
KEITH DAVIDSON 

Chancellor Dharker, members of the University, distinguished alumni, and 

honoured guests,  

The King’s Hall on graduation day. Invited to stand, five hundred people 

compose themselves. A brief, reflective silence is broken by the modest, low, 

gently surprising, Northumbrian smallpipes: the drones first and then the 

chanter, precise, bright, lyrical. We turn our heads to catch a sound unique to 

our place and to our history and – sharing the moment – we become a 

congregation for the conferment of degrees. Who would have thought from such 

small pipes, such a unifying sound?  

For over 100 congregations since 2015, and before that for many other events, 

including the award of fellowships, the pipes have been played for us by Keith 

Davidson.  

Keith is an accomplished Northumbrian Piper who has been playing since he 

was at school. His wife, Joan, tells me that he was brought up in a musical 

household, with a music teacher mother and an accordion playing father.  Keith 

grew up with folk clubs as part of his life and was a member of a few bands 

over the years, playing whistle and pipes, although he can play other 

instruments if needed.  Keith’s daughter, Claire, gently moderates that claim. 

She explained that “If he gets his hands on a new instrument, he will try to play 

this one tune. No one in the family knows the official name of this tune (except 



my dad) but we can all recognize it. If my dad can play ‘The tune’ on an 

instrument then he has decided that he can play the instrument (no lessons or 

practice required).”  

As a talented musician and prizewinning soloist, he has been a great 

ambassador for the pipes, playing in some extraordinary locations: Tower 

Bridge; Bavarian beer houses alongside Oompah bands; duetting with a 

Highland piper on the England-Scotland border; The Great Wall of China; 

Moscow. Perhaps his greatest piping success was as a duet player with the late 

Neil Smith, travelling to play in folk festivals and bagpipe pageants as far apart 

as Czechoslovakia and Missouri. They released an album together infamously 

titled “Big Men Small Pipes”, but don’t be deceived by the humour, Keith takes 

his music extremely seriously. 

Keith began piping for the University as a result of his long-standing friendship 

with the late Professor Paul Younger, of whose remarkable academic dress we 

have already heard this evening. Keith first met Paul at Birtley Folk club in the 

1980s. Both men were very fond of entertaining, socialising and performing in a 

group. Paul has been described as a human jukebox – sometimes punk and rock 

would appear, and one memorable wedding request resulted in a bit of Elvis.  

After performing at Paul’s inaugural, Keith was asked to play at University 

events including fellowship ceremonies. When the King’s Hall was being 

renovated and congregations were relocated here to the Civic Centre, it seemed 



natural to bring the pipes to the ceremonies. For several years, Keith performed 

solo at congregations, but as the number of ceremonies has grown, he has to his 

credit built a remarkable group of fellow pipers to share the work.  Our 

Registrar Emeritus, Dr John Hogan, says “Keith and the team of pipers have 

made what is, in my view, one of the best degree ceremonies in the country, 

even better.” 

Andrew Davison, who chairs the Northumbrian Pipers’ Society and is a member 

of University Court, tells me that Keith is not only a highly respected piper but a 

great character with a great sense of humour. He is described by his family and 

friends as a social animal, a proud Geordie who can always produce a dialect 

song or drollery to enliven a gathering. His Bavarian friends called him “Herr 

Hoh Hoh” when they first were getting to know him. But he is dedicated to his 

music, and it seems he was not above a little gentle deception when it came to 

pursuing his passion. Claire tells me that she and her brother were taken to the 

bagpipe museum at Morpeth fairly regularly. She says “This was not something 

we particularly looked forward to. My dad claims that we always did something 

else on our days to Morpeth to make it fun such as going on the rowing boats on 

the river. However, my brother and I have no recollection of this and for years I 

thought that the only reason people went to Morpeth was to visit the bagpipe 

museum.”  



In recent years, Keith’s music has meant more to us than ever. As the head of a 

university school, one of my most bittersweet recent memories is of recording a 

graduation address to video, in the King’s Hall – not with a congregation of 500 

but just me, the camera and the technician. But, when edited with shots of Keith 

grinning broadly, his uplifting, toe-tapping sound echoing in the same space, we 

gave our – then distanced – graduates something to cheer to.  

If Marni has provided the sight of congregations, rendering our academic 

history in cloth and colour, Keith’s music has become the sound of graduation, 

combining a rootedness in this place with all the energy and optimism of those 

summer and winter weeks and the joyful pivot points in our graduates’ lives.  

Chancellor Dharker, in recognition of the unique vitality that he has 

brought to our ceremonies and our community over the last 17 years, I present 

to you George Keith Davidson, to be accepted into the Fellowship of Newcastle 

University.  
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