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Portland Youth Hostel

2001 to present

Hardy House, Castle Road, Portland, Dorset DT5 1BJ
Historic County: Dorset

GR: SY 684739

Hardy House is a substantial Edwardian property, one of three neighbouring matching houses for high-ranking
officials strung along Castle Road, designed in 1904 and completed two years later. They are attractive red-brick
buildings coursed with narrow bands of Portland stone. Indeed, several other navy properties on the Isle of Portland,
including the large naval hospital, featured a unity of architectural expression. They were built by local firm Jesty &
Baker of Castletown, who had many major Government contracts at the time. According to Stuart Morris, the
northernmost of the trio, Hardy House, Naval Residence No. 1, was built for the Admiralty’s Chief Civil Engineer
at Portland, and later became the headquarters of the Ministry of Defence Police, the Naval Provost and the Works
Department. It has also been described as the First Admiral’s House. Residence No. 2 (Boscawen House) originally
housed the Naval Stores Officer, and No. 3 (Rodney House) was for the King’s Harbour Master and later became
the official residence of the Captain of the Base and the Rear-Admiral.

Hardy House, one of the Admiralty’s chief residences, photographed when new about 1908

As early as 1995 YHA News announced that the idea of a Portland youth hostel had been simmering for a long time,
and negotiations had been proceeding. This was the year in which Bridport hostel was closing, and a replacement in
the Weymouth area was a logical step. The hostel was a long time in the making, however; much later, in 2000,
YHA expressed a hope to open here in the summer. This may have been a reference to the 1995 property, long
delayed; whatever the circumstances, Hardy House was purchased by Weymouth and Portland Borough Council
and leased to YHA. The partnership package to transform the building into a well-appointed youth hostel also
involved the South West Regional Development Agency. The coming of the YHA to Portland helped to soften the
blow of the closure of the naval base and air station by providing an outlet for tourism. Its proximity to the southern
limit of Chesil Beach and convenience for the Jurassic Coast, Portland Bill and Weymouth soon made it a popular
choice.
At last, the youth hostel at Hardy House opened, with its first exclusive hire group, in January 2001. An official
opening was held on 6th April 2001.
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1&2: postcard images dating from the first year or two of YHA’s tenure at Portland (YHA Archive);
3-6: author’s photographs of August 2014. 3: close-up view of the entrance; 4: the south end of Hardy House;
5: the attractive aspect of Hardy House from Castle Road. Residence No. 2 (Boscawen House) is seen to the right.
This and Residence No. 3 have also been sold on by the Admiralty;
6: view of the rear of the property, where a planned extension may have sat. The lawn area is very popular with campers

There have been 28 beds from the outset, though initially plans were drawn up for eventual expansion to 60 beds by
extending to the rear. One consequence of these plans was an archaeological investigation of the field behind the
hostel in 2002. This was at the request by Weymouth and Portland Borough Council as a condition for granting
development consent. The Association for Portland Archaeology volunteered to do the evaluation in order to help
the YHA, and the field-work was undertaken partly by hostel guests. The APA reported a summary of the finds,
which included evidence of Late Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and a little Roman activity in the area:
A total of 263 lithic pieces were found, including primary flakes with bulbar scars 132; scrapers 47; flakes with
limited edge retouch 52; scrapers 47; awls 5; 9 points; 5 flakes with blunting retouch; fabricator 1; knife 1; burin
1. Three hammerstones were found as well as 4 beach pebbles which had been imported from the beach. Two
flakes from Trench 1 were found to be conjoining. Only one Roman potsherd was found.
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There are five bedrooms, all on the first floor, all with six beds, apart from one four-bedded room. One of the larger
rooms is en suite. The hostel’s nightly capacity can be expanded to as many as 50 by including the popular camping
pitches to the rear of the hostel. Staff accommodation takes up the top floor of the hostel.
Meals were at first provided for groups only, but have since become generally available.
YHA’s commitment to its membership was demonstrated when members were given priority booking for beds for
the Olympic Games of 2012 at centres in London, Portland and Manchester.
The first manager was Bonnie Robertson; others have included David Gilbert and Natalie Collins. From 2014,
Angela Smith has run the hostel.
Angela has collected some fascinating snippets about the history of Hardy House, including the following:
Our brick shed housed the x-ray machine for the Navy to look at all their post! Apparently because of bomb
threats they had a machine that checked all post before it was opened. That is why the shed is reinforced and has
a chimney on to take out the heat of the machine. My windows have a plastic coating on them. It was put there
because of the IRA bomb threats to the island.
I recently had a guest to stay who used to work here when it was used by the military police. He pointed out
which room was used as a cell – it still has the sound proofing on the walls.

The imposing entrance hall and the erstwhile small cosy lounge at Portland youth hostel,
together with a couple of hostel stamps (YHA images)
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In December 2016 YHA Portland received a considerable renewal under the Springboard programme. The
reception was moved from its separate office-like position near the hostel entrance and combined with a new bar
and dining area at the back of the house to create a vibrant central public area, with the walk-through from the old
breakfast room next door to the dining room being replaced by the staff reception and sales area.
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YHA Portland after refurbishment and remodelling, 2017.
1: the attractive beach-themed reception and dining room, featuring new wall-art; 2: beach-hut-themed showers (YHA images);
3: the popular 5-person tipi; 4: outdoor store and newly constructed picnic service area (author’s photos, July 2017)

An Arts Council project sponsored an artist to create a mural on local themes in the refurbished dining area. This is
becoming a regular theme in hostel refurbishments, YHAs Liverpool, Bristol and Cardiff receiving similar artistic
treatment, and revives the once-common mural feature in many youth hostels, with the application of local or
hostelling themes.
Further developments include the expansion of Room 5 upstairs to take 7 beds. The hostel now provides for 34
guests in the house, while up to 20 campers can be accommodated on the field at the back of Hardy House,
including in a tipi designed to take five. Angela Smith has worked hard too to develop a welcoming environment for
campers; new sheds behind the hostel provide basic kitchen provision and storage for outdoor hostellers. With these
improvements, numbers staying at YHA Portland have continued to grow. A record 7,722 stayed in 2017.
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
2000-present: Mar to following Feb
•: the 180 overnights were for Jan / Feb 2001; +: notional figure included for exclusive hire
2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

180•

3674

4579

4171

4292

3957

4419

3383

2956

3093

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2953

3480+

4513+

4539+

5618+

5751+

7028+

7722+

7435+

7170+
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