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I am sure that most retiring High 
Sheriffs believe that ‘their’ year has 
been blessed with wonderful events 
and anniversaries that have uniquely 
contributed to a memorable and fulfilling 
year; I am no exception, events such as 
the 800th anniversary of Magna Carta 
and the general election have ensured this. 
There were also magnificent occasions 
connected to events such as VE day, 
the Battle of Britain and, particularly, 
Gallipoli, where the Herefordshire 
Regiment suffered such great losses; this 
was marked with a beating of the retreat 
at Suvla Barracks and a special service in 
the cathedral.

The Three Choirs Festival circulates 
between the three cathedrals of Gloucester, 
Hereford and Worcester. It is the oldest 
choir festival in the world and I was 
very fortunate that its 300th anniversary 
fell in 2015, in Hereford. Tercentenary 
celebrations concluded with a dramatic 
concert at Buckingham Palace given by the 
Prince of Wales, President of the Festival. 
In an interesting and direct link with its 

past, the last chorister who sung under 
Elgar in Hereford died during the year.

On a smaller scale, a ‘Foundation 
Visit’ by the Hereford Cathedral choir to 
my packed parish church at Brampton 
Bryan was one of my happiest memories.

I have tried to support the arts and 
the heritage in the county. This has 
involved several personal initiatives 
including a forum for local history 
societies (of which there are over 30 
in Herefordshire); I am pleased that 
communication between the societies 
has subsequently improved. In addition, 
I organised a forum for Herefordshire 
museums and visitor attractions; this has 
helped to concentrate views on the future 
of such attractions in the county – and 
will be referred to in the submission to 
DCMS Select Committee.

Herefordshire is not a rich county, but 
the charitable sector is both vibrant and 
important. The High Sheriff sees many 
inspirational charities at first hand and it is 
an unenviable task to decide which should 
benefit from the grants from the High 
Sheriff ’s Fund at the end of the year. In the 
event, grants went to the Hope Foundation, 
the Hereford Street Pastors and Jamie’s 
Farm, which has recently set up its second 
working farm for vulnerable children in the 
UK, in South Herefordshire.

Many of our institutions are long 
established such as The Royal National 
College for the Blind which hosted alumnus 
Lord Blunkett and a team from Any 
Questions. Others are evolving, for instance 

From choirs to cheerleaders

the new university project which gained 
significant momentum over the year 

A team of six wounded veterans 
from Walking with the Wounded passed 
through Herefordshire. The county not 
only raised more than any other, but the 
team was accompanied by 12 ‘scantily clad’ 
cheerleaders from the Miami Dolphins 
which set a few pulses racing in High Town. 

My final duty was appropriately 
poignant; it involved a small service in the 
cathedral to remember eight young girls who 
died in the Garrick Theatre fire in Hereford 
exactly 100 years earlier. Relatives of the girls 
gathered with aging sepia photographs to 
commemorate this tragic event.

I look back over my year with happy 
memories and with particular thanks to my 
wife, Victoria, and to all those dedicated 
people who make Herefordshire such an 
incomparable place. It has been an honour 
to serve the county.

 �Edward Harley DL
High Sheriff of Herefordshire 2015-16

It was a daunting experience to walk 
into a high security prison for the first 
time, albeit in the capacity of a visitor. 
Like most people, my knowledge of 
what happened inside prison walls was 
derived from press stories or television 
documentaries which were invariably 
negative – overcrowding, drugs, violence 
– so I was prepared for the worst. 

Kent seems to have more than its fair 
share of prisons and my wife Caroline 
and I visited all seven of them. Having 
listened to accounts of the challenges 
faced by the prison service, I asked several 
governors: ‘How can a High Sheriff help 
you?’ Their response was clear: ‘Anything 
you can do to elicit some positive 
publicity about our prisons would be 
really welcome.’

As soon as I saw for myself the 
work being done in education, skills 
training and rehabilitation, I knew it 
was a worthwhile cause and so achieving 
positive PR for Kent’s prisons became the 
focus of my year.

Despite undeniable financial 
challenges, I was repeatedly impressed 
by the dedication and enthusiasm 
shown by governors, officers and staff 
to improve the life skills and future 
prospects of offenders. They were creating 
environments in which change was 
possible – setting standards, being role 
models, providing encouragement and 
slowly building self-esteem – all with the 
ultimate aim of reducing re-offending.

To spread the word more effectively, 
I facilitated access for my son Thomas, 
a professional photographer, to record 
not only classrooms and workshops but, 
importantly, prisoners developing new 
personal skills of concentration, teamwork 
and job satisfaction. The images are 
now used to showcase the potential 
employability of offenders as well as being 
a resource for the governors to use for 
purposes such as staff recruitment. 

To understand the resettlement 
work of open prisons better, my wife 
provided seasonal employment on 
our farm for an offender on ‘ROTL’ 
(Release on Temporary Licence). She also 
helped develop a project whereby video 
interviews with prospective employers 
are used as the basis for discussion with 
prisoners about their own potential 
employability on release. 

To achieve an ongoing network of 
contacts, I enabled visits into two open 
prisons by a group of influential county 
leaders, the Kent Ambassadors. Their 
experiences of tours and unrestricted 
conversations with offenders and prison 
officers over lunch mean they can now 
speak about the prisons from personal 
knowledge and, in some cases, offer 
advice and practical help. 

The annual High Sheriff ’s Awards 
allowed me to recognise and thank 
individuals from organisations I 
encountered during my year. I was pleased 
to include those dedicated to prison work 

Positive PR for prisons

in the areas of art, community service 
and education – and the event itself, 
in County Hall, generated enthusiastic 
networking and high-profile publicity.

Equally as valuable were the High 
Sheriff ’s Prison Awards, initiated by 
Andrew Wells, our editor (Kent 2005). 
Every year, staff nominate prisoners to be 
recognised for exceptional personal progress 
or contribution to their prison community. 
These awards were deeply appreciated – 
often being the first time recipients had 
been praised or recognised for their abilities.

High Sheriffs have privileged access  
to the prison system and there is much  
we can all do to support this challenging 
area of society.

 �William Alexander
High Sheriff of Kent 2015-16

Above: HMP East Sutton Park: assessment for 
trainee gym instructor qualification

Above: HMP Rochester: bicycle recycling repairs workshop Above: HMP Swaleside: business education class

Above left: Geraint Bowen, Director of Music, 
Hereford Cathedral, leads the cathedral choir 
on a Foundation Visit to Brampton Bryan

Above: The High Sheriff with cheerleaders from 
the Miami Dolphins

Below left: At the legal service at Hereford 
Cathedral: District Judge Sheldrake, His 
Honour Judge Juckes QC, Victoria Harley, 
Edward Harley, the Rt Hon Lord Justice 
McFarlane, His Honour Judge Pearce-Higgins 
QC, and His Honour Judge Hooper QC


