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Shipton Downs Youth Hostel     1933 to 1939 or 1940 
 
Shipton Downs Farm, Shipton-under-Wychwood, Oxfordshire 

Historic County: Oxfordshire  YHA Region: Oxford GR: SP 268151 
 
In April 1933 YHA Oxford region took out a tenancy on a farmhouse youth hostel at Shipton Downs, two miles 
south of Shipton-under-Wychwood in rolling downland country. Immediately prior to this acquisition, the property 
had been an isolation hospital for smallpox. Typical of the small adopted hostels that provided the bulk of the YHA 
network in the 1930s, it was run for the profit of the resident farmer and the benefit of YHA. 
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1: the farmhouse and barn that catered for youth hostellers in the 1930s. This beautifully detailed postcard by Frank Packer  

of Chipping Norton was number 7 in a series depicting Shipton Downs youth hostel (author’s collection); 
2: a useful map was provided in YHA’s regional guide of 1935 (YHA Archive) 
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The first wardens were Mr and Mrs Cook, who ran the hostel from the outset until at least 1935. Mrs Dunsby is 
known to have been in charge in 1939. The hostel was enlarged in stages, in keeping with YHA’s increasing popularity; 
it accommodated 12 men and 8 women in 1933-34, altered to 16+12 in 1935, 20+10 in 1936, 20+12 in 1937 and 
20+20 in 1938 before reverting to 20+12 in 1939, though in reality such privately owned premises were remarkably 
flexible during this era, and YHA members similarly adaptable in their sleeping requirements. 
 
From the evidence of the postcard images and Fred Travis’s observation below, it seems that women were most likely 
housed in the farmhouse, where a common room was provided, while men, a smaller common room and probably 
self-catering arrangements were in the barn.  
 

 
The remarkable mural, one of two, according to Fred Travis, that was provided by an unknown artist to brighten the premises. 
Such artworks were often painstakingly applied to drab hostel walls in the early years. This example is similar in style to that at 

Acomb hostel, Northumberland and reflects the idealism of the early Association in its arts-and-crafts, or even fauvist, style 
(Packer postcard number 4 – author’s collection) 

 
Fred Travis of Manchester was born in 1915; he recalled in 2004 that his first hostel cycling trip with friends was to 
Shipton-under-Wychwood in 1933, in a stone barn: each gable had murals painted by local students. 
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Plans to upgrade this popular hostel were abandoned at the outbreak of war, as the 
lease expired at the end of the 1939 season. The Oxford region annual report of 

1939 explained that finances and the war would not allow the risk of extending the lease. The hostel closed officially 
in March 1940; there may have been some usage after the 1939 season: records are inevitably missing for that period.  
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1: a dormitory, probably for the men, beyond which is another glimpse of the artist’s work.  

All seems homely and orderly (Packer postcard number 2 – author’s collection); 
2&3: two images depicting Joan Swann’s holiday in 1939. The line-up is slightly different in each case.  

The older female between the girls in the second photograph may have been the warden   
(photographs donated in 2017 by her daughter Sheila Bell – YHA Archive) 

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1933-1940: previous Oct to Sept  
          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … 670 984 858 901 1211 1533 open 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
open? … … … … … … … … … 
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