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An article in the Staffordshire Evening Sentinel of 25 May 1962 described Kings as a splendid 
stone mansion. It was based upon a congregational chapel, built probably in the eighteenth 
century during the great Welsh Nonconformist Revival. The little community worked at the 
nearby mill. By the early 1880s the miller had departed and the chapel was in disuse. In 1883 

the chapel and two cottages were converted into a private house by a Mr Fox, a former recorder of Croydon and a man 
passionately interested in the area. He constructed the stone building 50 yards downstream (later to be the men’s 
dormitories) as a coachhouse and stables.   
 
The property was derelict from 1925 to 1937. It was discovered in 1936 by Marguerite Stackhouse, who as Marguerite 
Reynolds figures large in the Kings story after the war. She came across the building in a ramble and suggested it to 
the Birmingham and Mid-Wales Region, though the Merseyside Region was also interested in it; two of their 
officers, John Clarke and Bertha Gough, went to see it. Bertha wrote in her diary on 4th-5th July 1936: 

Mr Clarke and I went straight down to Dolgelley where we had arranged to pick up two people who 
knew of a house we might like called ‘King’s House’. It was down at the bottom of a terrible hill and we 
wondered if we would ever get down. It was an ideal place for a hostel, but unfortunately it was in the 
Birmingham Region, and after a conference with them, we handed it over to them. 

 
The regional borders met approximately at Dolgellau and this was in effect uncharted territory, but Birmingham 
Region, the less-endowed neighbour, was allowed to have its first large hostel in mid-Wales to balance the leviathans 
of Merseyside’s Snowdonia. The proximity to Cadair Idris, claimed as the most climbed mountain in Wales after 
Snowdon, was a great attraction. The property was acquired and vested leasehold in the YHA Trust on 13th August 
1937, having already opened as a 40-bed hostel on 25th March. For several years the anglicised name Dolgelley was 
used. Richard Bishop (‘the Bishop’ to regular hostellers) was the first warden, and Mr and Mrs Eric Barker, later of 
Welsh Bicknor hostel, were in charge in 1939-40. Geoff Smith described the Barker stockpot as a legendary 
institution, said to have been on the hob continuously since the hostel opened. 
 

 
1939 YHA Birmingham and Mid-Wales regional guide extract. The hoped for expansion into new parts of mid-Wales was held 
up by the war; eventually there were hostels at Dinas Mawddwy and Llanrhaeadr, but not those imagined here (YHA Archive) 
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Two attractive postcards of the original main buildings at Kings, probably photographed at the time of opening. 

1: view of the principal buildings from the south-east. The curious tower would have added an ecclesiastical character to the 
original chapel, though its main function was as a water tower. In later years the tower was truncated and the water tank 

moved to the hillside behind. The original Kings Mill was to the right of the little bridge; there are several theories for the regal 
association, though none has been satisfactorily proved. Nor has the existence or otherwise of an apostrophe in the name –  

the Ordnance Survey and YHA versions were generally without it;  
2: view of the main buildings from the north-east, showing the converted cottages and chapel much as Mr Fox would have 

known them after the conversion of the 1880s, and before 1939, when YHA began to construct the two-storey modern house 
to the right of them, and further forward of these buildings. Cader (or Cadair) Idris dominates the view (author’s collection) 

  
The YHA Trust secured the freehold of the property on 3rd April 1939. Building work, warden’s improvements and 
extensions were planned for early 1939, with temporary closure. Despite the onset of war, the improvements were 
effected in 1939-40, so that the 1940 capacity stood at 72. YHA’s Rucksack Magazine of Summer 1940 advised: 

The Dolgelley scheme is nearing completion. Members will find it improved and enlarged. 
 
Nevertheless, the hostel suffered the usual chaotic existence in those early war months. It was requisitioned during 
1940, but a notice of 12th September in that year advised members that it was still available, and over 2,000 
overnights were registered. It was withdrawn by 14th October 1940, however, and remained closed from 1941 to 
1944 inclusive, to be used as a children’s nursery. The property was released by Birmingham Education Department 
on the first day of 1945 and YHA Birmingham Region hoped to have the hostel running again by Easter. There were 
significant bednights in that year. 
 
Fred and Marguerite Reynolds were taken on as wardens from 1945 and stayed until their retirement in 1971, by 
which time the number of beds had risen to 76. 
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1: photograph of Kings hostel, showing the original tower before reduction in height in the early 1950s.  

The illustration is before the construction of the YHA-built block to the right of the two cottages, so is of or before 1939;  
2: cover of the appeal pamphlet, 1962. Note the 1939 YHA block, the reduced tower height and the single-storey building  

to the left of it, rather more substantial than the original little hut. The isolated coach-house is far right (YHA Archive) 
 
In the early 1950s the central tower housing the water tanks was declared unsafe and reduced in height. Further 
improvements to the facilities came after January 1962, when Birmingham Region appealed to regional members for 
funds to bring electricity to the hostel. After some time, only one-third of the required amount had accrued (£7 12s 
6d from a Dolgellau Christmas Party), so the printed leaflet shown above was distributed more widely.  
 
The following two passages were included in the printed appeal. Fred Reynolds’ piece was clearly from the heart:  

WHY THE FUND IS NECESSARY  
 

Four miles west of Dolgellau, at the foot of the Cader Idris Range, is Kings Hostel. Since its re-opening after the 
war its fame and popularity have grown so that from 2,885 overnights in 1945 it has now reached the 
tremendous total of 7,515. In all its years of service, tens of thousands of members have stayed there to share its 
hospitality and to explore the surrounding coast and countryside.  
 

After many years of hoping there is now the certainty of electric reaching the area within the next few months, 
and the Regional Council feel it is essential for a hostel of the size and popularity of Kings to have this facility. In 
summer, 1961, a scheme was drawn up for wiring the hostel and for providing immersion heaters for hot water, 
and for a certain amount of heating. The scheme was submitted to the National Finance Committee for 
including in the 1961-62 programme of improvement schemes. However, the NFC have so many schemes in 
hand that they are unable to make any further grants for property improvements.  
 

The Regional Council are faced with postponing the scheme indefinitely, which will not only delay this badly 
needed improvement, but will also mean that it will cost more when it is eventually carried out. The Council 
therefore decided to appeal to all members and friends of the YHA to help in finding the necessary money for 
providing electricity at Kings, Dolgellau. To do this a sum of £750 is needed to provide electric light, heating and 
hot water. If insufficient money is raised, then the two final items will have to be omitted. If more is raised then 
this will be spent on other improvements to the hostel.  
 

A WARDEN’S EYE VIEW OF ‘ROMANCE’ 
 

 ‘This is really romantic,’ said a young hosteller recently, as I stood a hurricane lamp on its stand in the Men’s 
Dormitory. ‘Replace romantic with dirty and dangerous,’ I replied, pointing to the soot-blackened fan staining 
the wooden dormitory wall and ceiling above the lamp. He did not have the job of cleaning and re-filling the 
lamps the following morning, or he would have found that very unromantic indeed!  
 

Electricity is accepted unquestioningly by most of us these days, and its benefits so taken for granted that nothing 
short of a power cut on Christmas Day can bring home to people just what life without it can be like. But, for 
seventeen years, we have run a household of up to eighty folk with the aid of no more electricity than one can get 
from a torch battery, and we shall be very willing to trade the romance for cleanliness and convenience! ‘But you 
have Calor Gas lighting in the main hostel buildings,’ you may say. True, but that installation is 22 years old, and 
nothing short of a wholesale dismantling and replacement of those narrow-gauge copper pipes would put it into 
efficient order again.  
 

But it is not just lighting which electricity will bring us – just think how many of those aids to modern living are 
of any use without it! A refrigerator may be arguably a luxury in an urban home. For us, five miles from the 
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nearest shop, and with huge, but extremely variable numbers to cater for in the summer, it’s an expensive luxury 
to have to manage without one. A washer and spin-dryer can be a tremendous help in any family with anything 
up to forty-sleeping bags out for hire at anyone time, and laundry collection and delivery once a fortnight, they 
must be washed and dried daily.  
 

Have you considered housework without a vacuum-cleaner? – and how about doing all the ironing with an old-
fashioned flat iron? I could go on, but I think I have said enough to demonstrate that electricity is going to be a 
wonderful help to my wife and me, as much as to the members.                                                      FRED REYNOLDS.  

 

    1  
 

    2 
Kings in the early post-war period. 1: a group of walkers pose for a publicity photograph in front of the 1939 YHA building.  
This was constructed to provide the hostel office, common room, members’ kitchen and ablutions on the ground floor and 

women’s dormitories above; 2: the dining room and warden’s accommodation is located in the original conversion of Mr Fox. In 
this illustration, a small single-storey extension, possibly the warden’s laundry, has sprouted from the tower (YHA Archive) 

 
In 1962, at the height of this publicity, Kings registered a peak of 8,776 overnights, and in Mid-Wales it was second 
only to the seaside hostel at Borth. The Group trade was especially strong from the late 1950s. School parties were of 
course the mainstay, but other operators were taking advantage of both the capacity of the hostel and its superb 
location (though coach arrivals must have posed special problems). As an example, Pat Packham joined an 
International Tramping Tour Holiday for Railway Enthusiasts on 15th August, 1958, and observed: 

The hostel was hidden among trees and we could not see it until we were almost upon it. The men’s 
dormitory was some distance from the main house and the rushing of the stream outside kept some of 
them awake. 

  
Writing in his autobiographical Caveat Nostalgia in the late 1990s, Geoff Smith paid great tribute to the Reynolds: 

In 1945 Fred and Marguerite Reynolds were appointed and it is they who reopened Kings, worked it up to a 
famously successful hostel, and gave it a name, an ambience, and a popularity rarely found. It had a long and 
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genuine heyday under these two super wardens. It was their whole life and they rapidly built up a reputation for 
good catering, welcome and a regular party clientele, school and otherwise. And all in what now seems impossible 
conditions. Vestigial road, rationing, no mains services. So milk was cooled in large cans in the river, laundry 
done by hand, cooking by coal fired Aga and so on and so on.  
 

Fred, who spent the war with the Friends Ambulance Unit, had a Sergeant Major aspect and expected and got 
total conformity with the rules and a good piece of work from everyone. Duties were supervised or inspected and 
no-one ever got away until the place was ready to receive the next lot. But this was then usual and in general they 
were very successful and popular wardens because so clearly hard workers and ‘100% YHA’. And it was in every 
sense a damn good hostel in a superb setting. Towards the end of their time, I suspect, this approach ceased to 
work – changing times. They left in the late ’60s and Fred became Bursar at a school in Dolgellau – ‘engaged in 
propping up another set of crumbling buildings with insufficient funds’.  
 

I got to know them very well, indeed they became personal friends. Several Easters saw us arriving at Kings off the 
early evening train from Birmingham to Penmaenpool Station on Maundy Thursday, doing Cadair on Good 
Friday, and then going on to Ratgoed or elsewhere. Twice with large (for those days) South Staffs parties. 
Sometime each midwinter until I left Birmingham a select few of us made our way to Llanrhaiadr-ym-Mochnant 
hostel on a Friday night and rode from there over one or other of the Rough Stuff passes to Kings for the 
Saturday. In theory we rode all the way home on Sunday but in practice, unless the wind was right, we often had 
to get on the rail at Shrewsbury. The famous (or infamous?) bike bashes. My most regular companion on these 
outings was Frank Turton – he of the wasted polio leg. There were other visits.  
 

It was while I was on the Birmingham Committee that the original Wardens Association was formed. Fred 
became their Regional Chairman, a member of their National Committee and a negotiator. We had a number of 
‘sessions’ in his flat at Kings.  
 

Fred’s children went to the local Welsh Medium school. Fred and Marguerite never mastered the language but in 
all other respects became totally integrated in to the life of this remote Welsh valley.  
 

After I left Birmingham Arthur Truby became Steward and for about ten years. He ran autumn and spring coach 
weekends from the Midlands giving some much needed very early and late season usage. It also gave a lot of 
people the opportunity to do some real mountain walking which, in those days, they would otherwise never have 
had.  
 

In the early ’60s electricity came to the valley and after an appeal for funds the hostel was connected and a lot of 
overdue equipment bought. This according to Fred did not reduce the hours of work but made it less physically 
strenuous – ‘I no longer do the laundry, I supervise a machine’. In ’65 YHA reorganised its Regional structure 
and this hostel passed to South Wales and it was not long afterwards that these exceptional and nearly universally 
popular wardens retired. My guess is they had come to see that their style was no longer in tune with the time.  
 

Since then the hostel has had many changes of staff. This one really ought to be one of the Association’s flag ships 
– on the face of it it has got everything going for it.  

 

  
Kings in the later 20th century. 1: the coachhouse built by Mr Fox lies some distance north of the main hostel. For many years it 

was used by YHA to house the large men’s dormitories, but was converted in 1985 to smaller individual bedrooms.  
The single story building was a YHA construction to provide the men’s washblock, but has been used since 1985  

as staff accommodation. The little timber hut in the foreground was perhaps unique in its design for YHA –   
the narrower part was the bike shed, but the wider section was thoughtfully provided for tandems (YHA Archive) 
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Kings in the later 20th century (continued).  

2: a colour postcard by Dixon, from the early 1980s. Here the three disparate sections of the buildings can be seen, the furthest 
almost hidden by the trees. The concrete patch to the left of the coachhouse (behind the fence) was a wartime provision –  

a playground for the evacuated schoolchildren. The fences have nowadays given way to a small car park;  
3: the central building at Kings, in the late twentieth century. The little family group is sitting in front of the common room, with 
the entrance porch to the left. They are perhaps hoping there is room to stay. This is before the days of central booking, when 

wardens and managers took the majority of bookings themselves, but when large numbers of individual unbooked  ‘droppers in’ 
might be expected to arrive during the day, wanting to be first in the queue for any spare beds. Such queues were discouraged 
between 10am and 5pm, and someone had the bright idea of a supply of numbered envelopes provided each day outside the 

locked door, each envelope representing an available bed; it was to be filled in and posted through the letterbox.  
Displayed in a prominent position is the standardised design of blue board (complete with plastic wallets)  

provided throughout the network in the 1980s for this purpose (YHA Archive)  
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A major plumbing scheme to improve washing facilities arrived in 1968. After the Reynolds’ retirement, later 
wardens and managers included Mr and Mrs J Aves, David and Wendy Newband, Mr and Mrs G Hall and, between 
1984 and 1995, Chris and Hilary Malyon, who oversaw considerable improvements, including in 1984-85 the 
implementation of fire regulation works and the transformation of the annexe into four 8-bedded en suite rooms.  
 

    1 
 

    2 
 

   3 
1&2: YHA publicity images (YHA Archive).  

1: the original chapel and dwelling on a bright day in 2007; 
2: idyllic riverside scene: Kings youth hostel, photographed in 2011; 

3: one-inch pin badge from the 1960s (author’s collection) 
 
By 2000 the hostel was running under volunteer management, and numbers were hit very hard by the Foot and 
Mouth outbreak of 2001. There was a gradual degree of expansion from that low point, especially with exclusive hire 
from about 2011, but in 2012 YHA announced that the hostel was for sale, though under stipulation that it should 
remain within the network. It thus continues as a hostel under the YHA Enterprise scheme, the new arrangement 
beginning in 2013. Dave and Claire Dimmer are the new managers. 
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Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1937-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb 

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

          

… 1931    1932 1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 
… … … … … … … 2405 2747 2455 

          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
2281 W W W W 2885 4698 4918 6233 6143 

          

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
6451 6136 6333 6176 5207 5753 6485 7172 7519 8147 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
7669 7515 8776 7557 8487 7741 8261 7801 7149 6828 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
7716 7252 8200 7018 7210 6183 6129 6320 6163 7879 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
8036 5875 6311 6591 5524 5473 4978 5527 6456 7434 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
7233 6398 6859* 6470 5076 5354 6349 5794 6121 4947 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
3037 2884 4737 4774 4718 5247 4270 4618 4468 4236 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
4412 6914+ 5908+ 4235+ open∆ open∆ open∆ open∆ open∆ open∆ 

 

 
This view of May 2015 shows Kings hostel’s narrow site, with the Aber Gwynant,  

hostel buildings and minor road cheek by jowl in the valley floor (author’s photograph)  
 

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


