Joyous Voices Rise Over Prison Walls 

Inmates Perform Concert At Correctional Center 
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RIVERVIEW - Faith and redemption are cornerstones in the story of Christ. This holiday season, the 35 women who performed a Christmas concert in the modest chapel of the Hillsborough Correctional Institute added strength of character as a another building block in repairing their lives. 

For an afternoon, the prison choir raised voices high in a place where shouting is often forbidden. Some were young, with rag-curled hair and sparingly applied makeup. Others were gray-haired and wearing reading glasses. They were black, Latin and white, mothers, daughters and grandmothers singing about the Gospel. 

"That's one of the blessings I have from prison. I've gotten to know all the different cultures and types of people," said inmate and choir member Teresa DeMar, 39, who has 115 days left of her 7 1/2 -year sentence for a conviction of cruelty to a child. 

The prison is the only all-female faith- and character-based prison in the nation, said Senior Chaplain Dianne Marchman. The facility on County Road 672 first opened in 1976 to house juvenile male offenders and underwent several transformations. In 1988, it became an adult prison, then it reverted back to house boys again in 1994. It became an all-female institution in 2004. 

The 281 women living behind the fences topped with razor ribbon transferred there from other facilities by choice. 

Unlike traditional prisons, HCI is one of three Florida correctional facilities that employ religious instruction and activities to reform and rehabilitate inmates. 

Word of its unique faith-based programming has spread to women's prisons across the state, and now there's a list of transfer requests with more than 600 names, Marchman said. 

Religion And Reclamation 

Wearing a tear-drop tattoo at the corner of her left eye, DeMar came to HCI from another Florida prison 18 months ago, she said. She most recently lived in Pinellas County and comes from a large Italian family. 

"We were close knit, and I didn't have very many outside influences," she said. "That's why it's amazing to see all the differences here between the inmates, but also the stuff that's similar." 

The choir members are from a variety of backgrounds and are incarcerated for many different reasons. Choirmaster DeLania Somma, Marchman's daughter, said most never received much positive reinforcement for making good decisions as children. 

"They were given a lot of negativism," Somma said. "Most of them are now learning how to work as a team instead of being a loner." 

Sitting next to Demar on a chapel bench after the performance last week, Collie Jackson, 34, removed a choir robe and spoke softly about what HCI has meant to her. She must serve another 2 1/2 years of a five-year sentence for selling cocaine. 

"Since I've been in here, I've been open," she said. "That's what I wanted. That's the reason I came. And, I have bettered myself. I know I have." 

Jackson said her family and fiancé told her they noticed a difference in her personality since she came to HCI. 

"I'm still a human being," she said. "I deserve a second chance." 

Closer To Him 

DeMar asked to be in HCI because of the programming and to be closer to her mother, who since has died of a terminal illness. 

"I wanted to let her see how much I've grown as a person," she said. "And at first, I thought that was the main reason I came here - to get closer to her - but I've also since discovered it was really to get closer to God." 

Marchman is affectionately called "Chap" by the inmates. She said for prison to be rehabilitative, it shouldn't be about punishment but about rebuilding a sense of self-worth. 

"If we continue to just warehouse inmates and do nothing, but later open up the gate and say, 'Here's a hundred bucks. Goodbye and good luck,' then we haven't really solved the problem of how they got here," Marchman said. 

"We've got to give them the tools to becoming a good citizen," she said. "We're giving them hope, the desire to change and the tools to change." 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com.
