
 

 

 
 

 
HMP Lowdham Grange is a modern category B prison built on the site of a mid-20th century borstal for boys. 

Positioned at the top of a hill, its brick and concrete outer gate is rather imposing, the only entrance within the 

high walls. The prison is home to 900 long-term inmates, contained by the keys and security systems which keep 

prisoners inside and prevent the outside world from gaining access. 300 prison staff bring the total population to 

well over one thousand. 

In stark contrast, for over 900 years St Mary’s Church has stood at the bottom of the same hill in a dell with a 

stream running through. Its grounds are demarcated by hedges and fences with a wooden gate for access. At 

one time the church door would have been open during the day for those who wished to come in and pray. 

In 2014, Janice Yelland-Sutcliffe approached staff from HMP Lowdham Grange suggesting that they might like to 

participate in St Mary’s Christmas tree festival. Unable to get practically involved, Serco, who run the prison for 

the Ministry of Justice, gave a donation and were sent a letter which outlined the vision for a new church 

project, the creation of a community green space and restoration of the churchyard. This sparked such interest 

that the staff voted to support the work and in April 2015 a team of around 25 arrived armed with gloves, boots, 

spades, trowels and set to work clearing, planting, pruning and, of course, asking lots of questions.  

Later that year a second invitation to take part in the Christmas tree festival was enthusiastically accepted. 

Responding to the theme of ‘Journeys’ inmates produced an amazing tree illustrating their stories of ‘Going 

through the gate’ and their aspirations to return to lives of hope. The prison staff brought to the church the 

decorations made by the inmates and had great fun climbing up a 25 foot tree to decorate it! A year on, Leanne 

Brady of HMP Lowdham Grange points out that ‘none of those prisoners are still here; they have all progressed 

to less secure conditions.’  

Was there a link? Possibly. What was certain was that the staff had seen a difference and the prison has been 

reconnected with the church and wider community. Village volunteer Alison Glazebrook observes: 

‘When the prison was a Borstal the ‘Borstal boys’ used to work in the churchyard regularly and carry out 

gardening jobs around the village. The community accepted them. When the Borstal closed it was sad to 

lose that connection. Having prison staff involved in working in the churchyard, and the prisoners 

creating items such as benches to put in it has helped to recreate this community link once again. It has 

given me the opportunity to meet and work with lots of new people.’ 

As the link develops we are looking forward to seeing the prisoners’ writings, art and poetry in the local parish 

magazine as those on the top of the hill begin to send things through the gates. It all started by going in and out 

of the church with hearts that were open to those on the edge, from one invitation to participate in a Christmas 

tree festival. 
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