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In the 70’s I lived close by and passed the 
prison on a daily basis - it felt like the safest 
area in town. I was happy to walk past late 
at night, because I knew everyone was at the 
other side of a very high wall!

I spent about two years of my life here as a 
lad as an inmate. I have worked in most of the 
prison as a prisoner - on the works we named 
it! I was a painter and a plumber and lots more. 
And I have been in a hell of a lot of the cells 
over the years. I was a first class inmate never 
got in bother in there just somewhere they sent 
me when I was a bad lad.

I am now a reformed character and want to 
show my wife and two sons what I had to put 
up with when I was a bad lad as a kid.

Prison officers are the most under paid, under 
estimated, under loved people in public service 
today - what they have to put up with is 
phenominal and I never stop admiring the work 
they do.

I attended one of the suicides at the prison - a 
young Teesside lad hung himself. It was such a 
complete waste of a life and despite happening 
overnight word quickly spread through the 
building. As word got out the whole place 
descended into silence - it became a very eerie 
place.

I joined the forces prior to the war in 1941/42 
and was a female Sergeant on gun sites up and 
down the country.

The prison at Northallerton was often used as 
a place to send deserters and other military 
offenders,when a custodial sentence was 
required. Offenders pleaded not to be sent 
to Northallerton prison as its regime was far 
harsher and they were dreading what would be 
their fate if they were sent there. It made grown 
men cry at the very thought of it!

I worked there as a nurse from 1994 until closure. 
When the prison became a juvenile remand 
centre/young offenders institute 24 hours nursing 
care had to be provided - the NHS through the 
Friarage did this and we became the first NHS 
nurses to be employed by the justice system in the 
UK, operating a hospital within the prison.

My father George Henry Kelley, who passed 
away in 2013, was a Prison Officer at 
Northallerton until he retired in the early 1980s. 
He was a builder by trade and was responsible 
for heading work parties of prisoners to help 
rebuild the top half of the prison wall the first 
time around - the 1970s I think.

He was a proud Northallerton man but sadly 
would not discuss any details of life inside the 
prison, work stayed at work.

The prison was such a big part of growing up 
- as children my sister and I and two brothers 
attended many social events organised by 
the Prison Officers including days out and 
Christmas parties.

 

I was sentenced to 2½yrs in 1978 for theft. In 
1979 while civilian contractors were working 
in the prison, pile driving and putting up steel 
works for a new building, I was working with 
them on an engineering party.

While working there I received bad news from 
home. On the spur of the moment I decided that 
I was going to try to escape. It was the 3.15pm 
tea break and I told the boss I needed to use the 
toilet. I took a pair of ladders from the ladder 
shed, put them against the back wall, climbed 
up, then dropped off the wall, turning my body 
while falling to avoid the ankle breakers. I was 
lucky enough to get a lift from a lorry driver 
all the way back to Newcastle. I was in my 
hometown of Sunderland by 6pm.

I remained on the run for three months until I 
decided to give myself up, so I went to Durham 
prison to hand myself in. They asked for my 
prison number but I couldn’t remember it, so 
they chased me and shut the door. I stood there 
for a few minutes speechless. Then they opened 
the door and told me to go in.



Cell hobbies were encouraged - I remember a 
serial re-offender who made a gallion and a 
gypsy caravan while he was serving time there.
We produced some amazing tradesmen - 
bricklayers and plasterers who won many  
inter-prison competitions.

Working in this prison changed massively - 
gone were the days when officers were warders 
or turnkeys dishing out hard labour as part of 
the punishment. It became about community, 
helping people not to re-offend and return 
to prison but instead to rehabilitate into the 
community.

Attending Northallerton Grammar School, we 
used to see mirrors being shone out of the high 
cell windows - it felt like these prisoners were 
saying ‘hi’ to the outside world, and we never 
felt threatened by this at all.  

Prison today is a lot more liveable than it was in 
the 1800s. The cells are a lot bigger and they 
only put two in a cell. They have working toilets, 
tellies, kettles and even stereos. They day to day 
routine is a lot better as well because we get to 
choose what education we do and all they had 
to do was hard labour and they didn’t even have 
a choice - they had to do it whether they wanted 
to or not.

I remember the smell of the cell block - there 
was a lot of testosterone around! The only thing 
stronger than that was the drugs that were 
smuggled in!
There were tobacco barons and porn barons - 
this is what the prisoners got rich on!

This was a great place to work - it was ‘our 
jail’. You would come in thinking it would be a 
normal day and something would happen to 
change all that. We always had a good rapport 
with the inmates - 95% of them arrived here, 
put their jail heads on and served their time, 
only 5% caused us any trouble.

In 1975/76 I was on night duty at The Close at 
Brompton, a children’s home at the time.

We received a call from the police to ask us to 
make sure we had everywhere secured as there 
was an escapee from the prison and it was 
thought that he would follow the railway lines 
to make good his escape out of the area.

The railway lines ran across the bottom of the 
grounds and as there were potting sheds and 
boiler rooms, we had to make sure things were 
locked.

The guy was subsequently caught, not in our 
grounds and he was returned to prison, but 
from then on when it was dark nights and I 
had a late shift, my trusty, bad tempered dog 
went with me in my car to work - it made me 
feel much safer and as there were no security 
systems then - he was a good deterrent!
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