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Dùthchas  
 Community, people, nature, 
habitats, brick and concrete.

Bees of Bensham was a two-year art and citizen science project led by 
Gateshead community arts organisation Dingy Butterflies CIC and artist and 
beekeeper Barbara Keating. Through walks, talks and creative endeavours 
they worked with communities in Bensham & Saltwell, Gateshead, North 
East England, alongside naturalists, ecologists and scientific researchers. The 
project explored which bees and other pollinators live in the community; what 
habitats there are; and the relationship between them and our community. 
The idea of ‘saving the bees’ is full of complexity and contradictions which 
Bees of Bensham wished to untangle to create deeper connections and 
longer-term sustainable relationships between bees, plants, land and people.
     
The sense of belonging to land is no longer a common concept in urban 
areas, and the disconnect from nature is acute. People strive for it on 
allotments, but tenure is often fragile, and it is gardening, with a view to 
keeping out weeds and pests, that often hinders nature. People are brought 
up with no real knowledge of how nature works, resulting in it being seen as 
an unwelcome intrusion into urban spaces. It is no surprise that the UK is one 
of the most nature depleted countries in the world, being in the bottom 10% 
globally for biodiversity.
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This book acts, not as a document of the Bees of Bensham project, but as 
an artist’s exploration of urban habitats. How they might be available for 
recolonisation by nature; how they are repeatedly threatened or lost through 
human desire for control; and how nature re-emerges through brick and 
concrete.
     
The imagery used is taken from across three sites. An older persons’ council-
owned tower block, where the Residents Association has taken on the 
lease of the land surrounding the building. The green and wild grounds of 
a community centre, which supports refugees and asylum seekers through 
growing food and nurturing the natural environment. A brownfield site, where 
homes once stood, reclaimed by a richness of biodiversity for nearly 15 years, 
now cleared again for new housing.
     
These three areas had the potential to reconnect people with nature, but one 
is already lost, and another is endangered. The community centre is under 
threat of losing some of its land for housing, including its wildlife pond, one 
of the few water sources in the area and home to many life forms, a drinking 
place for bees, and a spawning ground for frogs. Red-listed sparrows nest 
here, and scarce starlings are making a comeback, alongside hedgehogs and 
other wildlife. The need for natural habitats in urban communities can often be 
dismissed as housing development takes precedence. The green spaces that 
are left are often heavily managed, where the messiness and chaos of nature is 
controlled through policies and strategies and the human need for order. 

A collective action to focus this concern was led by Keating and the Bees 
of Bensham residents’ group. A richness of biodiversity had developed on 
a brownfield site, where houses had been demolished over a decade ago. 
The ground was about to be broken to allow the building of new homes. 
The group collected seeds from the site, to be distributed back into the 
communities in a symbolic gesture of rescue and rehoming, honouring the 
value of brownfield sites and nature’s ability to heal itself when given space 
to do so.
     
During the two years of the project, survey walks exploring local flora and 
fauna were led by naturalists and ecologists, fostering an understanding 
of how losing these sites can adversely impact the wildlife we have in our 
community.
     
A recurring image in the book is the Bees’ Eye View map, conceptualised 
by Keating and created by Sebastian Weiss. It leaves behind human names 
and landmarks, inviting us to think about how small organisms can navigate 
the urban landscape in search of food and a home. In Seamus Heaney’s 
poem ‘Anahorish’ he transliterates the title as “My Place of Clear Water”, 
the second line beginning ‘The first hill in the world…’. The village and 
townland of Anahorish is no longer named on any Ordnance Survey map 
but is kept alive by the villagers as a topographical inheritance. The Bees’ 
Eye View map is populated with sites identified by the Residents Group 
for simply monitoring and observing, for potential intervention in the form 
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Aqua shows four maps overlaid with plots and isotherms taken from 
readings of the community centre’s pond and twelve images capturing life 
supported underwater and around the pond.
     
Ignis presents two theories of honeybee navigation, after American 
biologist Adrian Wenner and German-Austrian ethologist Karl von Frisch, 
superimposed on the Bees Eye View Map of Bensham. This is alongside 
photographs of some of the bees, ladybirds and spiders found in Bensham 
whilst on community nature walks.
     
Aier shows the Bees Eye View map overlaid with InfraRed data relating to 
the photos on the facing page. Taken from the roof of Bensham Court tower 
block, revealing urban heat islands; the heat reading of flowers connecting 
us to the temperature requirements for floral aromas to be released to attract 
pollinators; and winter and summer thermal readings at the development 
site, before and after land clearing showing the hot and cold spots.
     
Terra explores the Welsh, Scottish and Irish Gaelic words for concepts 
about land, belonging and grief experienced at the loss of “belonging to 
the land”. We are invited to view the land from the position of the flora and 
fauna found on the brownfield sites before the bulldozers moved in, and 
grieve the loss of this habitat, and their exile.

of different land management practices, or planting and habitat creation, 
allowing Bensham to become a place of imagination and possibility, 
encompassing the needs of all its inhabitants.

The title, Dùthchas, is a Gaelic word that captures how deeply people, the 
land, nature, and culture are intertwined. It is the sense of responsibility to 
take care of where you live and your right to be there and belong to it. In 
recent years, there has been a surge of interest in this concept and the use 
of this word to connect to land and understand who owns and controls it. 
The English language has no word for it, and there is no equivalent. Writers 
and ecologists have begun using some of these words to explain the loss of 
biodiversity. “Solastalgia” was coined by philosopher Glenn Albrecht in the 
2005 article ‘Solastalgia: a new concept in human health and identity’. He 
describes it as “the homesickness you have when you are still at home” and 
your home environment is changing in ways you find distressing.
     
Taking the honeybee navigation diagrams; InfraRed imagery and data, 
including temperature ranges and hot spots; bee and plant monitoring 
data; and photos and text captured over the two years of Bees of Bensham, 
Keating has categorised them into the four elements of Aqua, Ignis, 
Aier and Terra. This is done to understand the natural and human built 
environment found in a Northern English urban community, and the data 
collected from these places.
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There has been an increase in recent years, in community-led rewilding to 
restore nature and habitats, to take responsibility and connect communities 
to land and nature. This connection between communities and people is the 
aim of Bees of Bensham, not just through rewilding, but through watching 
and monitoring, being aware of what nature we have in our community, 
and connecting people to the urban spaces and places where they live. 
Community, people, nature, habitats, brick and concrete.

Ben Jones and Barbara Keating

Cumming, Kevin and Raeburn, Ailsa (1 March 2024); Let’s re-embrace 
dùthchas as we rewild and repeople; Rewilding Britain,  
tinyurl.com/lets-re-embrace-duthchas

Albrecht, Glenn (2016). ‘Solastalgia’ : a new concept in health and identity. 
Monash University. Journal contribution. tinyurl.com/Albrecht-Solastalgia

Gordon, Col (22 March 2023); Dùthchas - What are we actually talking 
about?; An Àirgh, The Shieling Project, tinyurl.com/shieling-duthchas

Heaney, Seamus (1972); ‘Anahorish’, in Wintering Out; Faber & Faber
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Dùth Dùth 

The natural way of things.
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DùilDùil

The created order, and also the word for “hope”.
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DùthaichDùthaich

The place that you belong to.
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DualchasDualchas

What you learn about how to live in a place, 
and make sense of who you are.
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DùthchasDùthchas

A sense of responsibility towards land, a tangible 
conduct and action motivated by a sense of ethics, 

respect, and responsibility for said place and 
community, to maintain ecological balance.
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DeoraíochtDeoraíocht

Exile
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DeoraitheDeoraithe

Those who were forced to flee.
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HiraethHiraeth

Formed from “hir”, meaning long, and 
“aeth” meaning sorrow or grief.
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Biographies

Dingy Butterflies CIC is a social enterprise, started in 2015 by founder and
director Ben Jones. They work across Gateshead, in particular Bensham &
Saltwell, developing participatory and socially engaged art projects and events.
Working with artists, residents, local communities, organisations, academics 
and experts, to develop projects that explore the past, present and future of 
Gateshead. www.dingybutterflies.org

Barbara Keating is a media artist and beekeeper. Her creative practice explores 
the life of bees through film and community engagement, so that more people 
establish an emotional, scientific, sensory and practical relationship with them, 
and a deeper connection to our own food traditions.  
     Barbara Keating’s “Bees Banquet” began in 2011 as an immersive food event 
as part of the EAT! Festival in Newcastle Upon Tyne. Diners were invited into 
a space, surrounded by sounds, images and scents of honeybees This has led 
on to the current iteration, which uses InfraRed to follow the lives of an urban 
honeybee colony over the course of a year, and the pilot “Bensham Bites” food 
network project.



Beatrice Dale, PhD Researcher, Northumbria 
University

Brigit Strawbridge, Wildlife gardener, amateur 
naturalist, and advocate of bees

Suzy O’Hara, Lecturer in Digital Arts and 
Enterprise, University of Sunderland

Hannah Marsden and Tigist Belew, Dwellbeing 
Shieldfield

Sebastian Weisse, Director, PlaceChangers Ltd

Joe Haydon, Photography

Cafe under the Spire for hosting the Bees of 
Bensham symposium

Darrel Taylor, Sarah Wilson and Jason Cargill of 
Flir for use of the thermal imaging camera
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Bellflowers
Bilberry
Birdsfoot trefoils
Blackthorn
Bluebell
Bramble
Buddleia
Burdocks
Buttercups
Cat’s ear
Chamomiles
Cherry
Cleavers
Clover
Coltsfoot
Comfrey
Common chickweed
Common field speedwell
Common fleabane
Common ragwort
Common sorrel
Common whitlow grass
Cotoneaster
Cow parsley
Crucifers
Currants
Daisy
Dandelion
Dead nettles

Devil’s-bit scabious
Dove’s-foot cranesbill
Everlasting peas
Feverfew
Forget-me-nots
Foxglove
Fruit trees
Garden cranesbill
Goat willow
Gorse
Greater stitchwort
Grey willow
Ground blank
Groundsel
Hairy bittercress
Hawk’s-beards
Hawthorn
Heather
Hedge mustard
Henbit deadnettle
Herb Robert
Hoary mustard
Honeysuckle
Horehound
Ice plants
Ivy
Ivy leaved speedwell
Kidney vetch
Knapweed

Labiates
Lavender
Legumes
Lesser celandine
Maples
Mayweeds
Melilots
Michaelmas daisy
Mignonette
Nightshades
Oilseed rape 
Oxeye
Petty spurge
Poa annua
Poppy
Prunus
Ragwort
Rape
Raspberry
Red deadnettle
Rhododendrons
Ribwort plantain
Sallows
Scabious
Scentless
Mayweed
Selfheal
Shepherd’s purse
Shiny cranesbill

Shrubs
Silverweed
Smooth hawksbeard
Smooth sowthistle
Snowberry
Spear thistle
Speedwells
Spring bulbs
Spurges
St. John’s wort
Sticky mouse ear
Tansy
Teasel
Thrift
Thymes
Toadflax
Umbellifers
Vetch
Wall rue
Wallowers
Weld
Willows
Wintercress
Wood anemone
Wood avens
Woodsage
Woundworts
Yarrow

The list of 33 bees on the front inside cover have all been monitored 
and recorded in Bensham & Saltwell as mentioned by Charlotte Rankin.

The list of flora on the back inside cover are some of the plants that 
bees forage as mentioned in Steven Falk’s ‘Field Guide to the Bees of  
Great Britain and Ireland’, including some that have been found on 

community nature walks in Bensham & Saltwell with James Common, 
Phil Macari and Mark Welfare.
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