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Derwent Hall Youth Hostel 1931 or 1932 to 1942
Derwent Hall, Ashopton, Sheffield.
Historic County: Derbyshire

YHA Regions:
Manchester and North Midlands Joint

GR: SK 176889

Derwent Hall was built in 1672, a former residence of the Dukes of Norfolk. It was bought from Viscount Fitzalan of
Derwent in 1920 by the Derwent Valley Water Board to prepare for a major flooding scheme. The foundations now
lie under Ladybower Reservoir, completed in 1945.

Derwent Hall youth hostel, captured in postcard form (author’s collection)

Derwent Hall hostel was opened, at least officially, on 2nd June 1932, though the Hall may have been in some kind
of youth hostel use much earlier, when Bertha Gough stayed there. She wrote in her YHA diary:
October 24th / 25th 1931
Connie was on holiday and we spent the weekend at Derwent Hall. The party consisted of Tod Mycock, Harold
Dicken, T Bywater, a German girl and myself. Although the hostel is a very beautiful one, the self-cookers’ room
and equipment was terrible.

It was operated jointly by North Midlands and Manchester regions. The Manchester Region Annual Report for 1932
explained that the latter equipped the hostel, while the CHA prepared and furnished the common room. YHA’s own
Annual Report of March 1933 described how volunteers prepared the building, which had been empty for seven years.
The building was rented from Derwent Water Board. Among the wardens were Mr and Mrs TW Seery and Mr and
Mrs AC Russell.
The Scotsman newspaper reported on 3rd June 1932:
YOUTH HOSTEL OPENED
The Prince of Wales, who made a tour of Derbyshire, yesterday opened as a youths’ hostel, Derwent Hall, a former
residence of the Duke of Norfolk. The old mansion is now the property of the Youth Hostel Association. In opening
the hostel, the Prince referred to social welfare activities, and said that there was none which he could commend more
than that people should be able to take tramping holidays and get a complete change of atmosphere from their work
in our big cities.
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RURAL ACTIVITIES – THE TRAMPING HOLIDAY
The Prince’s first engagement in Derbyshire was to open Derwent Hall as a youth hostel. It is a wonderful old-world
house, once a residence of the Duke of Norfolk, and has been taken over by the Youth Hostels’ Association. It will be
one of the cheapest and most picturesque hostels in England. The charge for accommodation is one shilling a night,
with meals throughout the day for three shillings.
The Prince walked through the fine oak-panelled dining-room, and stayed a while in the beautiful garden, from which
there is a glorious view, of the Derwent valley.
In a short speech, the Prince referred to the great interest he took in social welfare activities, and added, ‘There is none
I can commend more than that people should be able to take tramping holidays, and get a complete change of
atmosphere from their work in our big cities. I know what a great benefit such a rest can be to people who lead, in
many cases, very dreary lives’

Fortunately for YHA, the Times commented on 18th January 1934:
A Derwent Valley Water Board official stated today that if a reservoir were built the work would take 10 years to
complete, so that the youth hostel was safe for that time.

Cyclists congregate at the foot of the gateway steps in 1935 (author’s collection)

John Davies wrote from Canada in 2004:
One long-lost YHA property is Derwent Hall. My parents (Herbert John Davis and Clare Davis) were very active
youth-hostellers in the early 1930s. My father taught at Bemrose School, Derby for a short time ending 1934 when he
was appointed HM of Whitby Grammar School. While in Derby they helped clean Derwent Hall for it to be used as
a hostel. I believe my father was treasurer of the local branch and so appears as part of the welcoming committee
showing the future Edward VIII around.

The Nottingham Evening Post was expecting a sell-out of hostels at Easter 1937:
The youth hostels are expecting a record for accommodation, and in spite of increased facilities, the hostels in the
popular holiday centres are already booked to capacity. Derwent Hall, the Ashopton hostel with more than 100 beds,
was fully booked some weeks ago.

Though uncertainty over the future of the hostel was never far away, the Ladybower Scheme would not interfere with
the hostel for some time, according to the Manchester Region Annual Report of 1937.
The Hall was compulsorily purchased in 1939 and closed to YHA on the outbreak
of war. It was used by a convent school evacuated from Sheffield from September
1940, but conditions grew so bad that it had to be closed the following August. London Region News August 1941
advised that the youth hostel was thus reopened on 9th August 1941; it was exceptionally busy until final closure on
19th September 1942, according to the 1942 Manchester Region Annual Report. It finally surrendered to demolition
parties and had been erased by 1944. It is a part of YHA folklore that portions of the flagged floors and panelling were
retained in various locations in Derbyshire, including Hartington Hall hostel.
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1: the attractive ornate grounds of Derwent Hall youth hostel are shown well in this postcard view;
2: a portrait of the entrance steps at Derwent Hall in 1939, by Albert Robinson APAGB, recently deposited with the YHA
Archive by his daughter Susan Robinson; 3: the extensive Hall buildings, including a chapel, fronted by the drive and river course
(YHA Archive photographs)
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Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows
1932-1942: previous Oct to Sept; W: war-time closure
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Another invaluable 1939 portrait of Derwent Hall by Albert Robinson APAGB, gifted by Susan Robinson.
Hostellers congregate on the old packhorse bridge, another casualty of the reservoir scheme (YHA Archive)

The YHA Archive is fortunate to possess two interesting relics of Derwent Hall. Many years ago local YHA member
Norman Jenkinson made an exquisite model of the Hall. It was presented to the Archive in 2016, by his nephew Mr
Kellam, and at his request has been placed on semi-permanent public display at Castleton’s Losehill Hall youth hostel.
In 2014 a member of staff at YHA National Office presented the Archive with a carved oak panel rescued from the
demolished Hall, dated 1942 and inscribed with the YHA symbol. The same arrangement has been made for
displaying this on loan at Castleton, as a companion piece to the model.
See http://www.bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar/stories/06/a1982306.shtml for a fascinating account of Derwent Hall
during the 1940-41 evacuation period by Audrey French (WW2 People’s War is an online archive of wartime
memories contributed by members of the public and gathered by the BBC).
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