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King’s Lynn Youth Hostels 
 

King’s Lynn [Warren Farm] Youth Hostel     1948 only   
 
Warren Farm, Sandy Lane, South Wootton, King’s Lynn, Norfolk 

Historic County: Norfolk  YHA Region: East Anglia GR:  TF 667219 
 
Long before the advent of Thoresby College youth hostel at King’s Lynn, in 1968, there were several attempts by local 
and national representatives of the YHA to open a hostel in the town. It was seen as a vital link, especially for cyclists, 
between the East Midlands, the A1 and Lincolnshire on the one hand and East Anglia, Cambridge, the Continent 
and London on the other.  The 1937 National Handbook expressed a hope to open a hostel here; it did not materialise. 
 
After the war, in a period of unprecedented growth for YHA and a proliferation of small hostels, many of which 
survived only a short time, King’s Lynn sub-group worked to establish a small adopted hostel at Warren Farm, a red-
brick farm and outbuildings on Sandy Lane on the eastern outskirts of the town. It opened at Easter 1948, too late for 
the handbook, only managing a supplementary notice. The warden (almost certainly the farmer’s wife) was Mrs S 
Porter.  One hosteller remembered that there were 12 beds, and the men’s dorm was in a barn loft.  
 
646 overnights were registered in 1948, but the farm was sold within a few months and the hostel closed in September 
of that year. It was replaced by a new hostel at Sedgeford, itself short-lived.  
 
Plans for another King’s Lynn hostel were regularly resurrected through the 1950s, often with the emphasis on simple, 
cheap and ready availability. A constantly recurring idea in YHA at this time was the re-use of redundant rural railways 
and their paraphernalia – closed stations, goods depots and even rolling stock as youth hostels. The East Anglia annual 
report of 1959 announced that a proposal to use converted railway carriages as hostels had been approved nationally, 
and negotiations were in progress for a suitable site near King’s Lynn. This was possibly at South Lynn station, as the 
Midland & Great Northern Railway was closed earlier in that year. The news would have come after the successful 
opening of Thetford Bridge Station youth hostel in 1955, but again, the idea came to nothing. 
  
 
King’s Lynn [Thoresby College] Youth Hostel     1968 to 2008   
 
Thoresby College, College Lane, King’s Lynn, Norfolk PE30 1JB 

Historic County: Norfolk  YHA Regions: Eastern, Central GR:  TF 616198 
 
When a firm scheme finally emerged for a youth hostel in King’s Lynn, it was to be a much more substantial affair. 
Thoresby College was completed in 1511 as a Chantry College. It survived centuries of mixed use and in 1963 was 
bought in its entirety by Ruth, Lady Fermoy and her daughter, Mrs Shand-Kydd. They presented the complex to the 
King’s Lynn Preservation Trust for restoration, with the request that the buildings, arranged around a quadrangle, be 
used for the benefit of the whole community. The Trust set to work converting the site. One wing was to be a youth 
hostel, and two further wings were self-contained flats for elderly people. The Great Hall and Undercroft were for 
public use. A plaque commemorates the bequest. 
 
In 1966 an old youth hostel at Witchford, a ramshackle concoction of military nissen huts that had just managed to 
survive, was finally closing. There was a premature hope that King’s Lynn hostel would be ready in that year, but it did 
not open until 1st July 1968. The premises were leased from the Preservation Trust, initially for a period of 28 years, 
and vested in the YHA Trust. An official opening ceremony was held on 11th October 1969. 
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The part of the college building used by the YHA lay along the southern flank of the quadrangle, on College Lane. 
The illustration below, dating from early hostel days, shows the extent of the hostel, which is the block nearest the 
viewer. It ran from the far left corner, where the dining room had the large ground floor window, about five-sixths of 
its length, but not including the near gable end. The hostel door was the small affair to the left of the larger entrance. 
 

    
A sketched postcard from the late 1960s showing the extent of the hostel part of Thoresby College (YHA Archive) 

 
The next illustration, also from YHA days, shows the hostel wing from the western end. The south face is on a curve, 
hiding its full extent. This picture demonstrates the limited width of the hostel premises, delineated by the three 
dormer windows used in the hostel dormitory space. 

 

 
Thoresby College and College Lane are in the heart of the maritime district of King’s Lynn. When YHA volunteer George Miller 

took this photograph in the 1970s he was standing with his back to the River Great Ouse. The historic but irregular nature  
of the building will be recognised. The hostel had the reputation of no two floorboards being level or in line (author’s collection) 
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 7  8  
Interior views of King’s Lynn youth hostel. 

1: a committee meeting – probably not YHA, but relating to the local community – in the dining room; 
2: attractive dining room; 3: lounge; 4: undercroft classroom; 5: self-catering kitchen; 6: family room;  

7&8: one of the loft bedrooms squeezed under the attractively restored beamed ceiling. Note the single beds. 
A difficulty with placing the dormitories within such a venerable building was that they formed a walk-through corridor  

(YHA Archive)   
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After some 40 years as a hostel the premises were in need of costly renovation. The numbers staying here had been 
diminishing for some time, much as a result of the reduction in long-distance cycling. Heavy work would have been 
needed on the structure of the hostel, and it was rented accommodation. It closed in 2008, about 31st August. 
 

 1  2    
 

 3  4  
After YHA. 1-3: views ranging from left to right of the youth hostel wing from the quadrangle interior – 

1: to the left of the coach entrance was a private flat on the ground floor. Above that had been, left to right,  
the hostel warden’s quarters (2 windows), warden’s bedroom, bathroom and private kitchen.  

The first three loft dormers were, left to right, warden’s second bedroom, family room and family bathroom; 
2: to the right of the blue doors were hostel store, hostel office and food prep room. On the first floor were, left to right,  

the stairwell, drying room, two showers (note the curious removal of the stucco above these windows, presumably to show  
the historic construction) and the common room. Stairs were to the right of the common room. The four dormers shown  
were all dormitory windows. A curious little apex roof (also seen in picture 1 on page 2), function unknown, juts out here; 

3: the final ground floor window was the warden’s hostel kitchen, and the dormer was another dormitory window.  
4: this view is about 30 years later than the one at the foot of the previous page. Little has changed externally, but note the 

removal of the render back to original brick, and the flood gates now fitted at the end of College Lane 
(1-4: author’s photographs, August 2014) 

 
Wardening was frequently on a short-term or seasonal basis, especially early on, though Tony Lewis was in charge 
from 1975 to 1981 and Matthew Howard for a good span in the 1980s. Kerry White, Nick Reynolds, Judith Robinson 
and Simon Walters had spells in the 1990s. Mrs Eleanor Smith was the principal warden for a number of years in the 
final decade. Since closure, the hostel wing has reverted to private residences and businesses. The Preservation Trust 
continues its philanthropic work in its provision of residences and workplaces. YHA is grateful for extra historical 
information to Josie Johnstone, for her personal insight into the history and workings of King’s Lynn youth hostel.  
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YHA-issue one-inch badge, postcard and hostel stamp from the early days of King’s Lynn youth hostel (author’s collection) 

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1948-1991: previous Oct to Sept; 1992: Oct 1991 to Feb 1993; 1993-2008: Mar to following Feb 
¶: Warren Farm Hostel;     ∆: Thoresby College Hostel     

*: 17 month period  
          

1940 1941 1942 1943 1944 1945 1946 1947 1948 1949 
… … … … … … … … 646¶ … 

          
          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
… … … … … … … … 1540∆ 2828∆ 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
3648∆ 3867∆ 4372∆ 4424∆ 4373∆ 5074∆ 4709∆ 4758∆ 4603∆ 3614∆ 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
3775∆ 3875∆ 3479∆ 3879∆ 3706∆ open∆ open∆ 3487∆ open∆ 3679∆ 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
3849∆ 3451∆ 4264*∆ 3350∆ 3434∆ 3514∆ 3863∆ 3613∆ 3162∆ 2987∆ 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
2363∆ 3326∆ 2733∆ 3095∆ 3267∆ 2983∆ 2981∆ 1952∆ 1353∆ … 

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


