
Colin’s Story - Life as a Prison Officer’s son
My father was in the Prison Service and at the age of four we moved from 
Strangeways Prison in Manchester to Northallerton. It was 1951 and we 
lived in the flats inside the walls (now the administration block) along with 
three other families. Our playground was inside the Prison compound, the 
large side entrance gate was the only way out and most of the time this 
was kept shut with big steel bolts so as a youngster it was hard to escape!

Inside the grounds were two or three large huts with round corrugated 
roofs we would climb up using window frames as steps and then slide 
down - to us it was great fun! In the corner of the yard was a large iron 
clad door that led into the Prison and on occasions we were let in by an 
officer - we would go into a small kitchen and get warm bread and cakes 
for us to eat, all made by prisoners.

There was a large washroom attached to the front of the flats - inside 
was a coal fired boiler and as I remember a large bath. Bath nights were 
Sunday nights for the kids who lived in the flats, all seven of us at the 
same time would go down to the washroom. First we got undressed in 
one downstairs flat and left our clothes there, wrapped a towel around 
ourselves before running outside and into the bath - girls first, although 
sometime it was mixed (we were all around 5 or 6). Two mothers would 
wash us, two mothers would then dry and help us get dressed then we 
would sit around and play for a while, have a hot drink before it was back 
to our own flat for bed.

Later we moved into the new Officers Quarters on Valley Road and 
Paterson Crescent - there would be 30 families in all there by 1953.

Dad was in charge of the Prison Gardens - now part of Trinity Gardens - 
and during school holidays I would go over to see my Dad. When he saw 
me coming he would open the locked gate to let me in - it was a great 
place and I could always find something to eat. I spent time chatting to 
the prisoners who would tell me great stories but never bad ones - these 
were special prisoners who had behaved and worked hard. There was one 
prisoner I remember well Mr McDonald - and I called him this - who was 
about 70 years old with a strong Scottish accent. He was my Dad’s so called 
office boy as he was too old to work - he would make the tea and keep the 
office clean and tidy. The office was a big shed with a pot belly boiler so 
there was usually something cooking on the go - great for a young lad. On 
occasions Mr Mcdonald, or old Mac as I called him later, would walk around 
the garden pick up a few carrots or the odd cauliflower or two, walk down 
to the end of the garden and climb over the security fence, walk down to 
the prison houses and call in to see my Mam give her the veg in exchange 
for a cup of tea and stay for a while for a chat. Dad always knew where he 
was! Later old Mac would make his way back climb back over the fence and 
back into the office.

Growing up as  a prison officer’s son was a great time - all families looked 
after each other you were never on your own, houses were never locked 
and we all knew each other as they say, Happy days.
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