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

 
London Highgate Youth Hostel     1935 or 1936 to 1997  
 
Holmwood, 84 Highgate West Hill (50 West Hill until renumbering in 1939), London N6 6LU 
Historic County: Middlesex   YHA Region: National/London GR: TQ 281871  
 
London had made do with various temporary arrangements for youth hostels in the YHA pioneer years of the early 
1930s. For its first permanent hostel there was an attempt in 1934 to purchase for £7,000 the imposing South Grove 
House in the northern suburb of Highgate, just northeast of the actual hostel, but it was demolished shortly 
afterwards, about the time that attention switched to the more compact brick-built town house, Holmwood, further 
down Highgate West Hill. South Grove House was meant to hold 150 members, Holmwood only half that number. 
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1: YHA’s first intention in Highgate Village was South Grove House – 1934 press cutting, unknown source (YHA Archive);  

2: Holmwood, the subsequent youth hostel nearby, as depicted in a 1950s postcard (author’s collection) 
 

London’s first full-time hostel thus opened in 1936 (or just possibly late in 1935).  Holmwood is a late 18th-century 
town house, Grade II listed in 1974. The transverse entrance hall masks the two original cottages behind, each with 
its own entrance, the properties having been converted to a single residence in 1824. The flat-roof single-storey 
extension to the right front of the building, a blind window and a prominent skylight were probably added by YHA 
and have subsequently been removed. A gatehouse or lodge adjacent to the right (now 84a) was part of the YHA 
premises.  
 
Curiously, but perhaps reflecting its international importance, the hostel was managed at first by YHA’s National 
Executive, rather than London Region. The property was initially leased at £175pa, apparently falling to £75pa in 
1939.   
 
Almost immediately it was clear to the Executive that an overflow hostel would be needed and Great Ormond Street 
(London Central) hostel was set up in response in the summer of 1936. Mrs Dorothy Tomkins was the first warden 
at Highgate, followed by Mr and Mrs Instone from about 1938; they remained there until they retired in 1961.  
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1&2: Marjan Roskes has donated to the YHA Archive these images taken by her father, Dutch YHA member Julius, during a 

cycling tour of England in July 1935. They show the tall rear of the hostel building and the extensive view over London; 
  3: extract from the 1937 regional guide, Youth Hostels in South-East England.  

Note the invitation for school parties to stay, under competent leadership, one of the first such references.  
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In 2013 Richard Essberger recalled how his father escaped to London for the Czech Intelligence in 1939, and was sent 
straight from Harwich port to a staging post at Highgate YHA in London, the transfer being arranged by the 
Labour Party. Highgate was one of many YHA hostels to serve the national purpose in this way just before and 
during the war; they dealt with refugees, evacuees and requisitions. Richard adds that his father was later interred as 
an alien on the Isle of Man and then was moved to Canada.  
 
The hostel operated during each year of the war, during which period the National Association, on behalf of London 
Region Group, took advantage of the opportunity to purchase No.84 freehold for £3,250. The deeds duly passed to the 
YHA Trust in 1944. 
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Postcards of Highgate youth hostel (author’s collection) 

1: a delightful 1930s postcard of the common room, or more exactly lounge, at Highgate hostel; 2: 1950s postcard 
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A later postcard view of a happy band of hostellers, probably in the 1960s. Note the extension in front to create a new self-

catering kitchen. The hostel sports a postwar cast green and a pre-war enamel black YHA enamel triangle sign (YHA Archive) 
 
Highgate performed as London’s main youth hostel until the coming of Earl’s Court and Holland House in the 
1950s, after which it settled to an increasingly busy if somewhat peripheral function. Wardens after the Instones 
were the Vernons, from 1961 to 1964, after whom Derek and Margaret Lilleywhite were in charge until at least the 
mid-1980s. Ken Rome took over in October 1989, for 15 months. Carol Hancock arrived in 1991. Highgate hostel 
was rather small as a London base, in need of expensive modifications, and awkwardly placed for modern tastes in 
tourism. It closed at the end of September 1997. Melanie Brigden was in charge for close-down, after Highgate 
hostel’s more than 60 years’ constant use. Four new, much larger YHA hostels in Rotherhithe, Oxford Street, St 
Pancras and Fitzrovia were to replace it. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1936-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-1997: Mar to following Feb  

†: this figure also includes Great Ormond Street hostel;     *: 17 month period    
          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … 8552 open 7970 10707† 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
6863 9088 6614 7794 5490 10033† 7811 8624 8909 10092 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
9880 10692 10286 open 11138 11445 12109 12045 11300 9518 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
9101 10297 14362 15753 14325 12677 12686 14046 12285 12262 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
13330 11685 13033 11876 13093 12073 11580 12605 13552 13052 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
12223 9268 8219 8395 9712 12612 11081 open open open 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
19503 17197 23264* 15910 17090 18711 18075 12211 … … 
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1: 84 Highgate West Hill, carefully restored in the 21st century in the original style after YHA’s more pragmatic era; 

2: 84a Highgate West Hill, the original lodge house and part of the YHA property.  
Both addresses are now private residences (author’s photographs, January 2013); 

3: membership card stamp, 1943; 
4: Dick Whittington and cat on the one-inch button badge, sold by the thousand for sixpence each in the 1950s and 1960s – 

this example was bought by the author on the occasion of a freezing trip to the capital in January 1965 
 

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


