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Windermere Hostel [High Cross Castle]     1935 to present 
 
High Cross Castle, Bridge Lane, Troutbeck, Windermere, Cumbria LA23 1LA 
Historic County: Westmorland  YHA Regions: Lakeland, Lakes, North GR: NY 405013 
 

  
Two contrasting views of the eccentric first High Cross, built about 1900 and destroyed by fire in 1915  

(facsimiles, YHA Archive) 
 
The history of High Cross Castle near Troutbeck, Windermere, is laced with curiosity and unlikely outcomes.  
 
Information boards in the hostel describe how about 1900 Mr Benjamin Pickering, Chartered Accountant and 
Auctioneer of Hull, designed as a hobby and arranged to have built an astonishing private mansion, intended to 
stand as an ostentatious spectacle of wealth throughout the district and characterised by lavishness and eccentricity. 
The property boasted three red-tiled minarets, a square tower, a dome and an all-glass roof clearly visible from the 
High Street range. The residence was an eminent local landmark and possessed one of the best views of Windermere 

and the mountains beyond. The name High Cross referred to a pillar constructed 
near the coach-house in June 1910; it may have replaced an earlier landmark here. 
 
The house itself was constructed mainly of wood, and fitted out with heavy pitch 
pine, oak panelling and a marble floor. There was extravagant provision for 
billiards and dining rooms, a morning room, a drawing room, ten bedrooms, a 
private chapel with its own organ and a ballroom taking up the entire third floor. 
There were valuable collections of pictures, antique furniture and the family 
silver.  
 
Over time the owner developed ten acres of manicured ornamental grounds, 
where he placed an artificial water-course, linking a miniature boating lake with 
elaborate fountains and goldfish ponds. These can all be traced today. A coach-
house provided workers’ accommodation. 
 
Left: the High Cross pillar is dated June 1910 and still stands in the hostel grounds  
(author’s photograph, June 2016) 

 
Almost all the house was lost in an engulfing fire in 1915 started, it is thought, by the concentration of the sun’s rays 
on the great glass roof of the building. The local press excelled in biblical descriptions of hellish destruction and 
described losses of £10,000. Later commentary put the value of the building at £28,000 and the furnishings at 
£2,000, all covered by insurance. 
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After the fire, the property remained unused and derelict for about a decade, but 
Benjamin Pickering was developing plans for an equally imposing and eccentric 
replacement, to be used as a private guesthouse for the clergy. Vowing that such 
a catastrophe should never happen again, he turned his attention to the building 
medium of concrete, novel at the time, in a much more sturdy construction. 
The house is thought to be one of the first buildings in the country to be made 
of this material.  
 
It is not known whether the first High Cross was ever called ‘castle’, but the 
second certainly earned this description with castellated battlements on every 
side and a prominent tower.  
 

Right: before the fire – 1913 OS 25-inch map detail showing the original house, lodge 
and ornamental gardens; Pickering may also have owned fields to the north and west  

 
At the Annual General Meeting of the YHA Lakeland Group for 1934, reported in the Times on 4th December, 
chairman Mr Kenneth Spence announced proudly that the group beat all others in the country, with 44,000 
overnights in that year. It boasted the Association’s two busiest hostels, at Thorney How in Grasmere and the old 

Park Hotel in Keswick. But it could barely cope in the 
busy periods. The news that a new large hostel would 
probably be acquired in the Windermere district and was 
to be the most palatial of all – it had 12 fountains! – would 
have been very welcome; though secretary JW Jacques 
deflated any enthusiasm for the easy life when he said that 
– for members complaining and wanting to get into the 
hostels early because it was raining on the Lakeland fells – 
this was no place for ‘softies’ and they had better stay away.  

 
Left: High Cross Castle – the ‘new large hostel, the most palatial 
of all’ (YHA Archive) 

 
A week later, on 11th December 1934, the Nottingham Evening Post, a keen recorder of the fledgling YHA, 
proclaimed rather archly: 

[The new hostel that Youth Hostels Association] is now negotiating is High Cross Castle, at Troutbeck Bridge, 
on the main road between Windermere and Keswick. Strong efforts have been made to keep the name of the 
proposed new hostel a secret… 

 
Writing some 45 years later, Harry Chapman, the longest serving YHA Lakeland regional secretary, described the 
curious circumstances of the Association’s acquisition of Benjamin Pickering’s second home:  

A strange concrete edifice newly-built as a guest-house for clergy by an eccentric who, when its predecessor, a 
wooden building, was destroyed by fire, vowed this would not happen again: he designed, built, and furnished 
the building, and died; his house had no other use than to provide his funeral breakfast.  
 

The project was abandoned and Lakeland took it on with glee. It was dubbed our new luxury hostel, for it had an 
organ, seven fountains playing in the grounds and, above all, electric light! 

 
The youth hostel opened on Maundy Thursday, 18th April, 1935, in time for the Easter rush. Mr and Mrs Merrett 
were the first wardens. There were beds for 30 men and 20 women. Capacity increased to 40+40 in 1937, while Mr 
and Mrs Heap took over the following year, staying until 1945, before branching out to run their own adopted 
YHA hostel at Arnside for many years. At first, the establishment was a leased controlled hostel: in other words, 
YHA was a tenant but had control over earnings and appointed its own warden.  
 
Originally called High Cross or Troutbeck hostel in handbooks, the name Windermere emerged after thirty years, 
though not without its detractors who pointed to possible confusion over different destinations – was it on the 
lakeside, or around Windermere Station, or in Troutbeck? Windermere here meant View of Windermere.  
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High Cross Castle youth hostel in its early days. Numerous picture postcards were published  
of the recently constructed building, such as these by Abraham of Keswick (YHA Archive). 

1: The hostel from the west side, showing the prominent tower that was to last only 25 or so years.  
A YHA flag flutters proudly, though this seems to be an afterthought added by hand in the Abraham office; 

2: the entrance at the east side – even this had ornamental battlements; 3: picturesque grounds, view to the south-east 
 

 

An internal regional letter of June 1939 gave a hint, often repeated, that the occupation of such an idiosyncratic 
building was not without its difficulties: 

Things seem to be going all right there, though the arrangement in the extra men’s washing place is bad, the 
basins being on the opposite side of the room from the sink, so that there is a great deal of water spilt on the 
floor. 
 

A serious situation has arisen about the fountains. As we are now on the Manchester supply, the fountains are 
receiving no fresh water, and are in a very unpleasant state. I have written to see if anything can be done about 
this. Obviously we cannot allow the fountains to remain in this state as all the plants will die, not to speak of the 
danger to members. 

 
High Cross Castle was lost briefly at the beginning of the war, but a national notice of 20th June1940 was issued to 
state that the hostel had been reopened. It was requisitioned again in January 1941, then recovered and brought 
back into use in time for the summer 1942 season, and it remained open for the rest of the war, though now with 
beds reduced to 30+30. An unnamed hosteller wrote in 1944 that the stay had been ‘two star (out of three), food 
good, sleep poor, bad position, queue for wash, second stay better.’ Teacher Mary Jephcott noted, after a trying and 
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very damp week’s walking in the Lake District in that same year (she now looks back on the stay with great 
fondness): 

The architecture makes us shudder. Most peculiar Druids’ Altar in garden. Another unlikeable warden. 
 
There were complaints of dampness in 1946, and the regional committee even considered searching for an 
alternative hostel. Nevertheless, after a dozen years’ usage, a freehold purchase of £4,750 was made of the Castle, 
grounds and the Lodge at the entrance to the drive, the property being invested in the YHA Trust on 29th 
September 1947. This was in line with Lakeland’s programme at the time to replace their many smaller pre-war 
adopted and rented hostels with specially purchased premises that would be much more capable of accommodating 
– and controlling – the crowds. 
 

    1 
 

 2  3   
1-2: High Cross Castle youth hostel on postcards of the post-war period.  

1: this 4-view card by Abraham shows that the tower had gone and that the castellation had been replaced by cleaner lines, no 
doubt improving weather resistance. Other scenes show the wide view of Windermere from the terrace, the spick-and-span 

dining room with the members’ kitchen to the left (much altered nowadays) and the common room or lounge at the entrance;  
2: the ornamental pond shows well in this view of the entrance, though no doubt the fountain had long since ceased to work; 

3: the dovecote, used as a cycle shed, as illustrated in the Youth Hosteller magazine of September 1969. J Abbot of Gravesend 
wrote in to say he had sheltered in it many times waiting for the hostel to open. It has recently been renovated  

(all YHA Archive) 
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After the war the hostel continued to divide opinion; it was certainly large, but not necessarily comfortable. The Rev 
George Greenhough wrote of a visit in 1948: 

At last I saw the familiar white fortress-like building blessed by the name High Cross Castle Youth Hostel above 
me. I helped myself to a wash which was not much more comfortable than the one I had had at Stainton, for the 
water was just as cold. The Common Room, however, was very cold, since it was really the entrance hall. 

 
But two lads wrote more enthusiastically in their 1949 logbook: 

Our duty after supper was to wash all the massive pans, no problems. The warden’s wife complemented us – 
‘that’s the first time in a month that I have not had to re-wash them.’   

 
In the 1950s the tower was removed as structurally unsafe. At the end of that decade the self-catering arrangements 
were regarded as hopelessly inadequate and a new block recommended in regional minutes. There may have been 
some improvements then, though another 15 or so years were to pass before major changes.  
 

     
 

One-inch pin badges such as these were introduced into Lakeland Region hostels in the late 1950s and for at least 20 years 
were a good money-earner, at 6d a time, for the YHA. Here two versions of the High Cross badge frame the original artwork, 

discovered in the secret innards of Langdale hostel (YHA Archive) 
 
Wardenship at High Cross in the 1950s and 1960s is not thoroughly recorded, though Mr and Mrs Martin, Mr and 
Mrs Mitchell and Mr and Mrs Hull are known to have taken the reigns during that period. 
 

The bed capacity increased to 66 in 1962, and the hostel consistently saw yearly usage figures 
in the 8,000s in the 1960s, rising to as much as 11,000 in the 1970s. To cope with these 
demands there was much development. At last, in 1975, the hostel could boast its new 
extended dining area opening onto the terrace from the members’ kitchen. An important 
evolution was completed early in 1979 with new warden’s accommodation, the single-storey 

cottage adjacent to the north-west corner of the hostel, allowing re-development of the hostel itself.  
 
By this stage there were three substantial outbuildings at High Cross: the single-storey cottage, the coach-house in 
grounds some way to the north of the hostel, and the Lodge House at the main road. There was increasing awareness 
in YHA at this time of the markets lost to the Association through too rigid an adherence to old sleeping 
accommodation patterns and rules. Most important was the development of separate provision for family 
accommodation; the first steps had been taken with a dedicated building at Buttermere hostel in the late 1950s, and 
though the extension of the idea had been slow throughout the 1960s, it was now beginning to take hold in YHA’s 
tourist hotspots. Windermere hostel, as it was now called, was able to take advantage of a cottage – thought to be the 
coach-house – to offer a family holiday centre from 1979. It was immediately sold out, and the season had to be 
extended into the winter months. 238 family members were accounted for in that first year, 736 in 1980 and 525 in 
1981. Then the experiment here finished abruptly, for reasons that are not apparent, despite the continued 
introduction of similar specialised units elsewhere. 
  
In the 1970s and 1980s many well-regarded wardens worked here. Mike and Jenny Hill, Paul and Janet Vincent, 
Frank and Penny Velander, Dave and Gay Waugh. The pattern of a married couple overseeing a few assistants was 
very well established at the larger hostels, especially in Lakeland. John and Julie Booth took over in 1987 as joint 
wardens, an arrangement that held for 17 years. From 2004 until 2013 Julie ran the hostel. Andy Partridge in 2014,  
Will Betts from 2015 and Rhys Morris from 2019 bring the story up to date. 
 
The roadside Lodge that had been included in the 1947 purchase was disposed of in 1987. YHA’s Product 
Development Marketing Plan, which was introduced towards the end of the 1980s, sought to modernise key hostels 
with finances recouped from the sale of less popular sites. Windermere’s development under this scheme in 1993 
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involved breaking up the three very large dormitories to provide smaller rooms, with more privacy, and provided a 
central block of good quality private showers and toilets with washing facilities additional to the dormitories. 
 

    1 
 

 2  3  
Members photographs, Windermere hostel, in the 2000s.  

1: Gerald Hardwick enjoyed special festive arrangements put on by YHA at many different establishments.  
Here he photographed the dining room being prepared for a seasonal spread on Christmas Day 2004; 

2&3: Dutch member Marjan Roskes has enjoyed many YHA family holidays. These images of May 2006 portray – 
2: a busy common room scene. The comfortable and sturdy style of furniture was once to be found in almost every hostel,  

but with few exceptions has been replaced more recently by chic sofas and tub chairs; 
3: a member of Marjan’s family washes up in the members’ kitchen. This term replaced the threatening ‘self-cookers’ kitchen’  

of an era long gone, but has itself been superseded by ‘self-catering kitchen’. She would no doubt have enjoyed the  
wonderful views from the adjoining ‘self-catering dining room’ (all YHA Archive) 

 
In October 2006 the Bolsover Woodlands Enterprise, a charitable body regularly connected with YHA outdoor 
improvement schemes, created an outdoor classroom, more recently transferred to YHA Langdale to create room 
for an extra car park. The hostel was refurbished in January to April 2009, especially to make the roof watertight. A 
YHA bulletin claimed that the hostel had never looked so good as it geared up for the summer. New windows had 
been put in to replace the cloudy ones spoiling the amazing view in the dining room. 
 

    1   2   3 
Other buildings related to Windermere hostel – 

1: the coach-house, now used for staff accommodation; 2: cottage and former managers’ home, now used as a camping facility; 
3: the High Cross Lodge House at the drive entrance, sold by YHA in 1987 (author’s photographs, June 2016) 
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The house itself provides three bedrooms on the ground floor and 13 on the first floor. Most are four-bedded.  
There are 70 beds altogether. In recent years the coach-house has been converted to accommodate assistant staff, 
while the cottage has found new use as kitchen and indoor wash and toilet facilities for the extensive camping and 
glamping that has developed here. In the adjoining field there are four four-bedded tipis, and a campground for 20 
or more is provided. Concrete bases of the fountains and ponds can still be found in the grounds north of the hostel. 
The marble floor of the original building is still in evidence in the drying room and tiled cellars are intact.  
 
By 2019, over 850,000 overnights had been spent at the remarkable High Cross Castle since it opened in 1935. 
 

 1  2  
 

 3  4  
 

 5  6  
Modern images (author’s photographs, June 2016). 

1: stately entrance; 2: …and the view from bedroom 15;  
3: the 1975 extended dining room; 4: …and the view from it; 

5: study in concrete - even the main staircase suggests battlements; 
6: …and the view from the terrace 
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   1  2  
Further modern images (author’s photographs, June 2016). 

1: tipi village on the camping ground; 2: …and the view from it 
 

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

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1935-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 
W: Wartime closure;    <: the 8 bednights  for late 1940 were registered in the 1941 annual report;  

†: for these three years only there was a special Family Accommodation unit, which registered  
238 (1979), 736 (1980) and 525 (1981) overnights, included in the total figures;  

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

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … 5234 6504 6613 7396 6576 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
5428 8W< 3411 7671 8320 9012 7443 6734 7235 7587 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
7801 7930 8569 7301 6843 7573 7769 8499 8772 8438 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
8022 8364 8441 8234 8653 8843 8788 8580 8428 8323 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
8682 9853 9737 10082 10801 11843 11367 10983 10442 11832 † 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
13333†  14402† 13097 13553 14674 14647 15058 15395 16151 16109 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
16600 15750 18162* 14543 15909 15162 15145 15811 14391 14345 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
13328 11610 13743 13361 14813 14153 14251 13335 12473 11640 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
13934 13836 14800 14490 13779 14776+ 16111+ 15456+ 16460+ 16338+ 


