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Thetford Bridge Youth Hostel 1955 to 1961 and 1964 to 1970 
 
Thetford Bridge Station, Thetford, Norfolk 

Historic County: Norfolk YHA Regions: East Anglia, Eastern 
  

GR: TL 880829 

Thetford Bridge was a small country station, the first stop south of Thetford on the single-track branch line to Bury 
St Edmunds. It closed to passenger traffic on 8th June 1953 and to freight on 27th June 1960. 
 
In the 1950s YHA was always on the lookout for new hostels to expand the network, and because of precarious 
finances often favoured small redundant buildings that could be hired and converted simply and staffed cheaply, 
especially when providing self-catering facilities only. This was the beginning of the great swathe of railway closures, 
when hundreds of small stations were suddenly and systematically made redundant. The buildings could usually 
provide a modicum of services such as oil, gas or electric lighting, water, a coal fire or two, telephone and a variety of 
small rooms. They were often in attractive areas. There was much talk in YHA circles of taking advantage of these 
buildings, or even railway carriages parked on out-of-the-way branch lines, but the surprise is that hardly any 
suggestions came to fruition. One reason might be the elephantine progress sometimes experienced with the British 
Transport Commission’s property department. It might be added that enquiries about small redundant country 
schools and churches by YHA were far more productive.  
 

 
YHA’s usage of the station buildings was restricted to those on the northbound platform. The station house on the left may have 

been used for dormitories, and perhaps by the warden. Note the large black goods depot to the right. The photograph was 
taken in the hostel’s first period, when the tracks remained. Hostellers are enjoying an al fresco meal under the station awning 

(transparency by Clint Maitland, author’s collection)  
 
Thetford Bridge youth hostel was a rare exception. It opened shortly after the loss of passenger services. YHA’s East 
Anglia region had hoped to open here in the summer of 1954, but this was postponed to 25th March 1955 because of 
tenancy difficulties with the British Transport Commission; the agreement was finally passed to the YHA Trust on 
2nd May 1955. The hostel thus operated during a period when an occasional pick-up goods might appear, as Mary 
Jephcott observed during her trip in 1959:  

Quite exciting to be there – a goods train came through!  
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YHA publicity photographs of Thetford Bridge youth hostel in the early years. 

1: a cheerful posed scene, with at least one YHA cloth badge on show. A railway officer is in attendance. Note the signalbox; 2: 
hostellers at signing in – the smartly-dressed woman was probably the warden – she bears a striking resemblance 
to the warden at Naughton Mill hostel in a contemporary Archive photograph and may have been on relief duty; 

3: serious discussion, mealtime. The room is thought to be the lamp-room / members’ kitchen described by Pat Packham; 
4: ladies’ waiting room; 5: men’s bed-time; 6: simple washing arrangements (YHA Archive) 
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1&2: Pat Packham was enjoying a cycling tour in East Anglia when she stayed here in July 1961, recording these photographs. 

1: a lorry drives over the road bridge at the south end of the main platform. This was a bottleneck on the main road, 
and led to an awkward junction to the left of the vehicle. Under the bridge lurks an archaic rail maintenance vehicle. 

This scene was soon to be obliterated and road traffic redirected to a large roundabout northeast of the station; 
2: a delightful YHA oil lamp, possibly a purloined railway item. Pat observed that the members’ kitchen had previously  

been the station lamp-room and water had to be pumped... ‘The following morning a small railway vehicle  
came past the hostel on the disused track and stopped under the nearby bridge’ (YHA Archive)  

 
The station site lay to the SW edge of the planned roundabout connecting the A1088 and A1066, on a patch of land 
clearly visible on aerial views. The hostel’s proximity to intended road development hastened its closure, not once, but 
twice. The first closure came and the lease was surrendered on 30th November 1961, after the initial threat of adjacent 
road reconstruction had been announced, but progress with road works was slow and the hostel reopened on 1st July 
1964 pending a compulsory purchase for road improvement.  

 

    1 
 

    2 
George and Nora Miller were seasoned volunteer wardens and hostellers from Lincoln. In these late views of 1969 the trackbed 

is weed strewn, and rails have long since gone (transparencies by George Miller, author’s collection)  
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The author had a memorable stay here in 1965 
The warden at the time was a former employee of the railway at the station, possibly the railwayman greeting the 
cyclists in photograph 1 on page 2; he was dressed in uniform, though the trains had ceased to run, and reminisced 
with great affection about his former job, finally presenting me with a Thetford Bridge freight waybill as a 
memento. 

 

 
The end is nigh. Such old station buildings were rich pickings, legally or otherwise, for railwayana. The auction sale notice reads: 

Antiques, Brass, China, Copper, Glass, Furniture – Every Saturday. It is not recorded whether the three delightful metal YHA 
signs on show were on offer (transparency by George Miller, author’s collection)  

 
Thetford Bridge hostel had started life with 16 beds, 10 for men and 6 for women. Soon this was augmented to 18 (12 
and 6). Wardening seems to have been a fairly simple arrangement, with volunteers and temporary arrangements no 
doubt the norm. Only two names have been identified: the delightfully named Captain V Ginger, a seasonal warden 
in 1968, and Mr E Bowey in 1970. 
 
The hostel finally closed on 30th September 1970, its site hemmed in by bewildering new road layouts. The station 
lay derelict for many years until finally being demolished about 2001. The spot was used as a travellers’ camp 
afterwards, but all traces of that were being cleared in 2016, with new housing expected. 

 
   

Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 
1955-1970: previous Oct to Sept 

<: the 38 bed nights in 1962 were actually recorded at the tail end of 1961 
 

1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 
… … … … … 718 776 1051 1091 1101 

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
 873 1236 <38 … 337 1177 966 1210 1014 1336 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
880 … … … … … … … … … 
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