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Blaxhall  Youth Hostel   1963 to present  
 
Heath Walk, Blaxhall, Woodbridge, Suffolk IP12 2EA 

Historic County: Suffolk YHA Regions: Eastern, Central GR: TM 368570 
 
The former National village school in Blaxhall opened in 1851 and the last child was admitted in January 1962. Later 
in that year YHA bought the school and its adjacent schoolhouse freehold for £1,500. The property was grant-aided 
by the Ministry of Education and invested in the YHA Trust. Initially, it was hoped that the new hostel would open 
in time for Easter 1963 (there was a tentative note in that year’s handbook), but opening was successively delayed until 
1st August of that year, 257 bednights being recorded in August and September. From the outset the school classroom 
was used by members and the schoolhouse exclusively by the warden. There were 25 beds in two dormitories, for 15 
men and 10 women, or vice versa, and though these arrangements were uneconomic in their inflexibility, the building 
had been configured from the outset to allow for easy expansion. There was a ceremonial opening on 13th June 1964, 
and £4,000 was allowed for further major adaptations in that year.  
 

 1  2  
 

 3  4  
1: early postcard of Blaxhall Youth Hostel. This example, by Frith, shows the school and schoolhouse,  

apparently about the time of acquisition – it was possibly even a school image hastily adapted for the purpose;  
2: this picture, from the front cover of the Eastern Region annual report, 1963, appears to be a YHA artistic adaptation  

of the Frith postcard by a hand-drawn YHA sign added to the image above the entrance porch; 
3: the colour postcard, by J Arthur Dixon, shows the 1967 Field Studies hut and the post-1970 adaptations well. The 

schoolhouse has gained extra windows, and the school or village pump features prominently (1-3 YHA Archive); 
4: ready for the off – cyclists in the 1970s (photograph by volunteer warden G Miller, author’s collection)  
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In 1966-67 a timber cabin was constructed to the left of the hostel building to provide Field Study facilities from May 
1967 and help secure the hostel financially.  
 

 
An official Eastern Region plan for the adaptation of Blaxhall to a larger capacity, September 1970 (YHA Archive) 

 
In 1969-70 planning began for an extension of the hostel, with an estimated cost of £5,000. Brick dormitory wings 
were added either side of the main school building, the common room was enlarged, the school entrance converted to 
a leader’s room and a new hostel entrance sited to the rear. Improvements to the heating would also encourage greater 
use outside the summer season. The 1972 handbook showed an increase of capacity to 40, and in 1973, to 45. The 
capital invested led to record overnights in that year. The following year mandatory fire precaution work was carried 
out. An extra bed was squeezed in – 46 in 1978.  
 
In 1984 YHA constructed an enclosed entrance linking their 1960s-built outside washrooms to the main building, 
by which time the hostel had 48 beds. The relentless rise in capacity was reversed in 1987, with a return to 40 beds, 
reflecting the new mood of the time to bring increased comfort and privacy and encourage family hostelling.  
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7  8     9  
Images 1-8 of YHA Blaxhall date from ten years either side of the millennium year. 

1: the original school entrance door is now blocked off, and the field studies hut can be seen to the left.  
The school playground is useful as the car park; 2: a bold notice board and some extra homely touches;  

3: self-caterers’ kitchen; 4: cheery colour scheme; 5&6: the dining room in different interpretations;  
7: members’ kitchen and rear extension; 8: pamphlet promoting the ideal cycling country (all YHA Archive) 

9: Blaxhall Youth Hostel one-inch pin-badge, popular with hostellers in the 1960s and 1970s (author’s collection) 
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A major refurbishment was carried out in 2000, the hostel reopening in August. There was at one stage in recent years 
a perfunctory conversion of the Field Study hut to provide a further 10 beds (perhaps reflected in the extraordinary 
bednight figures of 2006), but the timber outbuilding has now reverted to its classroom use.  
 
A more recent development is the conversion of an assistant’s room into an en suite family room. Blaxhall hostel was 
due to receive a Springboard refurbishment over the winter of 2017-18.  
 
Recollections: 

Quite the best conversion to a hostel that I have seen. The dormitories are small and neat and the general 
atmosphere made the hostel my favourite of the holiday [T Connolly, holiday log, 1975]. 

 
Wardens: 

The first warden was Mrs AE Boyce. From 1967-72 Mrs Eileen Dunnett was in charge; John and Heather Johnson 
took up the post in 1973. In 1983 John Heath and Sara Green arrived at Blaxhall; they were now termed managers 
rather than wardens. They were followed by Jenny Cooper two years later. Sarah Inman came in the 1990s 
followed by a succession of managers: Melissa Vanderwyck, Ian Taylor, Severine Konieczny, Dave Carter and Nigel 
Pallett. Amy Turner arrived in 2010 and has overseen a period of considerable development. 

 
Duncan Simpson remembers the set-up at Blaxhall about 1980: 

When we were wardens at Colchester, the hostel was run by ‘Johnnie’ Johnson and his wife Heather. It was run 
on a regional agreement and what was known as ‘warden’s catering’.  John was paid a very small salary but the 
catering was run at his own risk so long as he met the standards laid down by YHA, with John meeting all the costs, 
taking the income and keeping the profit.   
  

John was a very forward thinking manager, with a professional approach to customers and the business, working 
very hard to get school groups staying at what was a smallish hostel of 40-50 beds.  The catering was really successful 
and this caused constant tension with the regional committee, who dearly wanted to get their hands on one of the 
most profitable hostels in the region, a move which John fought until he left the hostel and emigrated.   
 

There were some very strange aspects to regional agreements!  John was entitled to an assistant paid for by YHA 
whenever the hostel was half full, leading John, and others on regional agreements, to manipulate their overnights 
to maximise the amount of assistance they were entitled to employ.  John’s assistant was his wife, who was thus 
employed on a variation of a zero hours contract, only working when the hostel was half full. When John left the 
hostel became ‘fully controlled’ by the region with the staff employed on the national agreement.   

 
Overnights – inclusive periods each year as follows 

1963-1991: 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/camping   

          

1960 1961 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 
… … … 257 1075 1501 1522 2750 2851 2207 

          

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 
2919 3076 3807 5082 5209 6431 6553 6696 6586 6735 

          

1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 
7239 7010 6909 5546 5248 open open 4188 open 5477 

          

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
4899 4480 5560* 4096 4681 4940 5020 4840 5384 4534 

          

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 
4510 5074 5517 5695 6495 6741 7062 5409 4238 5511 

          

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 
5388 6967+ 6247+ 6159+ 6046+ 6744+ 7736+ 7175+ 7676+ 8014+ 

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


