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Cae Dafydd and Bryn Gwynant Youth Hostels 
 

Cae Dafydd Youth Hostel     1933 to 1958  
 
Cae Dafydd, Penrhyndeudraeth, Merioneth   

Historic County: Merioneth  YHA Region: Merseyside GR:  SH 615457 
 

Cae Dafydd (or Cae Ddafydd, as it was frequently called early in the YHA era) is a recently-
listed slate-roofed stone country house lying in the secluded Nantmor (or Nanmor) Valley. 

Though of 19th century appearance, it incorporates a much smaller eighteenth-century building, and a dwelling here 
may be traced back to antiquity. The substantial house and grounds reflected the prosperity of the area in the 19th 
century. 
 
The Merseyside Region of the fledgling youth hostel movement had been looking in the area around Beddgelert for 
hostel premises since 1930, and ironically had looked at and dismissed Bryn Gwynant then as it was in poor condition. 
Leased cottages at Rhyd Ddu were a brief and not entirely satisfactory youth hostel solution in 1932 and early 1933, 
but Cae Dafydd opened in 1933 and was much more successful. It was the longest lasting of the three North Wales 
hostels opened in that year, outlasting the first Llangollen and Llanberis hostels, and remaining open till it was replaced 
by Bryn Gwynant in 1959. The premises were leased. 
 
Bertha Gough, whose simple personal diary of Merseyside and National YHA affairs in the early years is such a treasure 
in the Association’s Archive, had this to say about a visit to the hostel on 25th March 1934: 

We were particularly taken with the flowering shrubs at Cae Dafydd, which were almost tropical. 
 

 
Cae Dafydd youth hostel, Nantmor. This Hutton postcard shows an attractive stone house and sizeable grounds  

 (author’s collection) 
 
Essential repairs were carried out in 1937. When war came, Cae Dafydd carried on. Hostellers stayed in 1940 and 
1941, though sometimes by advance booking only. During 1942 extensions were built, but the hostel was 
requisitioned for the rest and recuperation of an Indian Horse Regiment, and closed at Easter. It remained unavailable 
in 1943-44, and did not reopen until July 1945. In the thirties the warden was Mrs Gurnell, while Mr P Smith took 
the reigns during the war. It was at some stage after that, when Penny Condry (married to celebrated naturalist Bill) 
wardened the hostel, that Gwen Moffat got to know Cae Dafydd and took a first interest in ornithology.  
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Two further AW Hutton postcards. 

1: the hostel was approached by a lengthy drive; 2: Cae Dafydd is dwarfed by the looming mass of Moelwyn Mawr 
(YHA Archive items donated by Ian Shaw) 

 
In August 1958 Pat Packham was enjoying a Holiday for Railway Enthusiasts, part of the International Tramping 
Tours programme that used YHA premises in that era, when she stayed at Cae Dafydd. Though it had only a few 
weeks’ service left, it still held its charm: 

At 4pm we were allowed in the hostel, which was a very pleasant place. I was struck by the smell which was just like 
an old farm house. Some of the Geographical Magazines were dated 1925. 

 
Usage had risen from roughly 2,000 per year pre-war to over 4,000 in 1958, and a more expansive property was 
required. The hostel closed on 30 September 1958 with the purchase of Bryn Gwynant. Wardens Emyr and Joan 
Hughes saw the old hostel out and the new in. 
 
In his History of Merseyside Youth Hostels Reg Taylor wrote of the move: 

This is not to say that there was no sorrow in leaving Cae Dafydd. It had been leased since 1933 and had maintained 
popularity over the years. It was a very pleasant and well-planned house, but it would accommodate no more than 
42 beds, and it was a longish step from the foot of the Watkin path after a full day on the hills. (One interesting 
feature of the place was the number of bats that chose to ‘strap-hang’ on the rafters of the stables.) 
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Dennis Glass recalls how, during the filming of the Inn of the Sixth Happiness in 1958, where Nantmor and the slopes 
of Snowdon passed for China, extras (especially children) were brought in from Liverpool’s Chinatown district and 
housed at Cae Dafydd and Snowdon Ranger youth hostels. 
 
 
Bryn Gwynant Youth Hostel     1959 to present  
 
Pen-y-Bryn Uchaf,  Bryn Gwynant, Nantgwynant, Caernarfon, Gwynedd LL55 4NP 

Historic County: Caernarfonshire  YHA Regions: Merseyside & North 
Wales, North Wales, Wales 

GR:  SH 641513 

 
It was Cae Dafydd warden Emyr Hughes who had discovered that 
Bryn Gwynant was for sale, for he was a local man with many 
contacts in the valley. Bryn Gwynant was a substantial house, built 
in 1834, and the former summer residence of James Wyatt, a former 
agent of the Penrhyn Estate. It had been looked at by the region in 
the early days and rejected because it had fallen into bad repair, but two subsequent owners had 
improved the place substantially. In 1958 YHA looked again at Bryn Gwynant, and liked it 

much more than in 1930. It was conveniently sited alongside Llyn Gwynant for the ascent of Snowdon, and lent itself 
well to conversion to a hostel with its extensive useful range of substantial buildings: Emyr was interested in developing 
school party usage.  
 

 
(above) one-inch pin badge and hostel stamp, both from the 1960s; 

(below) the firm of Hutton produced numerous monochrome postcards for North Wales youth hostels over a period  
of thirty years. This attractive issue for Bryn Gwynant was one of their final offerings (author’s collection) 

 
Bryn Gwynant opened on 23 March 1959. The considerable property consisted of the house, outbuildings and 
grounds reaching to the foreshore, and was purchased freehold for £5,250, benefiting from Ministry of Education 
grant-aid. The YHA Trust took ownership of the building. The Lodge was leased out at £50pa, but sold in 1982.   
 
By 1961 YHA’s first field study facilities had been made available in the outbuildings, leading to a spectacular increase 
in usage from 5,560 to 8,170. Emyr Hughes also set up a weather station on the hillside above the house.  
 
Alterations and improvements continued. In the sixties and seventies there was much emphasis in the North Wales 
hostels on improving both the warden’s and the hosteller’s lot: in 1968 dormitory and warden’s accommodation was 
re-arranged and central heating installed in the annexe, the old coachhouse a little distance from the house. In 1971 



 4 

the annexe was altered to provide an internal staircase from the washroom to the upper dormitory and a connecting 
door to the ground floor dormitory. In the seventies there was a general improvement from bare floorboards to vinyl 
coverings. In 1973 one of the main drives was surfaced with tarmacadam and plans were in hand to extend the annexe. 
In 1974 a cottage on high ground at the rear of the hostel was renovated to serve as a base for a Regional Relief Assistant 
Warden; the YHA Trust property book also shows the sale of a different cottage in June 1974. 
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Bryn Gwynant youth hostel amidst breathtaking surroundings. 

1: the hostel was photographed by YHA volunteer George Miller in 1985 (author’s collection); 
2: the hostel’s annexe has seen much use and change over the years (YHA Archive photograph, March 1998) 

 
Since the 1980s Bryn Gwynant has generally attracted around 10,000 guests a year. The number of beds increased 
from 58 at the outset to a peak of 72 in the mid-eighties. The 1995 handbook advised that Bryn Gwynant had recently 
been refurbished to offer comfortable accommodation, with wash-basins in every room. Family accommodation was 
being encouraged.  
 
72 beds are still provided today, 42 in the main house and 30 in the coachhouse. The hostel has the rare distinction of 
two self-catering kitchens. 
 
In 2019 YHA launched an appeal towards a £2m project to renovate Bryn Gwynant hostel. YHA had committed 
£1.5m to the project but needed an additional £500,000 to enable work to start in 2020. The aim is to create its first 
five-star hostel in North Wales, with plans to build an on-site classroom, improve accessibility, modernise the rooms 
and facilities and install en suite bathrooms in all bedrooms. The improvement would necessitate complete closure 
while the work was carried out. 
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A recent YHA photograph of Bryn Gwynant hostel and its stunning surrounds (YHA Archive) 

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1933-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 
¶: Cae Dafydd Hostel;    ∆: Bryn Gwynant Hostel;    W: wartime closure 

*: 17 month period;   +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping  
          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … 1169¶ 2461¶ 2474¶ 2520¶ 2738¶ 2958¶ 2208¶ 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
open¶ open¶ open¶ W¶ W¶ 1710¶ 2467¶ 3644¶ 3957¶ 2989¶ 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
3134¶ 2647¶ 2691¶ 2339¶ 2303¶ 2443¶ 2624¶ 3028¶ 4284¶ 4557∆ 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
5560∆ 6737∆ 6894∆ 7054∆ 6783∆ 6288∆ 6445∆ 6212∆ 5393∆ 5300∆ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
5008∆ 5420∆ 5519∆ 5911∆ 5725∆ 5964∆ 6222∆ 6507∆ 7040∆ 6839∆ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
7196∆ 5800∆ 9407∆ 10086∆ 11362∆ 11284∆ 8584∆ 10196∆ 10383∆ 11211∆ 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
9770∆ 10185∆ 12259•∆ 9362∆ 9932∆ 11470∆ 11483∆ 11675∆ 11546∆ 10859∆ 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
10858∆ 8534∆ 8876∆ 11438∆ 11142∆ 11488∆ 9814∆ 9933∆ 9828∆ 10696∆ 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
10740∆ 11509+∆ 12412+∆ 11612+∆ 12995+∆ 12451+∆ 12418+∆ 12942+∆ 13432+∆ 12808+∆ 
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Impressions, July 2014. 1&2: signs of rest and recuperation - DofE Group and outsize sculpture;  
3-6: the coachhouse – details; 7&8: view to, and from, the artist’s retreat (staff accommodation)  

(author’s photographs) 
 

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


