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Alfriston Youth Hostel     1952 to present  
 
Frog Firle, Alfriston, Polegate, East Sussex BN26 5TT 
Historic County: Sussex YHA Regions: 

London, Southern, South 
GR: TQ 517019 GR: Z 

 
YHA had a base of two youth hostels on the eastern section of the South Downs before the war, when small 
accommodation hostels operated at Lewes YMCA and Jevington Farm. These both closed in 1946. In the rapid 
expansion of hostelling in the immediate post-war years, a site was gifted to the Association at 51 Telscombe Cliff 
Way, Peacehaven, and remained a prospect for a new hostel from 1950 to 1952. It was even the subject of an 
architectural competition within YHA’s journals for a new youth hostel design, but the plans remained dormant. 
The site was not disposed of by YHA Trust until 1986. 
 
Also in 1950-51 an unlikely youth hostel conversion was being considered at the former Belle Tout lighthouse, 
Birling Gap, near Severn Sisters (grid ref: TV 563955), built in 1832 but decommissioned in 1902. A 99-year lease 
was being offered by Eastbourne Corporation at a nominal sum, and had been approved in principle by the YHA 
London Regional Group. By 1951 plans were proceeding slowly, and much building work was envisaged. In truth 
the lighthouse was a near-wreck, and though the building was extensively restored in the 1950s, it was not by YHA; 
a new hostel prospect had presented itself. In fact the Belle Tout lighthouse was under increasing threat from cliff 
erosion, and had to be moved some metres inland in 1999. 
 

 
Top right: one-inch pin badge from the 1960s. 

Above: an early YHA postcard by DJ Boorne, showing Alfriston youth hostel from the road, looking south. 
 
The idea of hostels at Peacehaven or Severn Sisters soon gave way to a much more realistic scheme at Frog Firle, 
Alfriston. It is an attractive Sussex flint house with Tudor beamed lounge, dating in part from 1530, with 20th-
century additions, effectively a distingushed Arts-and-Crafts tile-hung house to the south, grafted onto a well-
preserved mid-Tudor mansion to the north. An indication of the complexities of hostel building lies in the number 
of tiled roofs – well over 30. There are extensive grounds. A freehold gift from HM Treasury’s National Land Fund, 
it was adopted by the YHA Trust on 21 February 1952, with equipment given by the Goldsmiths Company. The 
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1952 Handbook advised that it might open, but details were sketchy and appeared only in late news. The hostel was 
officially opened on 12th July 1952, almost certainly after being pressed into some ordinary use for members.  
 
The 1953 Handbook gave more details: there were 60 beds. The hostel could accommodate School Journey Parties, 
and would provide cold showers and camping, and Please bring slippers. It soon settled into a busy routine, regularly 
drawing 6,000 overnights a year in the first dozen years. 
 
The first wardens were Bert and Anne Waters, long-serving YHA employees at Leatherhead, Boulter’s Lock and 
Hannington before moving to Alfriston. They stayed until their retirement in 1960. After them, YHA’s wardenship 
records are silent until the late 1970s.  
 
The Youth Hosteller Magazine of February 1963 advised of several improvements:  

Whilst much of the building dates from the sixteenth century, there have been many alterations and additions. 
The gun room was extended in 1924 to form what is now the spacious dining room and the oak panelled 
entrance hall was formerly the still room where the hams were smoked and stored. During the last year a major 
improvement has been the provision of a new members’ kitchen in the southern wing of the building. As this has 
displaced the cycle-shed, a previously derelict pig-sty a few yards down the path to Litlington has been converted 
by local group members to serve this purpose.  
 

The ivy-covered hostel, seen to best advantage from the long garden, opens up the treeless eastern downs and 
enables the hosteller to visit the Seven Sister Cliffs where the South Downs meet the sea.  
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Early views of Alfriston youth hostel, from all angles. 

1: this postcard view, another early example by DJ Boorne, shows the extensive attractive grounds to the rear, from the east;  
2: a typical crowd scene, 1950s. Of interest is the obsolete 1930s-pattern silhouette-style YHA triangle sign standing  

proud of the near corner. This may have come from Lewes, Jevington or any of the other local pre-war hostels.  
Rare examples nowadays are to be found at YHAs Bridges and Once Brewed;  

3: leisure time in the common room; 4: two young hostellers attend to gardening duties (all YHA Archive) 
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1: youngsters crowd round the warden’s den. The hanging sign (showing how to make up a sleeping-bag bed) is dated 1972 

and prices for the cloth badges are in post-1971 decimal currency (YHA Archive); 
2: Frog Firle youth hostel, a fine old building photographed by Lincoln YHA member George Miller in 1974. 

The shot was taken from the road, looking east; 3: hostel stamp; 4: nameboard (author’s collection) 
 

Sheila and Michael Hulme were wardens in 1977, and perhaps earlier. They remained in post until Wendy Nichols 
arrived in 1985; she remained for a successful and considerable spell, staying until 2012. During her stay, in 1981, 
Frog Firle received Grade II listed building status. The hostel was refurbished during 1988-89, so catering for an 
upsurge of overnights up to the present. The capacity always remained within the limits of 60 to 68 however, even 
with the provision of greater comforts and some smaller bedrooms. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1952-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

*: 17 month period  
          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
… … 2322 open 6511 6782 5587 6218 5663 5727 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
5102 6134 6605 6527 6377 6788 7061 7589 7467 7931 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
8328 8342 8282 8070 10212 9595 10486 9138 8804 7886 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
9146 8468 7608 8181 7709 8032 7085 8457 8026 8547 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
8800 8688 11355* 9343 8590 9101 10007 9766 8767 9128 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
8671 7604 8650 8470 9275 9201 9778 10715 10936 10900 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
10862 11045 11411 11782 10647 … … … … … 
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1-5: October 2008 views of Alfriston youth hostel (YHA Archive). 

1: aerial view over the Tudor chimneys to the lush valley of the River Cuckmere and on to the sea, just visible in the dip beyond; 
2: spacious dining room; 3: attractive oak staircase; 4&5: comfortable lounges with feature inglenooks and ancient beams; 

6: one-inch pin badge from the 1960s. It features the mysterious chalk figure, the Long Man of Wilmington  
(author’s collection) 
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Adrian Lamb took over for the hostel’s final two years. The opening in 2013 of YHA South Downs at Itford Farm, a 
few miles to the northwest, led to the withdrawal of Alfriston after the 2014 season. The property passed to private 
residential use after YHA’s tenure. 
 

    
 

    
 

    
Alfriston youth hostel: original Tudor mansion (six photographs by the author, May 2013) 
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Alfriston youth hostel: 1-4: later Arts and Crafts house; 5: a bike shed fashioned from a pig sty in 1963;  

6: Tranquillity (six photographs by the author, May 2013) 
 

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


