
 

 

Name Keith Hodgson  
 

Details, area of experience Worked for NUPE for 30 years. Did a lot of work in South Africa 
after Nelson Mandela’s release and during the first elections 
following the end of apartheid. 
 

Interview date November 2020 
 

Issues addressed Trade Unionism; conflict resolution through the arts 
 

Injustice category (linked to 
economic injustice) 

ability  ☐  age ☐   class  ☒  faith ☒   gender ☒ 

neuro-diversity ☐  race  ☐  sexuality  ☐ 
Dates mentioned 1980s 

 
Locations referenced South Africa; Johannesburg; Alexandra Palace in London; 

Blackpool; the North East; Northumbria 

 
Campaigns, movements, 
protests 

Craigielea Care Home Dispute; ANC election campaigns with the 
help of the TUC who provided workers. 

 
Historical context Dock workers in Liverpool in the 1970s; Tate and Lyle Workers in 

the 1980s; and the anti-union laws introduced by Margaret 
Thatcher in 1984. 

 
Tactics Music, singing and performance: recording a song and developing 

a play; Striking and lodging an industrial tribunal claim against 
the Home; creating leaflets; Contacting the media and the local 
University. 

 



 

Key words Trade Unions 
Strikes 
Unemployment 
The arts, plays and singing 
Young people leading 

 
Key points ● Solving problems using the arts 

● Solidarity between sacked members of staff 

● Learning how to campaign effectively using the arts and 

performance 

● The power of music to keep people going 

● Thinking creatively can get your message across in ways 

that rational argument may not 

 

 

Story summary Keith Hodgson tells the story of Craigielea Care Home in the North 
East of England, UK. After blowing the whistle on the poor 
treatment of residents and going on strike, some care home staff 
were sacked. Keith helped create a high profile campaign using 
music and performance to raise awareness and the staff 
successfully found new jobs in their local area. 
______________________________________________________ 
 
Personal story: Keith was brought up working class village in a 
house that was tied to his father’s job. His father was a mental 
health nurse in a local hospital, and it was when Keith’s father 
died that he experienced how cruel the system could be. At 13, 
the manager of the mental health hospital came to the house and 
told Keith and his mother that they had six months to get out of 
the house. The family had no money and his mother no job.  It 
showed him that in an instant you can lose your security and the 
place you grew up in. 
 
Story of Craigielea: In 1988 a new Senior Nurse took over the 
running of the Craigielea Care Home in Gateshead, Newcastle. 
Already employed at the home were several NUPE members – 
some nurses, care assistants and cooks – noticed that the working 
and professional practice of the new Senior Nurse was incorrect.  
The staff were concerned about her behaviour towards the care 
home patients and to them, so they approached NUPE and told 
the union about the issues they had witnessed. The Union tried to 
raise concerns with the management committee of the home. But, 
instead of acting on the concerns and removing the Senior Nurse 
they promoted her to Acting Matron. In response to this move the 
Union and the concerned staff issued notice that they were going 
to hold a 12hr strike. Due to this, the management committee 
sent letters to all striking staff telling them that they were sacked.  
 
The Union attempted to negotiate with the management 
committee, but they would not be moved in their decision. So, 



 

Keith and other NUPE staff devised a campaign to maintain the 
income of the sacked staff and to highlight concerns about the 
standard of care at the home. During meetings with the sacked 
staff about the issue, Keith became aware that one of the women 
was a good singer – someone who had sung on cruise ships in the 
past. At each meeting, the group would do some singing and 
eventually they wrote some lyrics to a song.  
 
Keith had worked in South Africa during the first elections held 
after the end of apartheid and had seen first-hand the power of 
music and dancing in campaigning. So, the group decided to make 
a record and contacted a recording studio. They recorded a CD 
called ‘Sacked for Caring’ and distributed it all over the place, 
including to the DJ John Peel.  The local media and the University 
of Northumbria supported the campaign. Two drama students 
from the University worked with the staff and developed the story 
of Craigielea into to a play. The play was taken to Blackpool for the 
NUPE national conference where it received rapturous applause. 
Following this the play toured all over the North East and went to 
a Labour Party conference held at Alexandra Palace in London. As 
a consequence, the campaign became high profile and the staff 
met with the Bishop of Durham at the time, David Jenkins, and he 
agreed that the treatment by the management committee at 
Craigielea Care Home was unchristian.  At the same time an 
industrial tribunal was lodged by NUPE against the care home.  A 
barrister, Brian Langstaff, was employed by the Union and he 
managed to win financial compensation from the Care Home for 
the sacked staff.  Every sacked member of staff managed to get 
jobs elsewhere in the region thanks to NUPE.  The campaign lasted 
nine months and gained a victory from defeat! 
 

Stand-out quotations “I do think that music, the arts and culture, if you are faced with a 
problem, it is one of the ways of solving the problem.” 
 
“What you had was a terrible defeat at the beginning, which we 
were able to then turn into a phenomenal victory.” 
 
“I think the idea of making a record and a play, I think that has had 
lasting consequences because it was something they did and so 
for the staff themselves it was a huge achievement.” 
 
“Performing Arts give people real confidence.” 
 
“We always try to be creative and harness the talents of the staff.” 
 
“Don’t be frightened and put off by authority figures.” 
 
“The creative process is one of your best strategies”. 
 

Main themes for learners Conflict resolution using music and the arts 



 

Systems can throw people into situations through no fault of their 

own (here, Keith and his mum being evicted from their house 

following the death of his father) 

 

Music as a way of maintaining solidarity 

 

The ability to learn new skills and gain confidence while working 

on a campaign 

 

Harnessing people’s talents and creativity in a campaign 

 
Using the legal system and workers’ rights to challenge decisions 
made by employers. 
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