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Truleigh Hill Youth Hostel     1974 to present  
 
Tottington Barn, Truleigh Hill, Shoreham-by-Sea, West Sussex BN43 5FB.  
Historic County: Sussex YHA Regions: Southern, South GR: TQ 220105 
 
Truleigh Hill youth hostel opened on the first day of 1974. An article in the contemporary edition of Hostelling 
News was both celebratory and mindful of the many delays: 

Some hostellers may recall an entry in the 1969 handbook for Truleigh Hill youth hostel: ‘Apply to Regional 
Secretary for date of opening in 1969,’ it said. But Truleigh Hill did not open in 1969, nor in 1970, nor in 1971. 
And when in 1972 the Truleigh Hill details quietly disappeared from the Handbook, that seemed the end of the 
matter. Happily, it was not, for the hostel entry has reappeared in the 1974 Handbook, and the hostel is now 
open.  
 

Truleigh Hill hostel stands 600 ft up on top of the Downs about 2 miles north of Shoreham-by-Sea. It was built 
in the mid-thirties as a summer house on stilts high above the ground, giving splendid views from the windows.   
 

When the South Downs Way was first mooted, Southern Region had approached both East and West Sussex 
County Councils for help in establishing hostels along the route. When the West Sussex County Council 
commenced work on establishing its section of the South Downs Way, it discovered the summer house on stilts 
was for sale. As the property was almost half way along the 80-mile downland route from Beachy Head to the 
Hampshire border, with its five acres actually straddling the South Downs Way, the County Council asked the 
YHA if it would like to have a youth hostel there, an offer gratefully accepted. Early in 1967, the property was 
purchased by the County Council, who agreed to make the necessary alterations and extensions, supported by 
the Countryside Commission who agreed to provide most of the cash. The YHA agreed to make a contribution 
to the cost and lease the property on a peppercorn rent. 
 

Unfortunately, a succession of set-backs outside YHA control delayed the venture, and it was not until the 
autumn of 1972 that builders started work. Our photograph, taken whilst the builders were still in occupation, 
shows in the background the old part on brick stilts and in the foreground the extension. Now at long last 
Truleigh Hill is truly open. 

 

 1  2  
1: Tottington Barn in its pre-YHA state, about 1965. Note the house’s undeveloped undercroft and unrebuilt conservatory, and 

the roofless round-topped barn; 2: the hostel nearing completion in dire wintry conditions just before the establishment was 
ready to open. The images were donated by John Chadwick, nephew of Ron Chadwick who was an early warden here. 

 (YHA Archive)  
 

The property was assigned leasehold to the YHA Trust for 99 years by West Sussex County Council. There was an 
official opening ceremony on 23rd March 1974.  
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Truleigh Hill hostel, with YHA’s own new extension on the right of the picture replacing the old flint barn –  

illustration referred to in the above article, from Hostelling News, Winter 1973-74 (YHA Archive) 
 
In dealing with a rates assessment in 1975, Bernard Selwyn, on behalf of YHA Southern Region, gave a frank and 
more detailed account of the history of the project and the problems and compromises encountered in establishing 
the hostel here, no doubt playing up any shortcomings so as to diminish the high rates demanded. He wrote:  

In March 1963, the Minister of Housing and Local Government confirmed the making of the South Downs 
Way as a long distance footpath and bridleway under 5.52 of the National Parks and Access to the Countryside 
Act 1949. In West Sussex, the YHA were anxious to provide an additional hostel between those at Patcham 
[Brighton] and Warningcamp [Arundel]. An intensive search was therefore made in the Steyning and Upper 
Beeding district and the National Parks Commission and County Council were reminded of their powers under 
8.54 of the Act to provide accommodation for those wishing to walk or ride along the Way.  
 

In 1964, a planning application was made for the change of use of the ex-RAF Guardhouse on top of Truleigh 
Hill but this was refused on the grounds that both East and West Sussex Planning Authorities wanted it 
demolished as soon as possible. Needless to say, it is still there.  
 

In June 1966, following the confirmation of the South Downs Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, the County 
Council were specifically asked if they might have any surplus property or land in this district which might be 
suitable for a 30-bed simple hostel – all that was considered necessary at that time. This immediately produced 
an invitation to consider the possibility of taking Tottington Barn which the County were then negotiating to 
acquire because of planning problems they were having with the then owner. However, while it was (and is) a 
superb location for the purpose, the building was not at all suitable or adaptable and there were a number of 
other disadvantages which will be mentioned later. It must also be said that the appearance of the house was 
somewhat controversial and a number of people, including myself, would have given greater priority to its 
demolition rather than to that of the Guardhouse up the Hill, and we wondered how it got planning permission 
in the first place.  
 

The nature of the building meant that although the house had a generous amount of space, for some purposes it 
was not possible to include any of the hostellers’ sleeping and sanitary accommodation. This had to be provided 
in a totally new annexe replacing the old barn and rather more than was thought necessary was provided to 
justify the warden’s and ancillary accommodation in the house in the hope that school parties could be attracted 
here.  
 

There was (and is) anxiety about the well water supply and the fact that it has to be pumped up to a reservoir on 
top of the hill with only about a day’s reserve capacity if the hostel is full. The cesspool (over the catchment of the 
well), though watertight, makes the occupier particularly dependant on regular emptying and the charges 
imposable by the local authority. Comparatively favourable terms were negotiated for this to begin with but the 
authority made it clear that these were unlikely to last long.  
 

Nevertheless, after many years of negotiation with the County Council, they agreed to carry out the 
development in consideration of the taking up of the lease at a rent of £5pa and a capital contribution of only 
£5,000 from the YHA, the balance being met by the County subject to a Treasury grant of 75%. The total cost to 
the public is not known.  
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Plans from the YHA Archive of the original house and part of the entrance and new extension – 1: Ground Floor; 2: First Floor. 
The Riding Store in the Ground Floor Plan indicates the early provision of pony trekking at the hostel, while the open walkway  

at the foot of that plan has been later amended (some time after 1980) to show preparations for the useful  
infilling of the spaces between the stilts with a new staff bedroom, sitting room and wet weather room.  
The First Floor Plan shows the attractive positioning of dining areas overlooking views south to the coast 
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YHA volunteer George Miller from Lincoln visited the new hostel in 1974.  

1: his image of the original house, ‘Tottington Barn’, portrayed its 1930s modernist design well. The pillars  
referred to above were not yet infilled, though the undercroft had been tidied and partially developed by YHA.  

The little structure on top of the flat roof, nowadays the manager’s flat, shows its curious splayed wings;  
2: on the same day Mr Miller photographed the newly-built entrance and extension to the right of the house,  

a typical YHA structure of its time in pale brick, with large windows, shallow roofline and vertical timber feature; 
3: horses graze in the paddock adjacent to the hostel in a photograph by Ron Sant, May 1980 (author’s collection)  
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Truleigh Hill hostel opened with 60 beds, and was classified from the outset as Superior Grade. At first there was 
camping. This facility appears to have been withdrawn by the mid-1980s, but has recently been reinstated. In 1980 
the YHA handbook mentioned cycle hire and pony riding, modified in 1985 to paddocks for visiting riders. 
 

    1 
  

    2 
1: this post-1987 photograph shows the new staff accommodation rooms on the ground floor at the front of the house; 
2: the main reception and common room or lounge area some time later, about the turn of the century (YHA Archive) 

 
In 1987 the capacity rose to 64; this was when the front of the 
house on the ground floor was extended to the pillars. In 
keeping with the general trend towards capacity reductions 
for greater comfort and privacy in the 1990s, the number of 
beds was reduced to 56 in 1997 and has remained at that 
figure since. Staff accommodation has been altered over the 
years, but has generally been confined to the original 1930s 

house, where the manager’s quarters are found on the upper floor and in the little penthouse. Hostel managers have 
included Ron Chadwick, Jen and Al Harris, Francis Lawson, Daniel Crutchley and, from 2015, Michelle Clarke.  
 
Truleigh Hill hostel was used as a Do-It-4-Real Summer Camp Site in 2005 and 2009. In 2015, as part of YHA’s 
Springboard programme, along with general refurbishment, provision was made to modernise the open lounge, 
dining and reception area on the upper storey of the house to maximise comfort and the impact of the sea views. The 
hostel’s garage was converted to a cycle store. A further reflection of the importance of cycling on the South Downs 
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Way is the recent provision of a state-of-the-art bicycle repair station at the front of the hostel. 6-guest safari tents, 
spacious 4-person bell tents, new landpods and traditional camping form part of the modern provision. 
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1: colour postcard of the hostel, before the ground floor extension to the front of the pillars (YHA Archive); 

2: a general view from the field behind the hostel. Rabbits abound here and from one of these windows the author watched a 
stoat terrorise a group of them with its mad dance; 3: modern bike repair station (author’s photographs, June 2015); 

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1974-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 
*: 17 month period;   +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping  

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
… … … … 4028 5475 5532 5544 5894 6535 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
8071 7928 7211 6836 7895 7752 5938 6417 7197 7164 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
7451 7029 6748* 5798 5562 7270 6487 6321 6655 5778 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
6756 5311 6549 7090 6509 7068 8069 8238 6469 5967 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
5550 9105+ 8905+ 9622+ 9997+ 11484+ 11879+ 11574+ 11145+ 10427+ 
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Truleigh Hill youth hostel after refurbishment under the Springboard programme.  

1: the hostel from the sloping field at the front. The house’s original strut pillars are still evident;  
2: cheerful entrance; 3: lounge; 4: dining room; 5: sea vista; 
6: bell tents; 7: a new venture – the landpod (YHA images) 

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


