
Life in Durham

Here’s what a few early career researchers in the Department of Biosciences have to say about the department
and Durham.
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Karrera Djoko

At Durham since: September 2017

Where were you before arriving in Durham? Brisbane, Australia. The move from a place with 365
days of warmth and sunshine to Durham was definitely a shock to the system, but the long daylights in
the Durham summer are really lovely and the (occasional) crazy snowstorms have been quite the exciting
experience!

What do you research? I study the biology and biochemistry of trace metal ions in bacterial systems.
In particular, I am interested in copper, and how it can be both a bacterial nutrient and a bacterial toxin,
depending on its availability inside the bacterial cell.

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? My
group! Having the support of two colleagues, Dr J Drury and Dr D Doupe, who joined the Dept at the
same time as I did. Peer support and mentoring network in this department (the “New PI” group). Sharing
laboratory space, office space, supervisory roles, and group meetings with Dr P Chivers, who shares similar
research interests and complementary expertise in Metals in Biology. The diversity of research interests
and expertise within the Department - I have certainly broadened my knowledgebase, which in turn has
strengthened my own science. Scientific interactions (collaborations, co-supervision of PhD students) with the
Department of Chemistry. Location - close to Newcastle University (institutional partner in doctoral training
programs) - which further increases opportunities for collaborations. Collegiate environment in general - if
I need something, there will always be people willing and able to help. Supportive Head of Department.
Reasonable expectations for passing probation. Reasonable teaching load. Ability to teach on a subject that is
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related to my area of research expertise. Interactions with curious and engaged undergraduates. High-quality
students who have undertaken summer studentships in my lab. High-quality PhD students.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I live about 2 miles west of Durham City. It has a lovely village
atmosphere, with plenty of family-friendly walking, cycling, and horseriding trails around the area. We get
along well with our neighbours (the community really came together during Covid). There is a village Co-Op,
which is great for the occasional emergency milk and bread. There are two GPs within walking distance.
The area is served by a public transport (bus) link that can take me to Durham City, but I usually drive to
campus (it’s a 10-15 minute drive depending on school traffic). The University Relocation Manager found
this place for us (me and my husband, who also works at the university). It was organised via emails and
Skype calls before we even arrived in the UK. It was meant to be a temporary base but we love it so much
that we’ve decided to stay!

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? It is a beautiful area. There is plenty of walking,
hiking, and cycling trails around for all levels of ability. The Durham Heritage Coast is quite dramatic and
very enjoyable to explore. The heather blooms in August are stunning. It’s within easy daytrip driving
distance to Northumberland, North York Moors, North Pennines, Lake District, and within weekend getaway
distance to Edinburgh, York, Yorkshire Dales. The historic city centre is quite compact but Newcastle is just
a stone’s throw away for “big city” entertainment like restaurants, musicals, and theatres.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? County Durham is by far the
most dog-friendly place I have ever lived in! Lots of dog-friendly parks and walks. Dogs are also welcome in
many cafes, pubs, shops, and even on public transport! Great for dog owners or dog-obsessed people (me) in
general.
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Tim Davies

At Durham since: January 2020

Where were you before arriving in Durham? New York

What do you research? I use the nematode worm and microscopy to study mitosis and cell division.

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? I
started 2 months before the COVID shutdown, so this year has been very odd. However, the other members
of staff, and particularly the other new members, have been helpful and welcoming.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I live in a flat near Durham station. I can walk to the Biosciences
department (including a beautiful stretch along the river) in about 30 minutes and its convenient for the
centre of town. Its a lovely quiet neighbourhood and my wife can easily commute to Newcastle (just 20
minutes on the train). Of course this convenience makes it a bit more expensive than some of the other
neighbourhoods/villages.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? It’s great to be so close to Newcastle, the coast
and the hills. With a car, everything feels close and convenient. Most of the time I’ve lived here has been
affected by the covid pandemic, but once that is under I’m excited to explore more.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? It’s really beautiful!
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Lena Riabinina

At Durham since: 2019

Where were you before arriving in Durham? In reverse chronological order: Manchester, London,
Baltimore (USA), London, Brighton, third world

What do you research? Insect neuroscience and genetic tools, and starting to branch out into sensory
ecology

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? My
startup offer here was better than the alternative UK offer I received. I had to do no teaching in the first
year. Master students are easy to recruit and overall students are good. New Assistant Professors have
a WhatsApp group, which is super helpful! Feel free to contact me if you have any informal questions:
olena.riabinina@durham.ac.uk

Where do you live, and what is it like? Langley Moor - quiet and I have a garden. And two supermarkets
5 mins walk away.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? I rent a 3-bedroon house with a garden for £650.
Per Month. Not including utility bills and council tax. Also, if you like walking/hiking in the fields, you will
enjoy it here.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? The weather is better than I
expected :D (global warming and all)
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Vincent Croset

At Durham since: 01/07/2020 (but physically only from Jan 2021)

Where were you before arriving in Durham? I did a long, 7 years postdoc in Oxford. Before that I
did my PhD in Lausanne (Switzerland).

What do you research? I investigate the effects of psychostimulant drugs (cocaine, amphetamine) on
brain development and function, using Drosophila fruit flies as a model.
What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? I
am too new to judge every aspect, but all I can say is that I have felt very welcome from day one. Being
included in the new PI WhatsApp group before I even started helped me a lot and gave me the possibility to
ask many questions informally to those who were in my situation not so long ago.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I will be moving to Newton Hall very soon. We visited the
house virtually so haven’t actually seen the area but it seems very nice and family friendly. We live close
to a great nursery, which is perfect for our 8 months old son. Finding a house in the middle of the covid
pandemic wasn’t easy, but we got some amazing support and help from Stina, the Relocation Manager.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? I haven’t explored much so far, but I am really
excited to discover the nature, the coast (less than 30 mins drive away), and the rich history of the area.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? The myth that Northerners are
really friendly seems to be true - and their accent is lovely.
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Jonathan Drury

At Durham since: December 2017

Where were you before arriving in Durham? Los Angeles (UCLA)

What do you research? I’m an evolutionary biologist, and I study the eco-evolutionary consequences of
behavioural interactions between species.

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences?
The department is keen to support staff initiatives. For instance, they have been very supportive of the
recently founded departmental first generation scholars network, which now has about ~75 student members,
and gave the green light to a departmental paid summer studentship, which aims to provide students access
to paid research opportunities. Also, the students are incredibly engaged and talented.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I live in the city centre of Newcastle (my partner commutes to
Edinburgh). Recently, it’s been quiet, but Newcastle is a very lively city. The train journey is ~11-15 minutes
to Durham, and the University offers a discount on seasonal passes.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? The Durham Heritage Coastline never gets old.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? Northumberland is stunningly
beautiful, and an easy day trip. Also: Riley’s Fish Shack in Tynemouth.
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Adrian Brennan

At Durham since: 2013
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Where were you before arriving in Durham? Various postdocs around the UK and Spain. I came to
Durham from Doñana Biological Research Station, Seville, Spain.

What do you research? My area of research is plant ecological genetics. I am interested in the interaction
between genome structure and processes such as hybridization, breeding systems, and domestication.

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences?
Biosciences is a small but diverse department. This means you can meet all your colleagues and get to know
something about their areas of research and also has the advantage that no single subject area seems to
dominate the department. There is a general desire to support others and facilitate collaboration, although
the best ways to do this are not always evident.

Where do you live, and what is it like? Newcastle upon Tyne is the nearest large city to Durham and
has the greater range of facilities and activities that a larger city can provide. It is a 15 minute commute by
train followed by a 30 minute walk to the Dept. Subsidised buses also run during peak hours.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? Lots of green open spaces including the sea not
being far.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? The relatively low population
density brings advantages such as easier commuting and access to the countryside.

Miguel De Lucas
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At Durham since: August 2015

Where were you before arriving in Durham? Davis, California

What do you research? I try to understand how different signals impinge into the regulation of plant
development via chromatin and transcription regulation

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? I
really appreciate my research freedom. The department has always allowed me to pursue my research interest.
I also find that freedom on my teaching, I am able to discuss the areas I find more relevant and link them
with my investigation. I really like that I have almost everything I need for my research and teaching at
a walking distance. Growth rooms, microscopes, lecture rooms, etc..This makes my day much easier and
productive. Feel free to contact me if you have any questions.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I live in Pity Me, about 3 miles far from the city centre. We
moved to this area of Durham because of the schools (at least three excellent schools are at walking distance:
Framwellgate, St. Godrics, Newton Hall) and the house prices are way cheaper that at the city center. My
kids go to St. Godrics and I really like that it is a small school with only one class per year which allow us
to have a very good interaction with the teaching and management staff. The proportion of international
families sending the kids to the school is good. I also like that, in terms of high school, Pity Me is in the area
of Johnston high school, which is really good. I am not worried about this at the moment as my children are
still young, but it will be something to consider in the future. Behind Pity Me is the Arnison centre, which
has various shops (Sainsbury’s, ASDA, M&S, LIDL. . . ). This is also quite convenient as it takes 10min walk
to get there and 2 min if I drive. My wife works in Newcastle and she gets the Bus. The bus system and the
public transport in general in Durham (or the UK) is not great, but for her it works well. It takes around
40min to get to Newcastle (it is faster by train), but the bus-stop is right next to our house. If you have a
dog, this is also a good place. Lots of dog-walkers go to the Pity Me reserve. . . also at walking distance. My
neighbours are very friendly.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? I love the sea side. Every time we have the chance,
we go to the coast for a walk. I really like the city, going to the market on a Saturday morning and have a
walk by the river. This is something I haven’t done in months due to covid. Spring here is beautiful!!

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? It has been really easy for us
to have friends out of academia. Various of my neighbours vote Leave for Brexit, however they are the ones
that bring Advent calendars to my kids and give 5 pounds to spend from time to time. It is an interesting
behaviour. I have never had an issue in regards to my nationality. "
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Peter Etchells

At Durham since: 2013

Where were you before arriving in Durham? UC Davis

What do you research? Vascular development in plants

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences?
Around a third of the department joined in the last 8 years. It is great working in an environment with so
many new PI’s with new approaches to answering biological questions. I also really appreciate the ability of
our undergraduate students and the contribution they make to the research.

Where do you live, and what is it like? I live in a former colliery village 10 minutes drive from Durham.
It is made up of stone built cottages, school, pub, shop and school.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? The evening sun catching the castle and cathedral
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Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? The low cost of living and the
Northumberland coastline.
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Wayne Dawson

At Durham since: 2016

Where were you before arriving in Durham? Konstanz, in Germany (and before that: Bern, Switzer-
land).

What do you research? Plant ecology

What are some of your favourite aspects about working in the Department of Biosciences? It’s
small enough that I have got to know many of my colleagues well.

Where do you live, and what is it like? Gilesgate- close enough to walk/cycle into work, but far enough
away to have its own sense of place. Also well located for the A1 and access to the riverside.

What is your favourite thing in County Durham? Proximity to high hills in the Pennines and the
Northumberland coast.

Any unexpected (pleasant) surprises about living in NE England? The weather is nowhere near
as bad as in NW England.
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