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London St Paul’s [Carter Lane / City of London] Youth Hostel    1968 to present  
 
36 Carter Lane, London, EC4V 5AB.   
Historic County: City of London   GR: TQ 319810   
 
St Paul’s youth hostel opened in 1968 as one of the YHA’s many temporary provisions in London but it proved to 
be such a great and lasting success that by 1980 it had shaken off all transitory status to become one of the capital’s 
chief youth hostels. The first chief warden was Ken Lester. His was a post description unique to London hostels at 
the time. He described the building’s origin in Hostelling News of winter 1975-76: 

The building is 100 yards from the front of St Paul’s Cathedral and was built in 1874 to house the boys of the 
choir school attached to the Cathedral. The building is in pink stone in a neo-classical style reminiscent of a 
Venetian palace. A Latin quotation runs in a three feet wide band for the entire length of the building, and at the 
moment we have four different translations of it, all widely differing.  

 

 
Sir Christopher Wren’s masterpiece dominates the landscape in the City of London. Very close by is Carter Lane, the road 

running diagonally to the bottom right hand corner of the photograph. The old choir school that passed to YHA is the building  
to the left of that lane at the foot of the image, with the brown flat-topped roof (Dixon postcard, author’s collection) 

  
The choir school had been constructed at a cost of £13,260 in mid-Victorian times, less than a century before it was 
first used by YHA, but was designed to suggest a much greater antiquity. Clad in London’s signature Portland Stone, 
it is a building of unique history and unusual appearance, with the distinction of serving at close quarters one of the 
greatest landmarks of London. A plaque on the premises gives the construction date as 26th January 1874.  
 
An information sheet provided by YHA gives further historical detail: 

The building was designed by the architect, classical archaeologist and astronomer, Francis Cranmer Penrose 
under the instruction of the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral, its purpose to provide accommodation 
and an environment for education for forty boys, focusing especially on their musical training. It was built on the 
former site of eight houses adjacent to the deanery. The school provided a home for the choristers for 94 years.  

 

Externally the building is a grandiose eclectic composition in brick with fine quality terracotta used for dressings 
to openings, cornices and stringcourses. The main façade to Carter Lane has some interesting sgraffiti in Latin 
and comes from St Paul’s Epistle to the Galatians: 
 
 

MIHI AVTEM ABSIT GLORIARI NISI IN CRUCE DOMINI NOSTRI  
JESU CHRISTI PER QUEM MIHI MUNDUS CRUCIFIXUS EST ET EGO MUNDO. 

 

 

The Translation from the King  James version of the bible, Galatians 6, Verse 14 is:  
But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord  

Jesus Christ, by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world. 
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Above: Maria Hackett, driving force behind the establishment of the choir school on Carter Lane, and an artist’s impression of 

the building as intended. It shows detail differences from another design sketch, shown on page 8, not least  
in the frieze in this version being a tract of sterner sentiment, and in English rather than Latin   

 
The information sheet goes on to mention an 1874 drawing of the building, shown above, and later replicated in F 
Wilkins’ 1987 glossy brochure artwork shown later, where the design was for a continuous steeply pitched roof with 
various dormers, chimneys and spires over a two-storey structure. It was never constructed so, but built with a 
strange flat roof between two outer sections as originally planned. The reason for the change isn’t clear, but might 
have been for financial reasons, or to give the choirboys a playground in a crowded world. Former deputy warden 
Colin Johnson is certain from the quality of the timbers that the present roof dates back to the building’s origins. 
The image below of schoolboys at hockey practice in 1897 gives an impression of those early days. 
 

 
HOCKEY ON THE HOUSE-TOP 

‘Dulce est desipere in loco’ is one of the many Latin phrases which it is the privilege of the schoolboy to learn  
while he is at school, and his practice to forget within a month after learning it. It may be roughly translated:  
‘It is a good thing to have a good time in the best available place.’ London, alas! like most other great cities,  
is not as well provided with playgrounds as it ought to be; and the scholars of the St Paul’s Cathedral Choir 

School, whom we here see represented, lack the airy playing fields which are the pride of many a country  
school. But ‘where there’s a will there’s a way’, and the leads of the school building in Carter Lane have  

been made to do duty in default of better accommodation. Doubtless many a good game has been played,  
and will yet be played, under the shadow of the great Cathedral, and probably hockey on the roof has  

points and attractions which are absent from matches in the open field. 
‘Hockey on the House-Top’ is an image from ‘The Queen's Empire’, a royal celebratory publication of 1897.  

The curious roof-top feature may have been a redesign with the boys’ health and well-being in mind,  
or the result of financial constraint; it was probably built like this from the start (author’s collection) 
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The original St Paul’s Choir School dates back to the early 1100s, but was destroyed by the Great Fire of London in 
1666. It had several reincarnations, and this was the fourth, instigated by one Maria Hackett by means of a 
remarkable 60-year campaign for the improvement of the St Paul’s choirboys’ lot (poor at the time) and the 
establishment of a purpose-built school in Carter Lane. The description given previously of a neo-classical style 
reminiscent of a Venetian Palace is balanced by a second opinion, that it was designed with English Baroque style 
architecture in mind, following Sir Christopher Wren’s vision and love for Baroque aesthetics.  
  
Unattributed information at the hostel (with corrections by Dr Stephen Spackman, former chorister pupil) offers 
further insight into the building’s former use: 

The school was constructed on three main floors, with ‘ground floor’ being raised slightly above ground level, 
over a basement level. The Master’s accommodation was located adjacent to the deanery with today’s hostel 
entrance being the Master’s entrance. As might be expected, his quarters were sumptuously fitted out with ornate 
fireplaces. One can still be seen in the reception area, the other in the adjacent lounge. His main staircase was 
located in the same position as the current staircase running from the main entrance.  
 

In the central section of the building was the accommodation for the boys, there being two large dormitories. 
These were located on the first floor and second floor, in the areas now occupied by rooms 13 to 19 on the first 
floor and rooms 30 to 36 on the second floor. When the building became a hostel, these dormitories housed 44 
beds, each located down either side of the building with a bank of twenty [sixteen?] sinks running down the 
centre of the room. This area also housed the school day room (used for choir practice, prep, breaks and 
playtimes) and dining room, which is used for the same purpose today. The other ‘main’ entrance shown on the 
drawing was not in fact the entrance for the boys, it was the entrance for the Dean’s coach house, stables and 
coachman’s accommodation. The additional height needed to accommodate the coaches explains the existence 
of the ‘mezzanine’ level, which is now used for staff accommodation. 
  

The boys, although by far the most numerous occupants of the building, were restricted to using a small entrance 
next to the coach house entrance.  
 

The area in the basement, now housing rooms 2 and 3 and a catering store room, was the indoor playground, and 
is the starting point of the central staircase used by the boys to move through the school. On the ground floor, 
room 4 was the choir school Lobby while a surgery and infirmary were located on the first and second floors 
respectively. Also located on the first floor is the oak panelled chapel [the Prayer Room in choir school days]; on 
the back wall are the names of all the choirboys who died during the first and second World Wars.  
 

There is a cupboard in the prayer room / chapel which has carvings made by the boys carving their names on the 
inside of the door. The eldest piece of this carved graffito dates back to 1822.  

 
Ken Lester continued the story of the transition from choir school to youth hostel, and for a few years beyond: 

In the fifties the planners decided to demolish the entire Carter Lane area, removing the school to a new site to 
the east of the Cathedral and turning the site into a coach park. However, the sixties brought some doubt as to 
the wisdom of tearing down one of the last parts of old London, and a year ago it was decided to preserve the 
mediaeval patterns of streets, courtyards and alleyways in the Carter Lane area, and make it a conservation area.  

 

Thus the hostel which, although not mentioned in the handbook until 1975, has been the largest in the country 
for the past eight years, is safe from demolition. We can now safely direct members to it knowing that they will 
not arrive to find a bus park or a large hole in the ground. As part of its contribution to the area, London Youth 
Hostel Management Committee hopes to clean and repair the soot-streaked building and bring it back to its 
original pink and unique state.  

 
After the Second World War, world tourism began to flourish, and YHA had to adapt. The post-war boom in 
cheaply-priced international travel for the young highlighted the need for much expanded hostel accommodation in 
London. Earl’s Court hostel was established in 1950 with 100 beds (though this total was unavailable for a few years 
because of a dispute with the local council). Holland House was added in 1958 with almost 200 beds.  
 
All the while YHA’s huge summer temporaries in leased public buildings such as at Waterloo, Buckingham Gate 
and Chelsea helped cope with the tide of young Europeans, Americans and Australians at peak times. Over 35 such 
premises were used by YHA over a 40-year period, at a rate of about three a year. They changed often and remained 
unrecorded in handbooks, and largely anonymous. When the capacious Carter Lane property was added to the list 
of temporaries in 1968 as an opportunist measure few could have predicted its continuing success 50 years later. In 
that year the hostel operated in the summer months only and surprised all with 29,340 overnights in twelve weeks, 
using 240 beds, hurriedly transported from their store in the basement of Earl’s Court hostel by Ken Lester and 
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helpers and reconstructed in record time. (A separate profile has been prepared for this series that deals with YHA’s 
35+ temporary youth hostels in London). 
 
The contemporary regional annual report gave the hostel’s opening date as 1st June 1968; for over a year the 
premises had been empty after the choir school had relocated to its newly-built home on New Change. In its second 
year, armed with a short lease from the owners, the City of London, Carter Lane operated with 280 beds for seven 
months from March and passed the 50,000 mark. During the 1970s capacity rose still further to 320 or 330 beds, 
much the largest hostel in YHA’s network. By 1975 at least one member stayed from each of the Associations in the 
International Youth Hostel Federation; people came from Oceania, Afghanistan, San Salvador and Ethiopia. 
 
Members were redirected to Carter Lane by staff, away from the bursting Highgate, Earl’s Court or Holland House 
hostels, or from YHA’s own Central London shop and office premises on John Adam Street. Yet Ken Lester 
describes how hostellers arrived by word of mouth especially, and before long, by reputation. Numbers staying at 
Carter Lane were legendary: over 66,000 bednights were recorded in 1975 despite its limited nine month season, by 
which time the location had gained the distinction of outstripping every other YHA hostel up to that time for 
throughput.  
 
Older YHA members sometimes found it hard to come to terms with the styles of freedom shown by the newer 
travellers. Ken Lester responded to criticism of  ‘new’ hostellers and hostelling development such as St Paul’s: 

I spent four months in a busy city hostel – not, may I add, one in the luxury class – but I was not sickened or 
disillusioned by hostellers. Untidy? Yes. Slack in doing duties? Yes. But the reverse was often also true.  

 

I never climbed a mountain until I was twenty-two. I wasted all those long holidays in my late teens. In the early 
fifties no publicity reached out to tell me of all I now love and admire in the countryside. Thank heavens there 
are now people in the YHA who are changing this.  
 

At our hostel, with a heavy turn-over of new and foreign members, we found a ready-made challenge to interest 
people in the smaller places and less frequented areas, and we know this paid off. Posters in the wash-up, 
information in the loo if you like, but always more facts, not a snobbish attitude of superiority because we know 
of some delight that they don’t.  

 

There is an enormous reservoir of initiative and adventure among our new and foreign members, and it is our job 
to make sure that it is used to the full. 

 

 
This atmospheric image has kindly been loaned to the Archive by Liz Stradling (Smith). It dates from about 1975. Liz was a 

student ‘hostel assistant warden’ (another post description unique to Carter Lane), and is seen here on domestic duties in Room 
20, the huge first floor dormitory that once housed the senior choirboys, the juniors sleeping in the similarly huge room 44 on 
the second floor. Each of these rooms accommodated 44 hostellers: men in room 20 and women in 44. The partitions were a 

homely touch and dated back to the choir school era. About 24 beds are seen in this view, which suggests that there was almost 
as much dormitory behind the photographer as to the fore. Only 16 rather than the stated 20 washbasins can be counted here. 
This scene was swept away when a central corridor was built, with smaller bedrooms, toilets and showers to the front and rear  
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Images of the hostel in its earlier years, by kind permission of the Carter Lane Facebook Group of former hostel staff.  
1: the former choir school’s grimy painted panels and exterior stonework in this undated image suggest the early days of the 

hostel when it operated as a little-advertised adjunct to London’s main sites at Holland House, Earl’s Court and Highgate. Older 
photographs often show bikes tethered to the railings; 2: the crowded reception and common room, nowadays the dining room; 
3: the reception on the street side of the common room, with assistant wardens Tony Zimnoch, Minoru Osawa and Paul O'Dell;  
4:  Ken Lester relaxing in the staff kitchen, down in the basement, where the staff’s dining and common room were also located; 

5&6: 1970s assistant warden Rob Watt remembers his colleagues pictured here – Millie Casson, Freeman of the City of 
London, and Paddy Conway, collector of the vast amount of information about London and the UK that covered almost every 

foot of wall space in that era.  Rob states that their contribution to the hostel in its early days was second only to Ken's 
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Gradually Carter Lane hostel took on a more permanent role within YHA. In the mid-1970s the London Youth 
Hostels Management Committee, which ran the capital’s hostels, made the first of several decisions that were to 
establish the facility on a more secure basis. Their annual report for the year ending 30th September 1976 explained 
some of the hopes and frustrations: 

In the year the hostels produced a greatly increased record running surplus of £108,565. This was caused partly 
by the substantial increase in charges in the year, but mainly owing to the enforced postponement of the major 
works at Carter Lane hostel. Because of this postponement the expenditure on Works, Buildings and Equipment 
fell to £41,899 when a major increase had been budgeted for.  

 

The major works at Carter Lane arose from the important decision of the Committee to make Carter Lane a 
first class hostel. Up till 1976 it had been regarded as a temporary reinforcement to our permanent London 
hostels and it had not appeared in the handbook. This was because it was felt it might close at any time due to the 
need of the Corporation of the City of London to put the site to other uses. It is now clear that redevelopment is 
unlikely and having secured the promise of a continuing lease from the Corporation, the Committee decided to 
proceed on a programme of exterior cleaning, painting, etc, as requested by the City Estates Department. Also 
electrical overhaul, the introduction of adequate heating and carpeting the common-room. The extensive work 
was held up because the owner of an adjoining building had erected scaffolding and we could not secure 
permission for work to start until this was dismantled, but it should commence early in 1977.  

 

When it is completed YHA will have a hostel to be proud of in the City. As it was even in relatively primitive 
conditions, a record number of bednights was recorded at the hostel in 1976. To mark this and to celebrate the 
one-millionth overnight a visit was arranged of the Lord Mayor and his two Sheriffs on 21st September 1976. 
Good relations were established and the mayoral party were impressed with the building and the many hostellers 
they saw. During the visit Amelia Casson was offered the Freedom of the City by the Lord Mayor.  

 

We were fortunate to arrange a reduction of the rating valuation at this hostel which resulted in a saving of £500 
a year, back-dated to 1973.  

 
Two years later, the London Hostels annual report described progress with the improvements. Washrooms and 
toilets were refurbished, the hostel completely rewired and a new leisure room provided in the basement. Typically, 
in the mid-1970s, the hostel closed at 11pm. Members were advised that there was a limit of three overnight stays 
(all the London hostels counting as one), though four nights were allowed from abroad. From 1979 the closure time 
was put back to 23.30, before complete relaxation of the rule a decade later.  
 
From Christmas Day 1978 the hostel’s leasehold was described as term-determinable from the Mayor and 
Community of the City of London, though a memo from Eastern Region in 1983 explained that it remained on a six-
month lease and attempts to lengthen its term were being resisted by the City of London, making much-needed 
capital expenditure by YHA harder to justify. Nevertheless the hostel emerged from the shadows of temporary status 
into the daylight of permanent fully publicised provision. It was called Carter Lane at first, City of London from 
about 1990, the time of the major refurbishment, and has been known as London St Paul’s from 2007.  
 

 
Hostel chief warden Ken Lester (centre), with deputy wardens Colin Johnson (right) and John Hemingway (left) (YHA Archive) 
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St Paul’s hostel has always been unique. A meeting of former staff in July 2018, celebrating its 50th anniversary, 
traded some astonishing memories and stories – how crummy flea-bit independent hostels, their owners jealous of 
YHA’s lasting success, used to tout for custom on Carter Lane, outside the hostel, to be shooed away regularly by 
deputy manager Colin Johnson; how senior member of staff Millie Casson, renowned for her meat and potato pies 
prepared for the hostel staff in their tiny basement staff kitchen (nowadays the luggage room), was suddenly elevated 
to Freeman of the City of London; how the prayer room (now the conference room) was pressed into service as a 
makeshift dorm; how laundered sheet-sleeping bags were dried on the strange flat-roofed enclosure once used for 
hockey practice by the choirboys.  
 
Former staff told how Ken Lester instigated so many imaginative ideas – almost taken for granted in the modern 
YHA – in his innovative hostel. These included: an early penchant for duvets rather than blankets, a desire to get rid 
of members’ chores, (a strain on members and staff alike), and developing a very well-researched travel advisory 
service with listings of activities and things to do for young people in the capital and wall-to-wall displays of posters, 
all provided by Irish staff member Paddy Conway. There was separated his-and-hers booking-in to save time, and 
guests appreciated a more flexible system of opening the hostel at 3pm rather than have old-fashioned hostel queues 
on the pavement outside at 5pm for registration. Ken Lester remained chief warden until the refurbishment closure 
of 1990, after which he moved to the new operation at Oxford Street for two years. His was a remarkable 
contribution. 
 

      
The Carter Lane hostel entrance photographed some time in the later 20th century. Ken Lester’s hopes of having the building 
cleaned of its ‘soot-streaked stonework’ appear to have been realised. The regular-style YHA triangle and hostel description 

plaque advertise the premises well and probably date the photographs to before the 1990 renovation (YHA Archive) 
 
The London Hostels annual report for the financial year 1981-82 offered some interesting reading: of the 63,005 
overnights, 8,296 were in the Young category, 24,929 Junior and 29,780 Senior. School Journey Parties accounted 
for 14,334. No cyclists recorded stays (they generally went to Earl’s Court or Highgate, though sometimes bikes 
were chained to the railings outside the entrance). 14,275 meals were served: 7,858 breakfasts, 3,309 packed lunches 
and 3,108 suppers. In the 1980s there was some reduction in the maximum number of beds, to 282, but still the 
annual usage figures rose, to a stand-out record of 100,001 in 1989, a magical figure never surpassed in Britain until 
London Central’s achievements in very recent years. The 1987 handbook had advertised that there were no self-
catering facilities, but a cafeteria service was offered; with numbers like these the provision of full catering was now 
essential.  
 
The hostel was still using its two vast 44-bed dormitories, cramming hostellers into every other available space. Even 
the chapel and infirmary were pressed into dormitory service. Further modernisation was called for in the late 1980s 
and YHA sent out a fund appeal of £1.8 million for improvements, headed by vice-chairman and MP Geoffrey 
Rippon. There was consequent disruption, as the hostel was due to close in 1989 for the refurbishment, but 12,000 
overnights were still recorded after 1st October of that year and the start of work was almost certainly held up until 
1990. In that year the premises were being gutted, internally redesigned and re-equipped. The Victorian dormitories 
and timeworn sanitary, washroom and other features were swept away. A fully-equipped kitchen and dining room 
appeared for the first time too, in place of the common room and reception area, to replace the snacks service.  
Complete closure continued through 1991, a leaflet at last firmly predicting a likely reopening in February 1992.  
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Financial support for the works came from the English Tourist Board, the City of London Corporation and English 
Heritage. The name City of London youth hostel was fixed. The final bill for refurbishment was put at £5m. During 
the closure the new hostel at Oxford Street and the final London temporary hostel at Victoria helped bridge the gap. 
 

     
The new era: a prospectus for the hostel’s considerable refurbishment of 1990-91 (for some reason indicating  

the original 1874 design), framed by a new map for the handbook and a fresh name on the hostel stamp 
 
Large numbers of guests enjoyed the new facilities during 1992 before the official opening celebration on 23rd 
November, with the Lord Mayor of London attending. Welcomed by John Patten, the gathering also enjoyed 
amusing anecdotes of the early days of youth hostelling in London told by Arthur Meaby, a long-standing servant of 
the YHA in the capital.  
 
An advertising brochure issued about 1991 detailed the achievement: 

The building has been rebuilt completely to provide modern facilities within a preserved setting in a Victorian 
building. Pleasant furnishings, modern central heating and washing facilities have been provided together with 

dormitories that are much smaller than was the case in previous years. This is an ideal youth hostel for individual 
travellers who want to be in the heart of the City. Parking for cars and coaches is very difficult and expensive and 

you are advised to use Rotherhithe or Hampstead Heath Youth Hostels if travelling by coach or car. 
 

RECEPTION 
The entrance hall leads into a computerised reception area that is manned 24 hours a day and will provide you 

with everything from postage stamps to films for your camera. 
 

BEDROOMS 
All bedrooms have wash-hand basins and modern bunk units with security lockers. 

 

PUBLIC AREAS 
The ground floor houses reception and the dining / common room whilst the lower ground floor has a  

small lounge, baggage store and laundry. 
 

CATERING 
A modern cafeteria services the dining room and provides a wide variety of choice at economic prices. 

 

SECURITY 
The hostel is open 24 hours each day and from Reception we operate a high technology fire and security system 

to ensure that your stay is safe and peaceful. 
 

FACILITIES & SERVICES 
Bedrooms: 1 x 1-bedded, 9 x 3-bedded, 10 x 4-bedded, 5 x 5-bedded, 6 x 6-bedded, 2 x 7-bedded, 3 x 8-bedded, 

1x10-bedded and 1x15-bedded. All accommodation incorporates wash hand basins and security lockers 
Reception open 07.00 to 23.30 hrs – 24 hour access – CCTV security – night security staff  

Bureau de change – Fax booking service – Theatre/Attraction booking service 
Shop open 07.00 to 23.30 hrs – Lounge  open 07.30 to 23.30 hrs 

Dining room open 07.30 to 09.30 hrs and  11.30 to 20.00 hrs 
Launderette open 07.00 to 22.30 hrs 

 
Further new and improved facilities introduced at this time included a restaurant licence available to the public and 
private meeting rooms. Many of the original features of the Grade 2 listed building were restored and preserved, 
including the rooftop choristers’ playground, the choristers’ chapel and the detailed terracotta facade of Latin 
sgraffitto panels.  



 9 

 1  2  
These photographs date from the period following the 1990 renovation. 1: the specially designed 3-tier city beds (‘coffin beds’) 
were a far cry from the gangly and precarious triple units used in a few much older, simpler hostels such as Maeshafn, Tanners  
Hatch and Selby. They were constructed from melamine-faced composite material and featured built in cupboards that could 
provide extra security. A sliding shelf for each bed was designed to hold items of modest value. Each bed was provided with  

a reading light. The units were suited to the use of the now regular lightweight bedding and were clean and modern. 
Snags arose however with the cramped space for the middle user’s feet and the slipperiness of the melamine when  

climbing into the top bunk. In time, as the material became damaged, it became unsightly and difficult to repair; 
2: the room later to be used as the stylish TV lounge was here being used as the hostel office.  

Posters here were advertising the premises as City of London hostel (YHA Archive) 
 
The hostel capacity was much reduced, from 282 in 1989 to 192 after these renovations. Consequently, those record 
overnight figures were never to be repeated and averaged 50,000 to 60,000 subsequently. The shortfall was made up 
with the opening of several new London hostels – Oxford Street, Thameside and St Pancras, in the 1990s. Steve 

Collier was hostel manager in 2005, to be followed by Sarah Knox in 2006-09. 
By 2007 the largest bedroom was of 11 beds. Around 2007-08 there was a major 
re-roof, the dining room was refitted and old-style café-type metal furniture 
replaced. Sarah Knox had the traditional manager’s flat at the west end of the 
top floor, converted in 2010 to four guest rooms, 8-, 5-, 4- and single-bedded to 
give 210 beds, 18 beds extra. Nadia Aoujdad ran the hostel from 2009 to 2012, 
before moving to St Pancras and London Central in turn.  
 
Steve Roberts became St Paul’s hostel manager in 2013, moving across from 
Holland House hostel. Capacity was further increased to 213 in 2015 with the 
conversion of the manager’s office, room 12, to a 3-bedded room. Staff 
accommodation is now reduced to two flats on the mezzanine level, immediately 
above the ground floor, and a further flat at the east end of the roof. When Steve 
was appointed London operations manager in 2018, Rebecca Bolton took on 
the St Paul’s post. 
 
Left: a YHA issue postcard dating from recent years. It shows the Hostelling International 
flag and the most recent version of the famous YHA triangle (YHA Archive) 

 
New initiatives are being promoted constantly. In summer 2013 YHA announced a scheme to increase awareness of 
youth hostels by the young, and especially by students. The hostel was chosen as the focus of YHA’s first Road Trip, 
starting at St Paul’s with an unsigned band, Intermission Project, and a branded VW campervan. The trip visited and 
performed to enthusiastic audiences at five youth hostels across England and Wales, finally returning to St Paul’s. 
The idea has been used since by other bands and performances by the remarkable theatrical group Mikron. 
 
Also in 2013 a partnership with the educational department of St Paul’s Cathedral led to some new visitors using 
the refurbished dining room facility at the hostel. Limited dining space inside the cathedral had always been a 
problem for the educational department, and at the hostel there was the usual emptiness during the day as guests 
went out sightseeing. A flexible plan meant that up to 180 young people a day could come over to the hostel to eat 
their own packed lunches, for a nominal donation towards YHA’s Breaks 4 Kids fund. In this way £600 was quickly 
raised for the Association’s charitable aims, while introducing nearly 3,000 schoolchildren and teachers to YHA. 
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 5  6  
The exterior of London St Paul's youth hostel as photographed in March 2016. 

1: welcoming hostel entrance on Carter Lane. Lindsey Porter describes how, during the refurbishments at the end of the 1980s, 
the sgraffito panel above the door was found to be falling away. The cost of its essential renovation was well into six figures;  

2: the corner of Carter Lane and Dean’s Court; 3: first floor window detail;  
4: from Dean’s Court, linking the Cathedral with Carter Lane; 5: Carter Lane, view east; 6: flat-roofed central portion  

(author’s photographs) 
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 5  6  
Interior views. 1&2: further photographs by the author of London St Paul's youth hostel in March 2016. 

1: hostel entrance and hallway, showing the steps up towards the reception at the rear; 2: dining room, the erstwhile  
common room, at a lower level at the front of the building. There is no provision for self-catering at St Paul’s; 

3: the original finely-fitted choir school chapel, now used by YHA as a conference and meeting room; 4: comfortable bedroom; 
5&6: evidence of the Master’s ‘sumptuously finished fireplaces’ in his original quarters – now part of the two hostel lounges.  

5: hostel reception, which leads into – 6: TV lounge (3-6: recent photographs by a volunteer – YHA Archive) 
 
In 2019 the hostel has 221 beds, in 49 rooms, and there is full meals provision though, as at St Pancras, no self-
catering kitchen. Latest refurbishments under YHA’s ‘Springboard’ scheme include the redecoration and 
recarpeting of the reception area and its conversion into a café-bar area. The so-called ‘coffin beds’ have been 
replaced by modern YHA metal double bunks all with their own light, power and USB ports. Following a successful 
trial scheme at YHA Liverpool, all bedroom doors have been wrapped in an iconic local landmark vinyl illustration 
such as the Tower of London. All bedrooms are being repainted. In recent years YHA’s tenancy arrangement for the 
former choir school has been overhauled and is now considerably more secure than previously.  
 
Finally, the 10-strong housekeeping team has been brought back in-house, making the staff total 33. 
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These recent basement and ground floor plans give an idea of the shape and layout of the public rooms at the hostel. Note the 
void of the original carriage entrance and the split level of the ground floor. A mezzanine floor covers the left part of this section 

(YHA Archive) 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1968-1990: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb  

*: 17 month period 
          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
… … … … … … … … 29342 51050 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
61340 68217 70495 68942 63412 66829 70513 74122 78671 75390 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
74894 68664 63005 67951 70357 79567 79876 98641 96004 100001 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
12214 0 39154*  44515 56195 60115 61391 60279 58106 57477 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
56117 51157 50962 46225 48406 51373 55618 58086 55277 54955 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
61666 66387 65371 65201 67019 66134 65402 62267 63504 63449 

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


