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Oh, where is the boatman, my bonny hinny? 

Oh, where is the boatman? Bring him to me, 

To ferry me over the Tyne to my honey, 

And I will remember the boatman and thee. 

 
The North East of England has been home to many fine singers and 

musicians. The landscapes and rivers of this great region, its people and its 

customs, have fostered a long tradition of music and song, and that tradition 

continues to inspire new creative work. Kathryn Tickell has been instrumental, 

in every sense of the word, in both nurturing the musical heritage of this part 

of England and ensuring that it gains new audiences around the world. 

Kathryn was born in Northumberland, close to the River Tyne, and she grew 

up listening to local songs and learning the tunes that were known among 

farmers and fishermen and shepherds in that rural community. She began to 

play the Northumbrian pipes, as well as the fiddle, at the age of nine, and her 

repertoire now includes many of her own compositions, as well as traditional 

folk tunes. For the uninitiated, it might be worth explaining that the 

Northumbrian small pipes have been described as ‘the most civilized of the 

bagpipes’ and that they have been credited with ‘refining’ the music of the 

bagpipes to the highest degree. 

 

From her earliest album, On Kielder Side (1984) to her latest, Water of Tyne 

(2016), Kathryn Tickell has combined the professional commitment of the 

recording artist with the passionate involvement of the live performer. Her live 

concerts are captivating, enthralling, and unforgettable. While always being 

strongly rooted in its place of origin, her work has increasingly experimented 

with diverse musical genres and established its rightful claim in the domain of 

world music. Having studied composition with Judith Weir, Kathryn began to 

compose for pipes and small ensemble and to collaborate more widely with 

musicians from classical, jazz, and folk backgrounds – with the Irish band, 



The Chieftains, with the classical percussionist, Evelyn Glennie, and with the 

jazz saxophonist, Andy Sheppard. She has toured in Uganda, Canada, Italy, 

and France, and she remains in continual demand at venues throughout the 

UK. In  2001, she performed with the Kathryn Tickell Band at the Last Night of 

the proms (the first time traditional folk music had featured on the programme 

for this renowned event), and she returned to the Proms in 2008 with a new 

composition titled ‘Confluence’ (the meeting of rivers) for the London 

Sinfonietta. She collaborated with Sir Peter Maxwell Davies, whose ‘Kettletoft 

Inn’ was dedicated to Kathryn ‘in admiration and respect for her work in 

making her home county come alive with a reawakened sense of its own 

musical heritage’. Kathryn is currently touring with her folk-classical ensemble 

‘The Side’. The tour has included major concert venues in Berlin and 

Luxembourg, as well as Ushaw College here in Durham, where Kathryn will 

be returning in May 2017. 

 

Kathryn Tickell knows Durham Cathedral very well. In October 2007 she 

played here in this magnificent building for the premiere of The Durham 

Concerto, composed by Deep Purple organist, Jon Lord, and commissioned 

by Durham University as part of its 175th anniversary celebrations. Two years 

later, in November 2009, she played here again, this time accompanying 

Sting in a live performance of winter songs recorded by Deutsche 

Grammophon and broadcast on BBC 2. Her own radio and television 

appearances have been hugely popular. She is both a performer and a 

presenter for BBC Radio, and her work has been the subject of several 

television documentaries, including Kathryn Tickell’s Northumbria, which was 

broadcast to over 750,000 viewers in 2006. 

 

Kathryn Tickell’s services to music and to education in the North East and 

beyond have had a profound impact on contemporary culture. She is the 

founder of The Young Musicians Fund, which has raised over £100,000 for 

young people in the region. The fund has established an endowment that will 

offer grants to young musicians in the North East in perpetuity. She initiated 

The Festival of the North East (for which she was Artistic Director) as a way of 

celebrating the arts across this region. She has worked closely with Live 



Theatre in Newcastle, and in 2009 she became Artistic Director of Folkworks, 

the folk development agency of the North East. She is also Director of 

Magnetic North East, an amazing organisation that promotes the work of 

musicians, commissions new work, runs an online shop, and even supplies 

performers for musical events, from Ceilidh musicians and clog dancers to 

sword dancers and rappers.  

 

Kathryn Tickell has been the recipient of many notable honours and awards. 

At the age of seventeen she became the Official Piper to the Lord Mayor of 

Newcastle, a position that had been vacant for 150 years. In 2015 she was 

named Deputy Lieutenant of Northumberland. In 2009 Kathryn was presented 

with the Queen’s Medal for Music, awarded to those deemed to have made 

an outstanding contribution to British music, and in 2015 she was awarded the 

OBE in the Queen’s Birthday Honours List. It is entirely fitting that here in 

Durham Cathedral we should add one more honour to those distinguished 

achievements. It is also a very special pleasure to welcome Kathryn back to 

the city where her father was born and to the county where her grandfather 

worked as a miner. She is truly a daughter of Durham, and the boatman will 

soon be ferrying her over the Wear, as well as the Tyne. 

 

Chancellor, I present to you Kathryn Tickell to receive the degree of Master of 

Music, honoris causa. 

 

 


