
M
ost people who’ve been to 
Paddington Farm in 
Glastonbury are keen to return 
– whether twice a year, 
bringing friends and family to 
share it with, or decades later 

with their own children to give them too the 
chance to experience the freedom and fun 
available at this very special place.

It was born in the mid-1980s, when new age 
travellers fresh from the Battle of the Beanfield and 
Glastonbury Festival camped at the farm and then 
dispersed, before the owner decided to sell up. At 
the same time, Paddington Farm Trust was formed 
by a Paddington arts group, who had been bringing 
children to camp at the farm for several summers 
and wanted to find a permanent place to bring 
families all year round, encouraging city dwellers to 
care for animals and the land and nurture a sense 
of belonging. They first raised funds to buy the 
buildings and then the land. It was a big risk to take, 
but 32 years on we can see the value of daring to 
take that risk.

 Over the years, its clientele has naturally 
expanded to include Woodcraft Folk, Home 
Education groups and many other youth clubs and 
learning disability groups wanting a taste of simple 
life on an organic farm for a weekend or a 
summer holiday. Current farm managers, Tanya  
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Paddington Farm is connecting 
urban kids to country life. Emily 
Anderson and her family visit this 
much-loved social enterprise

DOWN  
on the 

 FARM  
 
Dawson and Michael Lowe, with their 
team including an administrator, gardener, cleaner, 
an apprentice and lots of volunteers, have built 
upon the Trust ethos and added many different 
experiences to share with their visitors, who 
quickly become friends, so warm and welcoming 
are the hosts of this 43-acre farm.

Tanya says, ‘Our core work is getting kids from 
inner city areas who have the least access to this 
opportunity to get out into the British countryside 
to see where their food comes from, have contact 
with animals and the landscape and do hands-on 
activities that relate to rural living.

‘We do forest school, some whittling, make 
wands. We go on a romp around the farm 
gathering food to cook with on the open fire or 
pick herbs to go on our pizzas made in the outdoor 
pizza oven. We groom the ponies, feed the 
chickens and the lambs. We try to get the right 
balance of practical jobs and free play. There are 
loads of bikes and go-carts to ride on, a 
natural playground and lovely orchards and woods 
to play in. We also encourage them to go on a walk 
up to the Tor, which from here looks like a big 
mountain with a castle on top. Kids are so amazed 
that they’ve made it to the summit. We want them 
to feel the edges of their comfort zone. So we 
gently guide them to go on a night walk, look at 
the stars, or make a camp fire – otherwise they just 
play football in the car park because that’s all they 
know about being outdoors.’

 
STEEP LEARNING CURVE
Tanya and Michael were employed eight years ago 
by Trust Director Tiffany Kearton – who keeps the 
charity going despite the current harsh climate of 
cuts and austerity – due to their experience with 
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community and youth groups in London. Despite 
knowing little about farming, the pair have 
surprised themselves and helped the farm flourish 
and grow into the busy success story it is today.

‘It’s been a crash course in small scale farming 
for us,’ explains Tanya. ‘When we arrived, there 
wasn’t much more than half a polytunnel, a couple 
of elderly goats, six chickens and a rabbit. Now 
we’ve revived the orchards, got horticultural 
gardens, grown a flock of 50 plus sheep, got a 
couple of pygmy goats, some ponies and a horse, 
pigs, chickens and turkeys. 

‘We had to learn farming on the job. It was a 
massive learning curve at the beginning, especially 
as we’re organic and a charity, so the traditional 
dairy farmers in the area didn’t take 
us too seriously. But I think farming is deep in us all. 
Humans have been farming for 10,000 years. It’s 
only in the last 200-300 years that we’ve been off 
the land for the majority of urban folk.

‘Once we got over the shock, we picked it up 
quite intuitively, especially with the animals. I’ve 
amazed myself at having these strange feelings 
where I need to check the sheep and all of a 
sudden there’s a lamb being born or a sheep stuck 
in the hedge. Farming becomes part of you, and it’s 
great to share it with whoever comes and stays. I 
always say to the inner-city kids that I never 
thought in a million years that I would farm. I went 
to school in Shoreditch but now I’m a farmer and if 
I can do it, you can do it. It doesn’t occur to most 
urban children that they could opt for a career in 
agriculture or horticulture.’

 
ANOTHER PERSPECTIVE
Inspiring the young to farm is crucial now, with the 
Soil Association recently revealing that the average 
age of UK farmers is 58 and increasing. The gap 
between the city and the countryside is wider than 
ever, but Tanya believes if you get urban kids into 
the country before they’re eight, they love it, value 
it and will return. Their experience becomes lodged 
as a happy childhood memory.

‘You hear this in the stories from our older 
visitors, from St Mungo’s homeless charity, for 
example,’ she explains. ‘Being here brings up 
memories of their countryside childhoods on 
farms or feeding the family chickens. Helping with 
jobs around Paddington Farm gives them such a 
sense of purpose. One man who comes every year 
stops drinking alcohol the moment he gets here 
and just works the whole time fixing locks, clearing 
drains, sanding down doors. The others are 
astounded as they’ve never ever seen him like that.’

 Coming here gives people another perspective, 
both literally with the lush, green views everywhere 
you look, and metaphorically:

 ‘It’s a massive shift for someone who lives in a 
tower block in London to come here, go up to the 
Tor and see a distant horizon with rolling hills,’ says 
Tanya. ‘Being able to see for miles does something 

to people. They have headspace. It shows there is 
another way of living. It must make a difference to 
them, that’s why they come back. It becomes a 
second home to people when they need to get 
away. It’s a lovely thing to offer.’

Being in Glastonbury town adds even more to 
the visitors’ experience, as they can enjoy the 
eccentric and colourful people there, while 
shopping for souvenir crystals. ‘With its 72 different 
spiritual faiths living side-by-side, peacefully, such a 
kind, open-minded and friendly place is an emblem 
for the modern town – definitely worth visiting,’ 
adds Tanya. 

Coming to Paddington Farm primarily gives 
people time to slow down and reflect, reconnect 
with themselves and each other while sitting round 
the fire, talking about what matters most to them. 
It also brings the unlikeliest of groups together, 
unintentionally.

‘Last summer we had three completely 
different groups on the farm at the same time. 
There was an LGBT pagan group having a little 
festival and camping in a field, happy doing their 
own thing, dressing up in costumes. Then in the 
farmhouse we had part of a Bengali Community 
Group from North Kensington. There were five or 
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IT'S A MASSIVE 
SHIFT FOR 
SOMEONE WHO 
LIVES IN A TOWER 
BLOCK IN LONDON 
TO COME HERE,  
GO UP TO THE  
TOR AND SEE A 
DISTANT HORIZON 
WITH ROLLING HILLS 

TANYA DAWSON
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ABOVE: A play-

centre group from 

London take time 

out of play to feed 

the goats. 

TOP RIGHT: Doing 

his chores – this 

little lad is carrying 

hay nets to feed  

the ponies. 

RIGHT: A local Forest 

School story telling 

session at the farm. 

Emily Anderson's son,  

Jake (sitting on the go-cart) 

with his friend, Luca. 

ONLY AT PADDINGTON 
FARM WOULD WE 

HAVE THIS MELDING 
OF SUCH DIVERSE 

WALKS OF LIFE ALL 
HAPPILY GETTING ON 
AND ENJOYING FARM 

LIFE SO MUCH

six young families with kids having some time out, 
all very Bengali and very London at the same time. 
They’d been to other cities like Nottingham and 
Coventry but not to the countryside. They told me: 
“I’ve never been anywhere so green in all my life. 
Your roads are so small and your tractors so big!” 
Then they revealed that they’d been for a walk in 
the dark and joined some people in a field, chatting 
around a fire. They hadn’t sat round a fire since 
they were girls. It was lovely. 

‘So the LGBT group were doing their thing, 
when this bunch of ladies in saris and headscarves 
suddenly rock up and say, “Can we come and sit at 
your fire?” Added to this mix was a group of very 
streetwise kids from Paddington, camping, having 
never done it before, wearing the latest clothes and 
shoes. They were so excited to be here they ran 
around screaming and squealing, “I’ve got a streak 
of mud on my white trainers!” But they ended 
up happy and muddy after a few days without a 
care. And I thought, “Only at Paddington Farm 
would we have this melding of such diverse walks 
of life all happily getting along and enjoying farm 
life so much”.’

In this time of division and conflict, it’s a special 
place sorely needed, both now and in the future, if 
we are to keep a strong connection with nature 
that keeps people healthy and happy.
paddingtonfarm.co.uk
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