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Over the years there have been few joint arrangements of accommodation between the YMCA and YHA; those that
operated were almost all in the early years of the YHA, in the South of England, with YHA taking beds within
YMCA properties. Such hostels operated in Dover, Portsmouth, Southampton, Falmouth and Barnstaple, and in
some women too were accommodated.
Lewes Youth hostel opened in 1932 and was operating by the time it was advertised in October of that year in Hiker
and Camper. The address of the YMCA was St Wilfrid’s, an attractive large townhouse of 1867 on High Street. It
had been a one-time boarding school and day school. YMCA purchased the property and the extensive garden space
behind it in 1921. The main youth hostel space at first bordered the back garden, to the east by a between-the-wars
modernist brick building built on Westgate Street, at right angles to High Street. This modern block housed the
YMCA gym and offices. Initially men were accommodated in a former army hut, of unknown location, but probably
in the space to the rear of St Wilfrid’s. Women slept in chalets on the west side of the garden, and it is remarkable
that one such seemed to be extant during a visit in 2013.
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Lewes Youth hostel. 1: details from the YHA Regional Guide, 1935 (author’s collection);
2: the only known contemporary illustration of the youth hostel facilities. Here is the specially-constructed block of 1939,
approached from the garden. The moat-like bridge to the entrance door gives a clue to the much lower street level beyond
(postcard reproduced by kind permission of Edward Reeves, photographer, of Lewes).
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The Lewes arrangement seems to have been particularly generous towards YHA, as towards the end of the 1930s a
purpose-built block was constructed, apparently on the Association’s behalf. YHA’s London Region News of March
1939 advised that a new building would be open at Easter. This was a separate two-storey block to the north of the
gym and office building on Westgate Street. The building consisted of lock-up garages at road level, but with the
hostel rooms above, reached by entrances from the enclosed garden on the reverse side to the road. It is this aspect of
the new block that appears to be illustrated in the postcard published by Reeves of Lewes shown on the previous
page. It will be noted that at this location the garden is raised to the height of one floor above street level. The new
facility housed a men’s dormitory (provided with bedspreads), with sanitary annexe, a common room and kitchens
for members and the assistant warden. Women’s sleeping arrangements were not mentioned at this point, and
presumably continued as before.

Details from the YHA Regional Guide, 1939 (YHA Archive)

The benefits of the new building were soon frustrated however by the restrictions of war. The hostel struggled
through 1940 but was restricted to only 230 overnights. A national notice of 8th October 1940 confirmed that the
hostel was operating. It was available again for at least part of 1941, despite defence area regulations being in force.
The hostel was restricted to men only in 1942 and only partially available in 1943, having to close during that year.
For as long as these restricted and erratic arrangements were in place, the men’s accommodation was in the gym area.
The hostel was not available in 1944-45.
Lewes hostel reopened after the war in 1946. Easter was the intended date, according London Region News of March
1946. Arrangements were different from pre-war days, however. The newsletter reported that beds for 20 women,
two kitchens and a common room were located in a new building (presumably the 1939 building), while men were
accommodated in the gym. It was expected that the hostel would continue into the following year, but the London
Region annual report stated that it had proved impossible to open during 1947, contrary to expectation.
The YMCA on Westgate Street thrives, though St Wilfrid’s and the 1939 building are now separately owned.
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
1932-1946: previous Oct to Sept;
R: restricted wartime use; M: hostel restricted to men only; W: wartime closure
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St Wilfrid’s and the YMCA pictured almost 70 years after YHA withdrew its Lewes hostel.
1: the imposing St Wilfrid’s House, one-time townhouse and school before the YMCA bought it and all the land behind;
2: this simple chalet has survived in the YMCA garden area and seems to fit the description of the women’s
accommodation in the earlier hostel years;
3: the garden area viewed to the south. St Wilfrid’s is in the distance, while the YMCA gym is to the left and the chalet
to the right. Behind the wall is a substantial wooden building that by a stretch of the imagination may have been
the original men’s army hut accommodation, though the fine details of layout within the property are speculative;
4: view from Westgate Street looking south. The YMCA gym where YHA’s men slept during the war is on the left
of the building and YMCA’s offices are on the right.
5: view from Westgate Street looking north. Beyond the YMCA gym and offices can be seen, at an angle, the 1939 building,
with YHA rooms above and lock-up garages below. The upper floor is now run as a children’s pre-school nursery
(author’s photographs, May 2013)
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