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Rushall youth hostel opened at Easter, 1st April, 1939. The converted farm buildings were made available by Mr JJS 
Powell, a neighbouring farmer. They were built in grey-yellow mudstone and consisted of a hop-drying store and 
attendant buildings. The warden’s cottage was made inhabitable for YHA use after several years of neglect. An unusual 
codicil within the gift, later vested in the Rushall Trust, required that both the youth of the nation and the workers of 
the village would benefit. Local people would be able to use part of the buildings – the ground floor to the left (though 
perhaps not at the very beginning) – as a licensed meeting room known as the Club. The juxtaposition of then teetotal 
YHA with licensed premises led to some interesting evenings right up to 1979, many enthusiastic thirsty interlopers 
and a few rumblings of complaint, especially during energetic hoe-downs and hops.  
 

 
A classic view of the farm buildings at Rushall that made up the youth hostel. The postcard was produced by the  

Birmingham Region and seems to have been in production, or at least for sale, for many years (YHA Archive) 
 
Geoff Smith, an inveterate worker for the Birmingham and Mid-Wales Region of YHA for many years, recalled the 
hostel’s first days in his 1990s autobiographical youth hostel recollections, Caveat Nostalgia: 

We opened Rushall at Easter ’39. M12W12. It was then the latest thing, unique in having the common-cum-
dining room and members’ kitchen on floor 1 and everything else below. A converted barn with hand-pumped 
water generously made available by Mr Powell, the local farmer and squire whose successors live there yet. All brand 
new, the furniture consisted of plain scrubbed deal trestle tables, some straight backed wooden chairs and benches. 
A row of Primus stoves on a table, enough crockery, pots and pans. You carried your own cutlery. Beds the usual 
double decker slats with hair mattresses, three blankets and a pillow of sorts. Washroom was a table with enamel 
bowls, lit by oil lamps and candles, and the toilets I recall not – chemical closets at best. As a touch of distinct class 
it had chintzy curtains sewn by ladies of the committee. The warden lived nearby – a common feature as many 
were little more than keyholders. They signed you in, collected fees, did advance bookings (no phone in those days) 
saw to basic stores, and when the hostel was busy may have issued and done some supervision of hostel duties. The 
more rigorous refused to turn up until 10am with your cards which were not issued until satisfied that all necessary 
duties were properly done. As, by and large, they were.  
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The opening ceremony. 1: the photograph shows Mr Powell at the entrance. Also in the party are Jack Catchpool, YHA’s first 

General Secretary, and Professor GM Trevelyan, YHA’s President. In his speech Mr Powell explained that an article on the YHA 
in a local paper had prompted him to offer the building for the use of the Association. There is a good crowd of well-wishers; 

2: young people gather and contemplate the new addition to the YHA network; 
3: Professor GM Trevelyan addresses the crowd from the hostel steps  

(these photographs kindly donated to the YHA Archive by Miss Doreen Pocknell, daughter of the first warden);  
4: details from the 1939 Birmingham Region handbook 
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The Midsummer 1939 issue of YHA Rucksack Magazine celebrated the opening: 
The new hostel at Rushall, Herefordshire, is housed in a building known as ‘Gatchapen’, which derives from old 
English words ‘chap’, (trading) outside the ‘gat’ (gate of the castle). Whether I have got my etymology right or not, 
the Gatchapen is a very nice hostel in very nice country. Apart from Welsh Bicknor (which belongs, of course, to 
the South Wales Group), it is the first hostel to be opened in Herefordshire.  

 
Mr Smith’s reckoning of 24 beds was not matched by annual handbook information, which advised 20 beds between 
1939 and 1946. Of interest was the balance of dormitory space between 1941 and 1946, increased to 16 beds for men 
but only 4 for women. This might tie in with his assertion that the hostel dorms were downstairs at first; they were so 
perhaps up to the expansion of facilities in 1947, when a literal leap to 38 beds upstairs (20 men, 18 women) was 
advertised. Rucksack’s assertion that it was the first Herefordshire hostel bar one is incorrect; there were short-lived 
examples at Kentchurch, Kerne Bridge and Parkfield earlier in the 1930s. 
 
YHA was fortunate not to lose Rushall for any significant period during the war to requisition or evacuation. In the 
hostel’s first four years, up to 1942, numbers staying were modest, but usage increased rapidly in the latter years of the 
war and immediately afterwards, as larger cycling parties and youth groups from towns struck out into the lonelier 
parts of the country. Almost 2,000 overnights were registered at Rushall in 1943 and 1950.  
 
The Rev G Greenhough visited the hostel in 1947 and observed: 

We arrived in Rushall about 4.30, so decided to sit on a fence and wait outside the hostel until after 5, when it 
opened. At about ten past five, no-one seemed to be about to open the hostel, so we went to what we supposed was 
the Warden’s house, further up the road. We knocked on the front door, but this brought no reply, so we went 
round to the back, where we knocked, apparently rousing a dog. We still had no answer, however, and were just 
leaving in despair, when an irate female accosted us, demanding to know why we’d been round her back. However, 
we were very polite to her, and she soon signed us in, and told us that the local football team used the hostel on 
Saturdays for their teas, and also that the internal water system was broken, and that we would have to carry water 
pumped from a stream across the orchard. On examining the water we had brought to the hostel, we found it 
contained several fresh water animals, or fish, so we decided it would be advisable to boil it before using it for 
drinking purposes. 

 
Birmingham and Mid-Wales Region’s annual report for 1949 noted with some humour that the layout changed with 
bewildering rapidity according to the landlord’s plans. In 1951 there was an unspecified unsatisfactory position, probably 
in finding a replacement after Mrs Pocknell retired; a new warden was to be appointed. In 1952 Mrs Pocknell helped 
out as a summer temporary warden before Mrs Chapman was appointed, and a full meals service was now provided. 
This is perhaps when a kitchen was created out of the room to the west of the common room, and linked to it by a 
hatchway. The members’ kitchen consisted of a sink, shelves and Calor Gas provision in the common room, under 
the road-side window. The following year Mrs Chapman gave way to Mrs Crown, who kept Rushall hostel running 
until 1957. The permanent reduction of the capacity from 40 to 30 in 1954 made the common room-cum-members’ 
kitchen less crowded at busy times.  
 
In 1958 a new warden, Mrs AER Peet, took over. During her stay electricity was brought to the 
hostel and the tin-roofed warden’s cottage, in 1959. In the same year the annual report proudly 
stated a new colour scheme for the beds: lilac or green for women and blue or red for men. The 
yard was tarmacked in 1961 and a fire escape from the women’s dormitory was provided in 1962.  
 
Mrs Peet established a long tenure of twelve seasons at the hostel, finally retiring in 1969. The 
following year there was something of a hiatus; local residents Mrs VM Evans and Mrs Hambling held the fort in 
1970, and a relief, Mr JB Osborn, in 1971, before a more settled period with Mr R Hedges began in September of that 
year. In 1975 Mr Hedges’ daughter, Mrs Jean Wynne-Jones, took over, and took the little hostel through to closure. 
  

 
The hostel stamp, and above, right, the attractive one-inch pin badge from the 1960s (author’s collection) 
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1: the men’s dormitory at Rushall, at an unknown date, but thought to be in the 1960s. The door led to the top of the  

central flight of stairs; indoor toilets had been provided off the landing. Beyond the stairs was the women’s dormitory with,  
for a time, a curious toilet arrangement perched on the old lean-to at the back, until moved to the top of the stairs.  

The beds were of different patterns, and the rucksacks appear to have been army surplus; 
2&3: these delightful sketch postcards of Rushall youth hostel and the warden’s cottage were produced by Edward Dickinson 
 in 1976, when Mrs Jean Wynne-Jones was in charge. The warden’s cottage had suffered many privations before and during 

YHA’s tenure, but was eventually being improved towards the end (YHA Archive) 
 

At the end of an era YHA Midland Region paid fitting tribute to the hostel and its people. The following retrospective 
appraisal appeared in the annual report for 1979: 
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CLOSING OF RUSHALL 
The lease of Rushall Hostel became due for renewal in December 1978 and the Rushall Trust, who are the 
landlords, decided that they must increase the rent to a more commercial figure. The hostel has been running at a 
deficit for many years and the increased rent brought this to over £1,000 a year. Urgent repairs are needed in the 
next year or so, estimated at between £3,000 and £5,000 and it is likely that the major part of this cost would have 
to be met by the YHA. In these circumstances Regional Council reluctantly decided to close the hostel at the end 
of the 1979 season and it will not reopen.  
Over the past four years, the warden Mrs Jean Wynne-Jones and her husband John have established a reputation 
for a bright, cheerful, welcoming small hostel in a peaceful setting. Even so, overnights have remained stubbornly 
around or below 2,000. In 1979 each bed at Rushall was used on average 63 times against a Regional figure of 136 
and a national average of 130. An extra 1,000 over-nights would have made a great difference to Rushall’s future.  
The closing of the hostel is a sad loss to the Region as it had been open since 1939 when the late Mr JJS Powell 
made the premises available for the YHA. He took a great interest in the hostel up to the time of his death in 1953, 
since when the property has been administered by the trustees.  

 
Rushall hostel thus closed on 12th November 1979. After YHA left, the Club took over the entire building, though 
by now the top floor was unsafe and the stairs were removed as a precaution. The premises had been given a new porch 
entrance on the left gable wall before YHA left; a new bar-cum-meeting room was now provided at the rear to replace 
older lean-tos. The exterior, most of the interior, the cycle shed and the warden’s cottage remain in recognisable form. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1939-1979: previous Oct to Sept 

•: the figure of 233 in the 1980 financial year is for the tail-end of 1979 
          

… 1931    1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … … … … 685 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
544 655 862 1286 1881 1419 1369 1540 1418 1475 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
1834 1739 1284 1633 1208 1157 1188 1209 1658 1507 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
1366 1508 1564 1281 1509 1378 1353 1313 1299 1123 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
1107 1488 1751 1765 1747 2004 2436 2054 1900 1879 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
233• … … … … … … … … … 
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Rushall, August 2015. 1: general view, showing grate-holes for raking ashes; 2: hostel cycle shed, still marked (author’s images) 
 

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


