
My 5-year-old daughter is sat on the 
window ledge, playing her harmonica 
to the sheep grazing outside our 
window. For a moment I do nothing. 

I just stand still and watch her, watch 

the sun as it falls in bands across her 

legs, laugh to myself as she tries to 

play gently to the background of baaing 

sheep and tweeting birds and marvel at 

her, right there, nestled within a whole 

new world. Thankfully I think to pick the 

camera up from the old wooden table 

and capture this moment. It’s not that 

I would not have secured the image in 

my mind anyway, but just that looking 

at it now the memory is that much 

crisper and more tangible: the memory 

of a month-long WWOOFing (World 

Wide Opportunities on Organic Farms) 

adventure high in the mountains of Italy 

– just me and my daughter, Isabella.

Today a friend sat at my kitchen table 

and listened as I talked about another 

farm volunteer trip I plan to embark 

on this year, before querying whether 

I do this kind of thing primarily for me, 

or for my daughter. It is true that I love 

travel, that I thrive on new experiences 

and meeting inspiring people, and that 

I adore being in the very depths of 

Nature; and WWOOFing offers all this 

and more. But above everything else, I 

believe these experiences give Isabella 

a wonderful education in so many areas 

of life: travel, language, life experience, 

environmental awareness. You see, 

in particular I am passionate about 

instilling in her a desire to respect and 

love this planet so that she may go on 

to be an impassioned caretaker, and I 

believe there is no better way to do this 

than by giving her the opportunity to be 

part of the land – and what better way 

to truly connect with the land than to go 

and work with it? 

WWOOFing is something I discovered 

when, as a family, we were on an 

open-ended camper adventure 

through Europe in 2008. To discover 

that in return for lending a hand with 

haymaking, animal care and vegetable 

growing you could expect a place 

to sleep and food, along with the 

company of like-minded individuals, 

was like music to my ears. Of course, 

had I known about it when I was in 

my twenties I probably would have 

WWOOFed my way around the world; 

but they say it’s never too late, and 

with a little dedication to research 
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accept families. So, having enjoyed a 

few volunteer placements during that 

adventure when Isabella was just a 

babe-in-arms, last spring I decided that 

at 5 years old she was ready to have a 

more hands-on experience, and with my 

husband tied to work commitments in 

the UK it was to be a big step for both 

of us.

I spent a few weeks researching and 

approached numerous hosts, asking 

if they would accept a woman and her 

young daughter, and after a great many 
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found Caterina at Fattoria L’Aurora, 

an educational farm nestled 1,000m 

up in the Apennine mountains in Italy. 
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horses, chickens, acres of mountainside 

and a passion for the land. An added 

bonus is that, like me, she is home 

educating her 5-year-old daughter, 

Raia, whom she embraces fully into the 

day-to-day running of the farm. We both 

became immediately enthusiastic about 

the girls teaching each other languages 

and occupying each other while the 

adults worked, and we exchanged 

many emails discussing how it might 

work. Opening up communication 

in an honest way really is the single 

most important thing to do when in 

contact with a potential host. It is so 

important that both parties have a true 

understanding of what is to be expected 

as well as what can be offered, 

Isabella tagged along 
and made dens in 
the bushes or helped 
with little bits that she 
could

especially when you introduce a young 

child into the equation, because, as we 
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is always necessary! Finding a host >   
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> with similar-aged children and shared 

views really does make things easier 
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to embark on our trip.

One of my biggest concerns about 

volunteering with a young child was 

wondering what she would do as I 

worked, and this is the question other 

parents ask me the minute I mention 

our trip. Our experience in Italy worked 

well because there were tasks that 

Isabella was absolutely involved in such 

as tending to the sheep, cleaning out 

the chickens, watering the vegetable 

gardens. But of course there were also 

other tasks that she could not 

I realised how 
incredibly important it 
is to me to educate my 
daughter about other 
ways of life

be involved with to any great degree, 

such as clearing brambles, making 

natural fences, caging up trees, digging 

trenches. In these instances Isabella 

tagged along and made dens in the 

bushes or helped with little bits that she 

could, and inevitably we quickly fell into 

our own routine. Sometimes everyone 

at the farm worked together, sometimes 

Isabella and I went off alone, sometimes 

she would sit on a blanket colouring 

and watch me work, and at other times 

she and Raia would run off on their own 

adventure; but never was it a problem 

or a hindrance to have my daughter 

alongside me. 

Ultimately Isabella, once again, taught 

me so much by reminding me that, 

given the space and opportunity to be 

independent, she can and does adapt 

to many different environments. She 

surprised me in so many ways during 

our stay, with her ability to fall into a 

new timetable and her comfort at sitting 

at a busy table eating new foods, as 

well as her enthusiasm to integrate into 

the team as a whole. There were other 

$OLFH�*ULIÀQ lives on a narrowboat, 

where she writes and home 

educates her now 6-year-old 

daughter. She loves to explore both 

at home and abroad, whenever the 

opportunity arises.
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WWOOFers there during our stay, most 

in their twenties, and they embraced her 

presence, involving her in tasks, looking 

after her when I was busy – or when 

she just wanted a break from me! And 

she was thrilled to feel part of a larger 

family. Watching her in that environment 

I realised how incredibly important it is 

to me to educate my daughter about 

other ways of life: to encourage her to 

meet and interact with people of all ages 

and nationalities, to be surrounded with 

those who appreciate the importance of 

caring for our Earth and to allow her to 

work with, and thus respect, all animals 

– all life.

That morning, as she sat on the window 

ledge playing music to the sheep, I felt 

warmed by the connections she had 

made during her stay on the farm, and 

as I sit here now looking back, I cannot 

wait to take her on another WWOOFing 

adventure this coming April. In my 

heart I feel there is no better way for 

my daughter to be opened up to the 

world, to learn to love her land and then, 

perhaps, to pass that affection for the 

Earth on to her own children.    �
Resources
www.wwoof.org
www.helpx.net
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Fattoria L’Aurora is a small family farm 

in NW Italy. During the summer months 

Caterina Bernardi, who has more 

than ten years’ experience in organic 

farming, runs educational camps for 

children from just one day up to two 

weeks. So even if you don’t fancy 

WWOOFing, you can still go and stay!  

www.fattoriaaurora.it

20 Juno


