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The Folk House, Sandy Balls Wood, Godshill, Fordingbridge, Hampshire
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GR: SU 172146 (Old School House) /
SU 168146 (Folk House, Sandy Balls)

Illustration of the Folk House from an unlabelled newspaper cutting, almost certainly 1931 (YHA Archive)
and a later postcard, probably after the youth hostel era, by courtesy of Melvyn Hines

The history of the youth hostel premises in Godshill, Hampshire, is complex and uncertain, and involves two
properties. One was the Old School House, a building some 400 years old on the north side of the main
Fordingbridge to Cadnam road connecting the northern parts of the New Forest. It was originally called Godshill
Manor and is now the White House. The other was barely a quarter of a mile west of the house at Sandy Balls, a
sylvan setting on an outcrop of sand and gravel that became, in 1919, a centre of Utopian living according to the
Code of Woodcraft Chivalry, under the leadership of Ernest Westlake. A substantial hut, the Folk House, stood
here. Built by Thomas Westlake in 1883 as a Mission Hall in Fordingbridge, it was transported to Sandy Balls in
1928. Both the Old School House and the Folk House were named as the Godshill hostel at various times between
1931 and 1945, though how this was arranged, and how important a direct connection in personnel between the
two may have been, are factors not yet clear. It seems feasible that both properties were part of the same loose hostel
arrangement and that the buildings may have been used in a flexible joint fashion. There was a revival of Godshill
hostel in the later years of the war, and this is known to have been at the Folk House.
The earliest reference to a youth hostel at Godshill was in an anonymous news cutting, almost certainly of 1931, the
pioneer year for YHA’s network. This referred to the Folk House, Sandy Balls estate, and a good sketch of a chalettype building under trees was provided. However, all four 1931 issues of the YHA Handbook, and all other
publications up to 1938, advised that the hostel was at the Old School House. It is possible that the location was
moved from Folk House to School House at the outset or after a very short spell, or that there was some other tie-up
between Sandy Balls and the Old School House. The Grid Reference for the Old School House conforms with the
1935 Regional Handbook map and the White House’s position on modern maps. However, it appears from archive
photographic and handbook evidence that the Sandy Balls chalet was indeed back in YHA use in 1943-45.
As YHA found its feet in the 1930s, regional boundaries were flexed and consolidated. At first, hostels on the
Hampshire / Dorset border came under the jurisdiction of distant London Region, but a more local South Coast
committee soon took the reigns. London Region recorded 212 bednights at Godshill (actually called Fordingbridge
by them) some time between May and September 1931, though the statistic may not be complete for that year.
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According to research by Graham Davies, Cuthbert ‘Kirk’ Rutter MA was the hostel warden from 1931 to 1938,
and a cousin to the Westlake family. He was the founding head teacher of the Forest School, Sandy Balls, founded
on Woodcraft lines in 1928. This timber Forest School was not the same establishment as the Old School, but was
positioned next to the Folk House at Sandy Balls. The Forest School moved to Whitwell Hall, Reepham, Norfolk in
the winter of 1937/1938 and this may have been the reason for the hostel’s closure. Rutter died in 1946.
Lilian ‘Jane’ Ash, a young lady from Portsmouth, discovered youth hostelling in 1934. In April she travelled out to
the New Forest, and recorded in her holiday log, mercifully saved in the YHA Archive:
We arrived at the ‘Old School House’ Youth Hostel. Luckily, there was a spare room [it was a downstairs room]
with a double-decker bed, and we had a fire lit in the kitchen. It certainly was a primitive place. The common
room was small, holding a dresser, a wooden table fashioned for garden use and three wooden forms, also a rough
looking (home-made) sofa. There was a good crowd, over twenty. We used a hurricane lamp and found that
nothing would induce it to go out. It was still burning in the morning. My funny bed, except for the lack of a
pillow, was very comfortable.

Postcard of the Old School House youth hostel, on the main road at Godshill. Above the door is the YHA triangle (YHA Archive)

The ad hoc nature of the arrangements and furnishings described by Lilian, and the suggestion that there were 20
hostellers present when the official capacity was 16, suggests that Godshill hostel was an adopted one, that is, one
run privately under the aegis of the YHA, rather than one fully controlled and staffed by the Association. Such
arrangements formed the majority of YHA’s hostels before the war.

Extract from the 1935 YHA South of England Regional Guide. The arrow points decisively to the Old School House. The Folk
House was positioned where the tree symbols touch the main road, a little to the south-west (author’s collection)
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The Old School House complement of beds for 8 men and 8 women in the first year had grown to 10 plus 10 in
1932-33, but reverted again from 1934 to 1938. No meals were provided here, and members were advised to bring
their own knife, fork and spoon.
Graham Davies has detected another connection between Godshill and the YHA. The Woodcraftian organisation
Grith Fyrd (later Grith Pioneers) was also founded at Sandy Balls, in 1932 (for 18-21 unemployed men). In 1937
they moved to Shining Cliff Woods, Ambergate, Derbyshire, where they had constructed a second hutted camp at
end of 1933. This became Shining Cliff youth hostel in 1947.
The South Coast annual report for 1938 stated that Godshill hostel had closed on 30th September in that year, by
circumstances beyond our control. The Folk House at Sandy Balls had a second stint as a youth hostel, however,
opened again after Whit 1943 by Southampton sub-regional group to appease wartime demand. It operated in
1943-45. The annual report described it as already popular, and an extension was required. The 1944 YHA
Handbook gave the location as 1¼ miles from Fordingbridge on Southampton Road, top of hill, left at pillarbox. This
accords with the Sandy Balls estate. Godshill hostel finally closed on 30th June 1945. It was intriguingly referred to
as the new hostel. There were now 24 beds, and camping, though still no meals were provided

Fordingbridge Youth Hostel 1978 to 1980
Fordingbridge and District Community Centre, Shaftesbury Street, Fordingbridge, Hampshire
Historic County: Hampshire

YHA Region: Southern

GR: SU 145141

Fordingbridge youth hostel operated with the co-operation and assistance of the Fordingbridge and District
Community Association in its Community Centre, an old red-brick school on Shaftesbury Street. It opened on 9th
July 1978 as a 30-bed simple-grade seasonal summer hostel, for
ten weeks. Two rooms were rented. The arrangement came too
late for YHA’s annual handbook, though there was an entry in
the published supplement. YHA Southern Region’s 1978
annual report blamed poor publicity for only 163 overnights in
that first season. The 1979 and 1980 Handbooks gave only brief
details about expected operation during the respective school
summer holiday periods. The arrangement finished after the
1980 season because of disappointing use. The school is now
used as the Avonway Community Centre.
Left: Trevor Key’s later photograph of part of the school premises
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John Martin, 2020. YHA Profiles are intended to be adaptable in the light of new materials gained by YHA Archive
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