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Gwydyr Ucha, Oaklands and Betws-y-Coed Youth Hostels 
 

Gwydyr Ucha Youth Hostel     1931 to 1954  
 
The Stuart Downs Hostel, Gwydyr Ucha, Llanrwst, Denbighshire 

Historic County: Caernarfonshire  YHA Region: Merseyside GR:  SH 795609 
 
Gwydyr Ucha is the old dower house of Gwydyr Castle. The spellings Gwydr, Gwydir and Uchaf are found. It lies due 
west of Llanrwst, the River Conwy and the castle itself, on steep ground, and was so constructed as to appear as a tall 
2-storey stone house from the north and a long low bungalow from the south. Next to it stands a chapel.  
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Gwydyr Ucha hostel, Llanrwst, in AWH Hutton postcards.  

1: the deceptive front entrance, next to the chapel. Here the hostel appears to be a long, low mullion-windowed bungalow.  
Note the BYH lettering (British Youth Hostels) on the entrance porch gable, denoting a very early edition of this card; 

2: the imposing two-storey aspect from the east and north. A road signpost denotes the junction to Llanrwst (author’s collection) 
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The property was under the control of the Forestry Commission when they offered it for a rental of £60pa to the 
Merseyside Region almost at the very beginning of hostel development in North Wales. The fledgling YHA body had 
considered two other local properties in 1930, a disused mill at Pontwgan to the north, and when that idea was 
abandoned, Pennant Hall a few miles to the east of Llanrwst. Pennant Hall has claims to be the first, if experimental, 
true youth hostel in these islands, and it opened in time for Christmas 1930, but was abandoned by the following 
spring. The Regional Committee was therefore glad of the offer of Gwydyr Ucha and was able to open it at Easter 
1931 after speedy negotiations. It was therefore one of four North Wales hostels (Gwydyr Ucha, Idwal Cottage, 
Gyffylliog and Llansannan) included in a select band of under twenty brand new youth hostels nationally in the first 
proper wave of openings that Easter.  
 
The opening here was helped by the prompt provision of three-tiered beds, already ordered, manufactured and sent 
to Idwal Cottage, but hastily transferred when they proved unsuitable for the more restricted ceiling-height of the 
Llyn Ogwen property. A donation from Stuart Downs was used and the hostel was named after him. It was also 
referred to as Llanrwst hostel in many publications. The coat of arms of the Wynne family was displayed in the 
common room. In 1931 there was a limited supply of hot water, probably a boast for YHA rather than a caveat. 
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1: the Wynn family coat of arms in the hostel common room; 2: the steep approach at the back of the house; 

3: hostel and chapel, with the Conwy Valley beyond. Beyond the high ground in the distance stood, for a short time,  
YHA’s first youth hostel at Pennant Hall; 4: a cheery welcome. This was perhaps Miss A Kenna 

(author’s collection – 1-3 are AWH Hutton postcards) 
 
The triple beds ensured that Gwydyr Ucha had the largest accommodation of any North Wales hostel until the era of 
Ty’n Dwr Hall, and as early as 1932 the hostel was making a unique claim: Special facilities for seven days stay; write 
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Secretary, Liverpool. There were 84 beds at the opening, reduced to 70 by 1934 (and to 50 by 1948, when Oaklands 
hostel was also in operation, but both were still deemed necessary because of great demand). By 1935 a new era was 
heralded: Also School Journey Parties at special rates. This experimental claim was soon refuted by the National YHA. 
Mr Eccleston was the first warden, but by 1936 Mr J Clemence was at the helm and later it was Miss A Kinna. 
 
Gwydyr Ucha hostel was in operation during each year of the war, and though a national notice of 20th June 1940 
was issued to the effect that the provision was uncertain, it was certainly running again by the end of the year at the 
latest. Then it was requisitioned, probably briefly, on 7th January 1941 by Nant Conwy RDCA, but a further notice 
of 7th April 1941 advised that it was operating once more. Indeed, the Regional Annual Report for 1941 claimed that 
it had been open all year. A large accumulation of wartime repairs was tackled in 1943. 
 
With the acquisition of Oaklands hostel in 1945 the intention was to close Gwydyr Ucha permanently late in 1946; 
the annual report for that year explained that working conditions had made it impossible to carry on the lease. 
Rucksack Magazine of Easter 1947 advised that the hostel was definitely closed (244 bednights were squeezed in 
somehow between October 1946 and September 1947). The popularity of Gwydyr Ucha and general overcrowding 
of North Wales hostels forced the Merseyside Committee’s hand, however, and the hostel reopened at Easter 1948 
for a further seven seasons. A new tenancy was agreed with the Forestry Commission on 25 March 1948 and vested 
in the YHA Trust. Grant aid was secured from the Ministry of Education. Such grants were becoming common at 
this time, usually for equipment, repairs and so on.  
 
The hostel closed on 30 September 1954, before the tenancy expired on 25 March 1955, when the property returned 
to Forestry Commission use. Recently Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru have assumed responsibility for the offices here. 
 

 
 

 
The Gwydyr Ucha entry from the 1944 North Wales Regional Guide, and the hostel stamp (YHA Archive)  
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Oaklands Youth Hostel     1945 to 1983 
 
Oaklands, Llanrwst, Gwynedd LL26 ORB 

Historic County: Caernarfonshire  YHA Regions: Merseyside,  
North Wales 

GR:  SH 812584 

 
Oaklands is a Victorian country house east of the River Conwy. When 
the Merseyside Region was looking for a permanent replacement for 
the rented Gwydyr Ucha after the war the location between Llanrwst 
and Betws y Coed was self-recommending, and the prospect of a 
freehold purchase enticing. It was meant to replace Gwydyr, but the two ran in tandem for 
several years due to demand. Surprisingly, when Gwydyr Ucha closed in 1954 business at 
Oaklands hardly rose as a consequence. The capacity was a constant 60 beds. 

 
Reg Taylor described the purchase in his Merseyside Youth Hostels History book: 

In July 1944 the secretary was authorised to attend the auction of Erbistock Rectory [near Ruabon] and bid up to 
£2,250, the money to be met in part by selling off Glyn Ceiriog mill, but it went for £2,850. Then in October it 
was reported that Oaklands, a country house with corrugated iron pavilion attachment and extensive outbuildings, 
backed by several acres of woodland, and standing well back from the main road midway between Llanrwst and 
Betws y Coed, was in the market for around £5,000. It was in a situation that fitted in with an earlier decision that 
a replacement in this kind of place should be found for Gwydyr Ucha, though its lease had not yet run out. It 
seemed wise to anticipate events and a bid of £4,100 was made and accepted. No thought now of selling the mill 
to meet the bill. It was met by grants and loans. No thought either, when the time did come, of closing Gwydyr 
Ucha, for it was returning the highest usage figures of all the region’s hostels.  

 
Oaklands opened at Whitsun, 1945, and had a very good first season in the dying stages of the war. The purchase was 

assisted by a grant of $5,000 from American trade unions, a kind of 
‘Marshall Plan’ directed towards the rebuilding of hope for the young of 
Britain and realised through the acquisition of YHA properties in York and 
Southwell at the end of the war. The Ministry of Education helped with 
grant aid and Oaklands was added to the YHA Trust portfolio on 31st 
January 1945.   
 
Top of page: Oaklands one-inch badge and hostel stamp (author’s collection);  
left: the original YHA dedication plaque is carefully preserved at Oaklands 
Outdoor Activity Centre (author’s photograph, July 2014) 
 

 
Below: a fine Hutton postcard of the stone-built house at Oaklands (author’s collection) 
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The first wardens were the Andersons, of whom Reg Taylor wrote: 
In 1967 two popular wardens, Percy Anderson (Andy) and his wife Mary, retired after 29 years service with the 
region. They had been appointed to Cae Dafydd in 1938 and moved to Llwyn Celyn [Llanberis] in 1940. They 
had a short spell at Lledr House, then moved down the valley to Oaklands when it opened in 1945 and spent the 
next 22 years in the place. They loved the area and Andy leased a plot from us on the edge of the grounds and there 
he started to build a cottage for his retirement, but it was not nearly finished when the time came. Now neither 
had any near relatives so we completed it for them on the understanding that when both died it would become 
regional property. Andy was a sick man when he retired and it was with Mary’s future in mind that the provision 
was made. She was a seemingly healthy woman and we did not expect any consequence in our favour for many 
years. But, as so often happens, it was Mary who died first, suddenly, in April 1971, and Andy survived her only till 
the following February. 

 
The Region resumed possession of the bungalow, the Cherries, in 1972. It was later sold by YHA. 
 
Modifications came about in stages: for hostellers, the drying rooms, members’ kitchen and wash-up were improved 
in 1968, while the wardens’ accommodation was upgraded in 1971. Two years later new kitchens were provided for 
the warden and members. New flooring was completed, and Mr Bill Thomason, the warden (now employed singly) 
was thanked for the work he had carried out over three years to transform Oaklands. As an enterprising experiment, 
an evening cafeteria service running alongside booked hostel suppers was planned from 1974, to run for a minimum 
of two years to gauge members’ reactions.  
 
The hostel enjoyed a flurry of business in the mid-1970s, when usage rose to above the 7,000 mark for the only time. 
After that it faded, however. Oaklands closed at the end of October, 1983. YHA’s final year was in shared usage with 
the Wirral Education Authority who operated The Wirral Adventure Project here in that year before purchasing the 
premises outright in spring 1984. Curiously, the arrangement allowed YHA 2,534 bednights for 1984. The Wirral 
authority retains the ownership in 2017 and has extensively modernised and expanded the centre recently.  
 

   1 
 

   2 
YHA and Dennis postcards of Oaklands. The second shows well the old annexe (author’s collection) 
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Betws-y-Coed Youth Hostel     2003 to present  
 
Swallow Falls Hotel, Betws-y-Coed, Gwynedd LL24 ODW  

Historic County: Caernarfonshire   GR:  SH 765576 
 

     1 
 

    2 
 

 3  4  
Betws-y-Coed (Swallow Falls) youth hostel. 

1: in 2002 the cedarwood building on the left was still used for the sale of ice-cream and holiday gifts; the hostel was not yet 
developed but already planned. The main hotel buildings stand to the right and at the centre is a water tower,  

later rebuilt to increase accommodation. Breakfast is provided in a large restaurant room at the rear of the hotel  
(author’s photograph, August 2002); 

2: the main YHA building has now been reclad and partially extended in this image of January 2014;  
3: the hostel entrance. Camping facilities, associated buildings and en-suite rooms sometimes used as youth hostel 

accommodation lie behind the main hostel building;  
4: the rear of the Swallow Falls Hotel complex from the camping grounds (2-4: author’s photographs, January 2014) 
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The Swallow Falls Hotel is a large stone inn adjacent to the celebrated falls on the Afon Llugwy. These attracted a 
colony of artists in Victorian times, and as a consequence, tourists. The hotel flourished.  

 
In more recent times it has developed a variety of accommodation patterns: hotel, bed 
and breakfast, and a substantial camping site. Hostelling returned to the area after a gap 
of almost twenty years when Betws-y-Coed (Swallow Falls) hostel opened here. The 
owner Peter Jones wished to develop a YHA Enterprise hostel as an additional facility on 
the hotel site, and in 2003 converted a gift shop in an adjacent timber building into the 
hostel. It was officially opened on 2 July 2004, though there was YHA use from June 
2003.  
 
Left: Betws-y-Coed Swallow Falls hostel stamp  

 
At the beginning there were 48 beds in two double rooms, two 4-bedded rooms and six 6-bedded rooms. The complex 
runs flexibly, so that rooms other than in the original timber building are sometimes used for YHA business, according 
to demand. In 2014 the hostel accommodation potential had thus expanded to 77 beds, all with en suites, and 
remained so in 2020. 
 

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1931-1984: previous Oct to Sept; 2003-present: Mar to following Feb 

¶: Gwydyr Ucha Hostel;    ∆: Oaklands  Hostel;   †: Betws-y-Coed Hostel;   •: approximated figure 
          

… 1931 1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… 2300¶ 4201¶ 4219¶ 4878¶ 4428¶ 4740¶ 5081¶ 5212¶ 4486¶ 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
open¶ 7800•¶ 8000•¶ 9958¶ 9988¶ 8197¶ 6220¶ 244¶ 3048¶ 3160¶ 

… … … … … 4748∆ 6035∆ 6662∆ 6363∆ 4960∆ 
          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
3718¶ 3101¶ 3328¶ 3223¶ 3267¶ … … … … … 
5102∆ 5497∆ 4230∆ 4708∆ 4358∆ 4456∆ 5031∆ 4846∆ 4971∆ 4711∆ 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
4600∆ 4848∆ 5162∆ 4703∆ 4937∆ 4236∆ 3709∆ 4192∆ 4486∆ 5231∆ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
6250∆ 6273∆ 6254∆ 6451∆ 6888∆ 7398∆ 6451∆ 6197∆ 5599∆ 7317∆ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
5641∆ 4885∆ 4311∆ 4551∆ 2538∆ … … … … … 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
… … … … … … … … … … 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
… … … 1789†E 3683†E 6516†E 5637†E 8397†E 9042†E 8525†E 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
8796†E 8386†E 5746†E 7698†E open†E open†v  open†E open†E open†E open†E 

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


