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The first lifeboat station, or boathouse, in Port Eynon
Bay opened in 1884 in response to many tragic deaths
along the coast west of the established station at
Mumbles. The first craft to use it was A Daughter’s
Offering. It served for 22 years, saving 39 lives. In 1906,
a new lifeboat was provided. Janet served for 10 years,
saving a total of 15 lives. However, it was involved in a
tragic rescue mission on 1st January 1916, when three
crew members were lost. In consequence, the station
was closed and eventually a replacement was provided
at Horton. It is not clear whether the boathouse
building was used for any other purpose between 1916
and when the YHA arrived in 1950.
YHA South Wales Region’s tentative push into South West Wales started in earnest in 1939 with a hostel, Pentre
Cwrt, near Newcastle Emlyn. Despite a number of false starts after the war, there were four openings of note held in
1950: Poppit Sands, St David’s, Cilibion (in the centre of Gower) and Port Eynon. These five together helped
establish the healthy youth hostel network enjoyed in the area at the present time.
Shortly before opening, YHA’s Rucksack Magazine of January / February 1950 announced:
Port Eynon. At last the long search for a hostel on Gower Peninsular has ended; a new hostel is to open on April
1st at Port Eynon on the wonderful South Coast of Gower. It is an old lifeboat house and must be the nearest
hostel to the sea in Britain. At the high spring tides, the waves break over the front doorstep, and sandbags have to
be used to keep the tide out of the hostel. There are miles of spectacular walks along the cliffs, and inland there is
good walking in the hidden valleys, and on the sweeping limestone hills of Rhossili Down. The warden will be
David Howard, formerly at Malham and Stainforth.

The issue of this postcard of Port Eynon hostel is thought to have coincided with the opening in 1950. The figure at the door
is the first warden, David Howard. It was not until a decade later that the entrance was relocated to the right-hand side of the
hostel, where the primitive lean-to was replaced by an extension that started to transform the hostel provision (YHA Archive)
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Port Eynon hostel floor plan, drawn up in September 1949, 6 months before opening. Something similar to this layout was
adopted. For almost 20 years the compact hostel building had 22 beds. A small 6-bedded dormitory, probably a ‘switch’ dorm,
was to be located occupying the key position at ground level at the front of the hostel, the space from where the lifeboat had
once launched. Behind this was to be a very small combined dining, self-cookers’ and common room. The warden’s provision – a
matter of controversy and complaint for years – is shown as split over two floors, kitchen below and private space, presumably
bedroom, above. The staircase was positioned at the mid-point of the building. This led up to dormitories for 12 men and 4
women. The only heating shown is the warden’s new cooker and a small stove in the private upstairs room. Cycles were stored
under the basic lean-to. There was a row of six ‘bucket closets’, positioned far from the building and long since replaced
(YHA Archive)

Port Eynon youth hostel opened on 1st April 1950; there was a rush to get it ready for Easter. The premises were
leased from the local Penrice Estate, but immediately YHA National Office was pushing for ownership. In a letter to
solicitors of 17th May 1950, JH Parkes, YHA National Office Surveyor between 1944 and 1976, advised:
We are at present in occupation of this property on an annual lease. The owners, the Penrice Estate, are having to
sell off a good deal of property to meet death duties. They have therefore offered the Old Lifeboat House to the
Association, and we have agreed to purchase it for the sum of £700, subject to contract and agreement on a number
of easements relating to access, water supply and drainage.
At the same time, we have suggested to the Penrice Estate that the property could be conveyed to the Youth Hostels
Trust under the Land Fund Procedure.

It took a further three years, but the property was vested in the YHA Trust by 12th January 1954.
Pat Packham recalls a visit during her August 1953 holiday by bike:
The warden was not very punctual with meals and by 8.50 when breakfast was eventually served everybody was
beginning to grow uneasy.

During the 1950s there were frequent instances of the sea encroaching on the hostel. Sea defence works were proposed,
but because of the expense YHA reviewed the whole position and it was decided to limit the work to that considered
essential: a groyne to be built by contract and a sea wall constructed by voluntary labour. On 21st March 1962 the
Region Executive Committee minutes advised of serious damage caused by the recent storm. Dave Matthews remembers
seeing that the sea had eroded the ground away under the north-east corner of building. Amazingly the structure
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remained undamaged. The slipway had been badly damaged and what other sea defences there had been were in
disarray. The contractor engaged to do the repair work was John Owen, whose wife was warden of Cilibion hostel. A
cost of £330 was agreed but not until 10th December 1963. The go ahead was held up for a variety of reasons, but
eventually took place during July and August 1964. Volunteers from Swansea YHA Group under the leadership of
David Jeffreys assisted John with the work, primarily filling the gabions with pebbles, for him to place in position and
cap with concrete to solve the long-standing flooding problem.
Other improvements were made after about a decade of use. The front of hostel was reported as reconstructed in 1959,
(the present self-catering kitchen and reception are located in this area) while new picture windows were provided
where once the lifeboat had emerged onto the ramp. The draughty and sometimes leaky entrance relocated to a new
single-storey structure on the north side of the building to provide a much-needed sheltered entrance. There was
further modernisation, virtually completed by 1961 to provide an attractive hostel with every amenity.
Provision was made for the installation of electricity, though connection was to take another year or so, and telephones
another five years. The water pipe line, previously the property of the Association, was sold to Gower Rural District
Council.

In this photograph the hostel’s slipway and original front entrance had undergone a major rebuild
to transform the facility’s comfort and convenience (Autumn 1973 edition of Hostelling News, YHA Archive)

For the first 15 or so years wardens came and went with great regularity, a reflection of the small and seasonal status
of the hostel at that time. David Howard stayed for only two years; he was followed by a succession
of temporary summer wardens, serving generally just one season each. Mr D Thomas served in
1952, Mr A Caradog in 1953, a small consortium of Miss V Owen and Mrs J Sherwood in 1954,
and then through Miss EM Payne (described as resident warden) and Mrs ME Clement. Norman
and Dawn Davies steadied things between 1958 and 1963, while Mr Fisher and Mr Harry were
appointed on a temporary basis the following year.
In 1965 Alan Dunster started a long-standing wardenship that saw an immediate meteoric rise in the hostel
overnights. Until that time they had barely reached the 2,000 mark, but they rose to over 3,000 in 1965, almost 4,000
in 1966 and 4,600 in 1967. A further 10 beds were somehow squeezed in ready for the 1968 season, when almost
6,000 bednights were registered. This was a double-edged sword for the warden and the South Wales Region as the
hostel was impossibly cramped; as early as 1966 proposals were submitted to the National Finance Committee for the
outline enlargement of the Port Eynon hostel. The plans unfortunately hit the UK Credit Squeeze and were shelved
by National YHA. By 1970, however, the warden’s working conditions were so difficult that Alan Dunster wrote this
impassioned plea to Dave Matthews, South Wales’ Regional Secretary:
There are exciting possibilities of expansion of the hostel [but] the blunt truth is that I have totally inadequate
living quarters, possibly the worst in the region. This is my sixth year of such accommodation, and I think you will
agree that I’m somewhat neglected. At this time of year, especially, I am unable to have a decent night’s sleep
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without disturbance… once everyone has gone to bed I feel guilty for talking above a whisper, using the typewriter
or having the radio on.
Some three years ago we made plans for extension which were halted… some interest should be revived. In addition
to the ideas of the time, there is now the possibility of a short-term project with the owner of Salt Cottage keen to
let us have his place on a five-year lease… this end cottage would be an admirable emergency measure… my business
is breaking records for this month (August), was a record (1,000 plus) for July and does not show how many people
have had their bookings refused or been turned away at the door.
I earnestly request that Regional Council give earnest consideration to expanding the hostel, which is capable of
so much…

Alan also raised the matter of upkeep and decoration, and the limbo in which simple improvements were held while
greater works were delayed. Relief of a kind was provided the following year, according to the regional annual report
for 1971, though planning permission was only temporary:
Difficulties with warden’s accommodation have been eased at St Athan and Port Eynon by the provision of small
caravans. Proposals are being considered for improvements to warden’s quarters at Port Eynon.

J Arthur Dixon postcard of the hostel in apparently excellent external condition, dating from before the building of the
warden’s bungalow. The carefully constructed beach defences and the truncated lifeboat ramp will be noted (YHA Archive).
The photograph is framed by membership card stamps (author’s collection)

In October 1972 the Regional Secretary reiterated to National YHA the importance of improvement at the hostel.
This was to be the region’s priority project:
Although we would like more beds at Port Eynon, the real priority is warden’s quarters and general improvement
of facilities. In 1970 the [YHA] Surveyor’s Department produced plans to increase the number of beds from 32
to 40 and to improve the very poor warden’s accommodation. Grading would be raised from Standard to Superior.
The region would implement six-month opening if the full scheme were approved. Investment is long overdue and
the hostel is beginning to suffer as a result of the pressure of usage.

The delay remained at National YHA level. Meanwhile, an internal South Wales Region inspection report, of 30th
April 1973, praised the charming location but recommended downgrading from standard grade to simple, citing the
inadequate heating, dingy décor and overcrowded dormitories. The document is invaluable in providing some hostel
statistics: it now described only two dormitories, both containing too many beds. The female dorm, 16ft x 13ft, had
12 beds and the male, 27ft x 12ft, 22 beds. Three WCs and five hand basins with hot water were considered
insufficient for a 32-bed (or, as suggested, a 34-bed) hostel. There were but two showers. The members’ kitchen had
only eight gas points and a grill but a good basin and two draining boards and hot water. The hostel lacked a drying
room and wet things ended up in the porch. There was no heating to hasten the drying.
South Wales Region drew up a new scheme of improvements in 1973, costed at £80,000. A memo from head office
in St Albans in August 1974 gave further details. The proposed scheme was to provide 40 beds at 34 sq ft per bed with
a very much improved standard of facilities and warden’s accommodation. The layout was the same as that proposed
by YHA in 1970 at a cost then estimated at £35,000, but sea defences, re-roofing and site works were additional costs
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and fire precautionary measures were a new consideration. The hostel was advertised for closure for rebuilding during
1975, but this too was to be delayed and the warden carried out extensive remodelling.
Eventually, in 1980, great impetus to future improvements came when a major extension to provide proper warden’s
accommodation was built, in the form of a bungalow immediately to the north of the hostel. This work was completed
by March 1982. The hostel facilities were further improved by the provision of a warden’s kitchen in 1984.
Nevertheless, there was no hostel extension, only gradual reorganisation and improvement, and bed capacity rose only
to 34 at that time, by utilising the former warden’s accommodation, never the hoped-for 40.
There was capital expenditure on electrics and fire precautions during 1993. These statutory works and
Environmental Health requirements necessitated relocating showers and other facilities. Port Eynon hostel continued
to provide meals up to 1994; that year’s handbook stated that meals and snacks were available. The following year, the
meals service was withdrawn. Bike hire had been available at the hostel in 1994.
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Images from the late 1990s. 1: The hostel entrance. On the right is the manager’s bungalow, with its gated entrance. This has
since been altered to give guests direct access to the hostel. The concreted yard has since been transformed into a very
attractive garden area; 2: the rear of the common room, with hostel décor typical of the time; 3: one of the first floor bedrooms;
4: the picture-window common and dining room, more recently refigured with lounge seating for the best views;
5: hostel manager, thought to be Ellen Owen (YHA Archive)
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In the year 2000 the Rent-a-Hostel brochure still described old-style dormitories, three in number, with sixteen, ten
and four beds. Among other details were:
Dining room/lounge: seats 24. The lounge area has 8 soft chairs and an open fire.
Self-catering facilities: small kitchen which leads directly on to the dining area.
Heating: partially heated with storage heaters in bedrooms and hall. Open fire in lounge/dining room.
Parking: sea front car park for 6 cars: ½ mile from the Youth Hostel along a sandy path. Vehicle access ¼ mile.
Large lounge/dining room with picture window, views across the bay and an open fire. Small TV lounge.
Dates: Nov 5th 1999 to Apr 7th 2000 – Prices: 2 night break: £295 Extra night(s): £130
Four night Christmas break: £650 Extra night(s): £140

At last, modern sleeping arrangements came to Port Eynon hostel in 2001 with seven smaller subdivided bedrooms,
two with two beds, three with four, one with six and one with eight. Further refurbishment took place in 2009, with
particular emphasis on sustainability under YHA’s Green Spirit Plan, part-funded by the Welsh Assembly
Government Sustainable Development Fund, and greater comfort. A new bedroom was squeezed into a reorganised
ground floor space, so that by 2015 there were 30 beds in eight rooms.
Ellen Owen had taken over the managership of Port Eynon after Alan Dunster, and stayed until 2000. She was
followed by Gordon Nugent about 2002, Chris Nelson in 2004 and Margo (Mags) Attwell about 2007. Dianne Cox
arrived in 2012 and has developed further the attractiveness of the hostel and grounds at this popular location.
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Port Eynon hostel looking spick and span during a visit in August 2015.
1&2: from the shoreline. The heavy concrete mouldings and stone jetty help buttress the hostel from the fiercest conditions;
3: Welsh YHA sign; 4: the self-catering kitchen located in the side extension; 5: 10am – staff clean-up time – the hostel
entrance is the second door on the left. Straight ahead is the manager’s bungalow of the early 1980s; (author’s photographs)
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Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
1950-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-present: Mar to following Feb
*: 17 month period; +: notional figure included for exclusive hire and/or camping

1950

1951

1952

1953

1954

1955

1956

1957

1958

1959

1438

1711

1303

1384

1491

1801

1731

1826

2266

2247

1960

1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

1777

1783

1777

2110

2037

3088

3943

4629

5917

5995

1970

1971

1972

1973

1974

1975

1976

1977

1978

1979

5725

6087

6534

6277

5646

4435

5151

5025

4929

4840

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

4745

4694

4232

4048

4375

4543

3991

4165

3882

4435

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

4282

3913

4057*

4198

3916

3939

4212

4794

4812

5061

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

3584

4362

5428

5739

6095

6363

5341

3866

4229

3319

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

4303

5634+

5621+

5978+

6003+

6430+

5109+

5307+

5233+

5246+

Port Eynon youth hostel’s attractive lounge and garden area in recent years; sea spray (YHA Archive images)
© John Martin, 2020. YHA Profiles are intended to be adaptable in the light of new materials gained by YHA Archive.
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