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Kington and Leominster Youth Hostels
Introduction
The rural county of Herefordshire has seen a steady number of youth hostels – eleven – in YHA’s 90-year span.
Pre-war hostels here were typically short-lived. Two were in the southeast of the county, against Gloucestershire’s
boundary: Parkfields near Ross (1931-32) and Kerne Bridge near Goodrich (1933-36), while Kentchurch, open only
in 1935, was hard against the border with Monmouthshire to the southwest. Replacing Kerne Bridge, Welsh Bicknor
(YHA Wye Valley) bucked the trend and has served hostellers from 1936 to the present; for a considerable time it has
resided in Herefordshire rather than in an exclave of Monmouthshire. There was another surprise with county
identities: in the east Cowleigh Gate hostel, 1933 to 1942, was on the outskirts of Malvern, Worcestershire.
In the county’s centre, hostels were developed at Rushall (1939-79), Lyonshall (1950-61) and Staunton-on-Wye,
(1963-82, later 1987-90). Lastly, a short-lived first hostel in Kington in 1968, a modern hostel in Leominster and a
second Kington property complete the eleven. This final trio make the subject of this profile.

Kington [Emsworth] Youth Hostel

1968 only

Emsworth, 13 Duke Street, Kington, Herefordshire
Historic County: Herefordshire

YHA Region: Midland

GR: SO 299567

South Wales cyclist JD Thomas was one of only 365 souls to record an overnight at the first Kington Hostel in 1968.
This rare photograph and those following are from the superb holiday logs written by him over many years (YHA Archive)
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The first youth hostel in the attractive small market town of Kington was a very shortlived affair. It opened on 1st May 1968 and occupied an 18th-century house on Duke
Street, once the Bush pub. Mr and Mrs Michael Wheeler owned, developed and
wardened the premises, having established a working arrangement with YHA’s Midland
region for an accommodation hostel here.
Sightings of the hostel stamp for ‘Emsworth’ must be very uncommon. This is JD Thomas’s

Michael Wheeler was a passionate devotee of railway history and created his own extensive museum of artefacts within
the premises, possibly predating the YHA here. ‘Emsworth’ may have followed the example of Roye England’s Long
Wittenham youth hostel in Berkshire (1954-60), a celebrated shrine to his model railway skills. For 20 years after the
war Britain had witnessed wholesale closures of entire networks of railways and the accumulated mountains of
redundant hardware became rich pickings for enthusiasts. Wheeler developed his new hostel partly as an opportunity
to display his memorabilia in the ground floor public rooms of the hostel.

More images of the first Kington hostel from JD Thomas, July 1968. These pictures are possibly unique. They show some of the
fabulous riches of railwayana put on trusting display in the common room by the enthusiastic warden. Included is what seems to
be the entire booking office window from Kington station, closed in 1955. Hostel duties will have been interesting (YHA Archive)
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All was not well, however. The hostel was forced to close after a brief first season, in September 1968, because planning
regulations had been breached. A brief note in Youth Hosteller, November 1968, explained things:
Not according to plan
Kington Hostel first opened its doors to members in May. Now, only four months later, the YHA sign has been
taken down and the hostel is closed until further notice. The reason is the refusal of the local planning authority
to permit change of use. Application for planning permission was made on May 9th by Mr Michael Wheeler, as
owner of the property. This was refused in September by Herefordshire County Council, but Mr Wheeler is
appealing against the decision.

The appeal seems to have fallen on deaf ears. In a later scheme about 1978, YHA Midland region was actively looking
to open a hostel in the town to support the development of the official Offa’s Dyke Footpath, with the help of local
people, but Knighton hostel was opened instead.

Leominster Youth Hostel

2000 to present

The Old Priory, Leominster, Herefordshire HR6 8EQ
Historic County: Herefordshire

GR: SO 498593

YHA Leominster is in a complex and quirky arrangement of buildings of mixed
age, partly the former Priory dating from 1123, partly a workhouse of about 1825
and, from the 1930s, a registry office. This office is now in adjacent premises.
With the impending closure of the popular but time-worn Ludford Lodge youth
hostel, Ludlow, early in 1999, YHA wasted no time in finding a replacement eleven
miles to the south in Leominster. A YHA internal memo dated May 1999 outlined
the proposed hostel and estimated the cost to be £388,000, with YHA
contributing £20,000. The hostel opened on 5th October 2000, the first paying
customers being a Rent-a-Hostel group. A dedication inside the building refers to
an official opening held on 11th April 2001.
Left: hostel stamp, 2007

A wide view of YHA Leominster when first opened, seen from car parking spaces to the east. The youth hostel occupies the low
cream-painted block at the centre, most of the ground floor beyond, the first floor above it and the lower-height portion of the
second floor at the left hand side. More hostel and staff rooms are on the upper floors of the small return wing on the left side.
Other areas of the complex are not part of the hostel (photograph by Arthur Dunabin, YHA Archive)
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These hostel plans date from about 2007, though little of the original layout has changed since YHA opened here in 2000.

There are 30 beds spread over 10 rooms. On the ground floor, the sole bedroom is the DDS-compliant en suite Room
10. Next to this is the reception and office, served by the hostel’s entrance. An open plan lounge with dining area and
a self-catering kitchen (there have never been hostel-provided meals here) make up the bulk of this floor. The first
floor has the rest of the bedrooms, all provided with washbasins. There are toilets and showers and a small, cosy quiet
and TV room called the Gallery. The second floor houses the original manager’s flat and is now reserved for a volunteer
manager as Leominster hostel is a shared responsibility with Kington. Not all manager’s names are yet known, but
Peter Ingle arrived here in 2002 and Debbie Hunt was manager in 2005. Debbie Bean was in charge in 2012 and 2013.
Ben Pinches took on joint administration of this hostel and Kington in 2014, while Andrew Clark has been in post
from 2016 to the present.
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On the right is an aerial view of the northeast part of Leominster, close to the River Lugg. It reveals the historic
complex of buildings, mediaeval and
religious in origin, located here. At the
bottom left of the picture is the Priory
Church of St Peter and St Paul, often
referred to as Leominster Priory. The
original Benedictine Priory remains in
much-changed form, however, in the
single line of building at the centre top
of the view. This was ruined at the
Reformation and much rebuilt, in turn
becoming a gaol and then, rebuilt to
three storeys, the town workhouse.
This upper group eventually spread in
the shape of two touching capital letter
Es to cover an area similar in size to the
Priory Church. The youth hostel is
located in the top right hand
(northeast) part of the upper complex.

1 2

3 4
Leominster youth hostel and adjacent buildings.
1: despite the appearance of a YHA triangle on its south face, the north wing of the complex is the rebuilt portion of the
original Benedictine Priory and is in private use. Much of the later wing at 90 degrees to it forms the majority of the hostel.
Most of the L-shaped structure seen once held the workhouse; 2: the reverse, north, side of the much-rebuilt Benedictine Priory,
in an attractive landscaped area. A water course flows under this building; 3: the cream-painted single-storey block holds the
cycle store, nearest, the sole disabled-access en suite bedroom, the YHA entrance, located on its far side, and YHA office.
The hostel’s upper floors are on staggered levels, reflecting the various eras of construction and development;
4: the south side of the Priory wing betrays its mediaeval ecclesiastical origins (author’s photographs, May 2007)
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3 4

5 6

7
YHA Leominster close-ups. 1&2: hostel entrance; 3&4: pleasant outdoor space;
5&6: relaxation spaces; 7: an attractive tiled mosaic frieze in the main lounge
(YHA publicity images, 2019)
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Kington [Victoria Road] Youth Hostel

2004 to present

Victoria Road, Kington, Herefordshire HR5 3BX
Historic County: Herefordshire

YHA Region: Central

GR: SO 300568

On 26th February 1887 a public meeting was held in Kington to consider how best to commemorate Queen Victoria’s
Jubilee. It was decided to build a cottage hospital for the ‘hard working poor’. Donations were given and annual
subscribers could become governors and recommend patients. It was built on Cook’s Hall Meadow, then called Sunset
Road and now Victoria Road, on the way to the railway station. The hospital was designed by the London architect
Keynes Purchase and built by Henry Wishlade of Kington, the grandson of the builder who had built the town’s
Union Workhouse. A commemorative brick at the base indicates that the bricks came from GLW & Son, Brickworks,
Hampton Park, Hereford, presumably by rail. The foundation stone was laid on 21st June 1887. There were three
small wards, an operating theatre and mortuary. This hospital is now YHA Kington.

1 2

3
4
5
1&2 (author’s photographs, May 2007): the solid lines of Kington youth hostel. The property footprint is quite shallow, all that
was required for a rural cottage hospital in the late Victorian era, with a small vehicle park at the front and a line of functional
outbuildings in a narrow line to the rear; 3-5 (author’s photographs, July 2019) – 3: downstairs linking corridor, with manager’s
accommodation at the far end; 2: the rear covered way, with functional outbuildings to the left and the former mortuary – now
games room – straight ahead; 3: a small hospital store was demolished to provide this little outdoor picnic spot

The impetus for opening a youth hostel here almost 120 years later came jointly from Advantage West Midlands, the
regional development agency who purchased the property, and YHA, who leased it. AWM
gave over £500,000 towards the building costs, while YHA contributed £15,000 towards
the building costs and £40,000 towards furnishing and equipping the 27-bed hostel. The
property remained leasehold until 2011 but Advantage West Midlands offered the hostel
for freehold purchase to YHA in 2011 and the opportunity was taken enthusiastically.
Left: hostel stamp for Kington’s second youth hostel
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In April 2004 YHA’s website expressed a hope to have the new hostel ready for opening by August, but there was a
delay until 1st November 2004. At first, it was made available to Rent-a-Hostel only and over the first winter an
impressive 23 such bookings were taken. Kington hostel became fully available from 22nd March 2005, with an official
opening following shortly afterwards on 27th April. The guest speaker was Sir William Lawrence, chair of Heart of
England Tourism and of the Tourism Executive of the Local Government Association. A new youth hostel on the
Offa’s Dyke footpath would go some way to allay the disappointment of the closure of Knighton youth hostel (197992), 13 miles to the north, due to severe structural problems at the former school building.
The first manager at Kington was Jared Butcher, who stayed until at least 2007. Unusually, in the early years, the
hostel normally provided individual accommodation during the week and group occupation at weekends, an
arrangement that seemed strange at the time but was a harbinger of greater demand-led provision within YHA.
Managers between 2008 and 2012 have not yet been determined, but John Leopold was in post in 2013. Until that
time, YHAs Kington and Leominster, 14 miles apart, functioned with separate manager roles, but in 2014 they were
combined, the role of joint administrator passing to Ben Pinches, resident at Leominster hostel, while the manager’s
flat at Kington became available for a volunteer assistant. These roles were reversed in 2016 with new joint manager
Andy Clark electing to use the manager’s quarters once more at Kington; he remains in post in 2020.
Improvements came to the hostel in 2016 when a Duke of Edinburgh group undertook to repaint much of the
interior, while new sofas were issued in 2017-18 and the ground floor recarpetted.
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5 6
YHA Kington, interior views. 1: the attractive reception desk by the front door; 2: south-facing TV lounge; 3: the dining room,
leading through to – 4: a spacious modern self-catering kitchen; 5&6: bedrooms (YHA publicity images, 2019)
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YHA plans, dated 2007 but indicative of the general layout each year. The cottage hospital had finally closed as an NHS facility
in 2000. Wards, sitting rooms, staff facilities, boiler room and even an operating theatre lent themselves to ready conversion to
YHA’s needs, while the one-time mortuary makes a useful, if barely suspected, games room (YHA Archive)

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
1968: previous Oct to Sept; 2000-present: Mar to following Feb
†: Kington [Emsworth] Hostel; ¶: Leominster Hostel; ∆: Kington [Victoria Road] Hostel
+: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping

1960

1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

365†

…

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

991¶
…

3727¶
…

3886¶
…

3766¶
…

4081¶
699∆

3979¶
3271∆

4376¶
3176∆

4344¶
2681∆

3112¶
1589∆

2758¶
1010∆

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2570¶
1285∆

4698+¶
3464+∆

4568+¶
4009+∆

4734+¶
3169+∆

5123+¶
3325+∆

5488+¶
4140+∆

5516+¶
4267+∆

5381+¶
5085+∆

5377+¶
4548+∆

5233+¶
4676+∆

2020

2021

2022

2023

2024

2025

2026

2027

2028

2029

open+¶
open+∆

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

…
…

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