

1953

1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1959

3385

3952

3473

3241

3046

3238

3084

3225

3216

2985

1960

1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

2641

2845

2547

2296

2314

2342

2256

2304

2277

2536

1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

2781

2812

3123

3700

3435

3393

open

4142

4001

4173

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

4354

4245

3646

3621

3982

3766

3376

3640

3535

3225

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2861

3029

2968*

2851

2507

3341

4384

4004

3893

3572

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

3622

3460

3778

4323

4409

4091

4099

3252

2621

2463

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2354

2562+

2596+

2480

2556

2667

3616+

3688+

4215+

3637+
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1&2: Atlantic rain cannot dampen the attractiveness of the hostel’s location and presentation;
2: hostel guests enjoy the cosy social atmosphere and modern fittings;
4: wartime concrete base close to the hostel; 5: YHA Tintagel sits tucked into the hillside; 6: a haven for wildlife – and hostellers
(author’s photographs, May 2016)
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