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Prologue



A Scrap of a Girl
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My sister Marian and I with Great Aunt Maud.



Fond memories await me as soon as I open the farmhouse door.

The squeak of the hinges is enough to take me back to when I grew up here. The stone tiles in the kitchen might be worn down through the ages, but it feels like only yesterday that I would watch my mother clean and polish them so thoroughly. It also reminds me of my dad; diligently unlacing his boots at the threshold so he didn’t bring mud inside.

In the late afternoon light, shadows fall through the windows just as they did when I was a child. I only have to close my eyes to think of the life, love, drama and laughter that have occurred within these walls. But it’s what lies beyond, out there in the fields, where my heart will always belong.

This is Quarry Pits Farm in the parish of Dormston, and the place where I grew up. The house is nestled at the foot of a short but steep slope. A two-storey red brick building with slate tiles and panelled windows, it’s tucked away from the lane and commands a view across rolling pasture and pockets of woodland. Church towers punctuate the landscape in places, rising up from behind gentle folds that hide villages like nearby Inkberrow. On a clear day, far beyond to the west, the Malvern Hills take shape like a pencil trace on the horizon. It’s the kind of place where you can watch clouds sail all the way across the sky and completely change shape along their course. The small quarry and brickyard, from which the farm acquired its name, is located a little further up the lane. Hidden behind hedgerow, the yard closed for business in the late 1800s. It effectively returned to a wilderness state, while the house and the acres surrounding it went on to thrive.

I will always feel at home on a farm like this one. It’s in my bones, as it has been for generations of my family. And today I’m here to reflect upon my past so that I might share my story. I’m into my ninth decade, but like to think you wouldn’t know it. My stride has shortened, but my recollections are as clear as a summer’s day. I am fortunate in many ways, despite the challenges I’ve faced throughout my years as a farmer’s daughter, a farmer’s wife, and a farmer in my own right.

It’s a life that brought me unexpected attention recently, and an award that leaves me lost for words. Gazing out from my old bedroom, at my beloved barn and the pasture land beyond, I think of that scrap of a girl with soil under her fingernails and wonder how on earth she grew up to be considered a ‘Farming Hero’. So, this is where I begin, in a treasured farmhouse in the heart of Worcestershire …
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The Journey Home
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Two of the steam engines my dad collected on the day I was born.



My father held on to witness my birth before setting out on the road. He didn’t want to leave, as he stressed when telling me this tale. But work was a necessary way of life for my dad. Normally, it wouldn’t take him further than the fields. But on that day in 1932 he had to travel far.

‘I’ll be as quick as I can,’ he had assured my mother, and then looked sheepishly at the cap in his hands. They both knew speed would not be on his side.

‘Could you wait a little while?’ she asked, and cupped the back of my little head. ‘Another day, perhaps?’

My dad began to turn his cap.

‘I have to provide,’ he said. ‘If I miss the opportunity it won’t just be this family that loses out.’

‘Then promise me you’ll take care,’ she said from her bed, propped up on pillows and holding me close.

‘It’s you I worry about.’

Mother smiled reassuringly. I was no more than two hours old, a stranger to them all, but my mum was quite comfortable holding me. A maternal woman, she could still look calm and serene despite the labour she had been through.

‘We’re quite safe here,’ she said as if to remind him.

Just then, a sense of peace had settled in place of the drama and expectation that accompanied my arrival. Sunlight streamed through the window, catching specks of dust, while the floorboards creaked like a ship at sea when Father shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He returned his attention to my mother, so striking and relaxed with her dark hair unpinned and the baby in her arms. She possessed a quiet beauty, and a calming presence that would form the core of our family life.

‘Let’s hope the weather holds,’ said Father, as if unsure how to say goodbye.

Mother nodded. She understood just what he meant. My sister, just two at the time, stood at the bedside and stared at the new arrival. Grasping the edge of the blankets with both hands, she studied me closely as if seeking to work out what difference my presence might make to her life. My mum turned her attention to us both in turn. ‘Come rain or shine, what matters most is that you make it home in one piece,’ she told him. ‘We’re all depending on you.’



Like my sister and me, and the generation on each side of us, Colin John Halford Collins was born at Quarry Pits. With one hundred acres of pasture, stretched across hillside and lowland on both sides of the lane, the farm provided him with his livelihood. As a boy, following the death of his own father in an accident with a pony and trap, Colin Collins had helped his mother keep the place up and running. Keenly aware of his calling, he had grown up to take over completely. Ultimately, my dad was uncompromisingly hard working, with a commitment to the fields as a means of providing for his family. As well as tending to his cattle and crops, he contracted out agricultural machinery – including the crew to operate it – to farmers across the county and beyond. He rarely stopped, in fact, what with the maintenance and management, and I sometimes wonder if that’s what took him to an early grave.

I was born into an age of steam. The era we all know in history books might’ve just come to an end, with the railways and the factories turning to diesel and electricity, but in the fields one source of power thrived. Ploughing engines were commonplace on agricultural land. These giant, immensely strong beasts were far more effective at hauling than a team of Shire horses, but much depended on the ground. On heavy clay soil, such as the fields at Quarry Pits and the surrounding farms, we had to rely on a different, more labour-intensive system. It involved the use of not one engine but two, and the prospect of acquiring a new pair is what took Father away from the family on the day that I was born.

Leaving the farmhouse behind, and the loved ones in his life, my dad headed up the sloped path to where his other pride and joy awaited him. There she stood, her chrome wire wheels and running boards gleaming in the sun, just waiting for his attention. When he started up the engine, that throaty roar made him feel good to be alive. The Morgan was an open-top roadster that boasted a blistering speed for the time as well as a unique appearance. For this model was fitted with a little back seat, despite sporting just one wheel at the rear, and looked as precarious as it was fun to drive. And so Father set about picking up passengers for a trip across the country that guaranteed every moment would be memorable.

Inkberrow and Stowmarket lie some one hundred and fifty miles apart. Driving at a lick, the Morgan got my dad to his destination within a few hours along with four of his men from the farm. Somehow, he had managed to shoehorn a whole crew into that roadster. When it came to transport back then, it was a question of getting around by whatever means necessary and just keeping your eyes open for the law along the way. I imagine Father at the wheel, dressed in his collared work shirt, necktie, belt and braces, and with his cap threatening to flip away as he beetled along the byways. It makes me chuckle when I think about all his passengers; squeezed into that three-wheeler with ashen faces while quietly praying he wouldn’t corner too quickly.

Having attended to the business at hand, sealing a deal before another buyer got in before him, Father and his crew set their sights on returning to Worcestershire. This time, as he told me, there would be no danger of tipping over or reaching speeds that made their eyes water. In fact, the journey home would take them the best part of a week.

In order to support his contracting business, which depended on this acquisition to grow, my dad intended to bring back a pair of recently retired engines, along with a plough, a scuffle, harrows and a water cart. One of the engines had been stationed on the seafront at Lowestoft and used to haul in mines left over from the First World War. Father was well aware that rust might become an issue on account of the salt water, but then he was as familiar with the inside of those machines as he was with harnessing their muscle. With hard graft, care and commitment, he was certain the pair would provide him with years of service in the fields. That was the beauty of steam power. You could trust it to get the job done.

But first he had to get everything home.

At full speed and on firm, level ground, a steam traction engine will travel at about five to ten miles an hour. You’d barely have to break into a trot to keep up on foot. At the same time, with a steady supply of coal for the firebox and water for the boiler, those machines will just keep on running. As for his crew, Father was mindful that they deserved a good night’s rest before embarking on such a gruelling journey.

‘We’ll stay in town tonight,’ he announced, knowing full well that it would bring them some cheer. ‘The drinks are on me.’

For men born and bred in rural Worcestershire, who so rarely left the county, the chance to spend a night in a bustling place like Stowmarket would’ve filled them with excitement. Having checked into their lodgings, no doubt they enjoyed their pub session that night with some gusto. As country folk, it didn’t occur to them to safeguard their belongings. Locking doors was just not something they considered, even when leaving behind the money from their pockets to make the most of their boss’s generosity, until they wobbled back to discover that someone had rifled through their bags. That was town life for you, they decided, now the gloss and dazzle had deserted them. With dark mutterings of robbers watching their every move, all they could do was fire up their engines at first light and crawl away with their sights set on home.

The way Father told this story, it struck me that just being on the road would’ve gone some way to restoring his crew’s spirit. Under two pillars of billowing steam that joined to form a trail in their wake, one traction engine led the way with the other bringing up the rear and the rest of the tackle in between. Nowadays, with a convoy that long and slow, you would have people blowing their car horns for you to get out of the way. Back then, the roads were mercifully quiet. As if to put the Morgan in its place, in the face of true automotive majesty, my dad hitched the little roadster to the back of the rear engine and towed it homewards.



For the crew, still stung by the robbery, there was no sitting back to admire the landscape. Every man had a role, and while Father took over at the wheel of one of the engines whenever anyone got tired, he had one other vital job. Every now and then, he would hop off the convoy, unhook the Morgan and speed ahead to find sources of water for the ever-thirsty engines. With several days of travel ahead, and thankfully enough money in his wallet to see them all home, Dad was also tasked with seeking out further places to stay. Not only did he have to find somewhere big enough to house his crew, the landlady needed to be fully prepared for the road locomotives that would soon be pulling up outside. All she had to do was listen out, so he said. Such was the noise it would give her plenty of notice.

It wasn’t just the steam whistle, which carried for miles around. The rear wheels were huge, wrought from iron, and could cause the ground to rumble. Ultimately, with the promise of so many guests, Father always returned to the convoy having secured a place for them to sleep each night.

And so, after each tough day on the road, the convoy would halt at their stopover and men with soot-blackened clothes and faces would jump to the ground. Mindful to secure their belongings, even in rural stopovers, they’d always end up at a nearby pub. There, over a restorative pint or two, all paid for by my dad, they’d pick over the high points of their travels so far and deliberate what the next day might have in store. Navigating was an art form. Hill climbs could be perilous, while a steady nerve was required on the way down, along with a firm grip on the brake lever. Whatever route the boss chose, however, the men knew they could depend on him. My dad was well aware of the undertaking required in delivering the tools of his trade safely home. A robbery might’ve overshadowed their departure, but eventually the crew chugged into Inkberrow with smiles on their dirty faces.

For Father, a mounting sense of excitement would have accompanied his relief at delivering both men and machine home in one piece. With the steam tackle at Quarry Pits, he only had the remains of that day to himself, before farm work beckoned once more. Even so, in that short time he made up for the week he had missed.

‘I didn’t stop thinking about you for a single moment,’ he said, standing outside the kitchen door with his week-old daughter in his arms. He was quiet, strong and solid, my dad; weather-beaten much like the house behind him, perhaps, but a family man and always a safe pair of hands. Across the lower fields, crows could be heard settling in as the sun sank away behind the treeline. ‘Whatever life has in store for you, little one,’ he added, ‘this will always be our world.’
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Gentle Giants
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Hitching a lift with Father’s horse and cart.



I am christened Joan, and nothing more. Mother had three names, but she didn’t like to use any of them. Nor was she willing to burden her children with quite so many. Everyone called her Kitty, on account of her being as small as a cat when she was a child, and that suited her just fine.

Marian was born two years before me in the spring of 1930. Although we were both given just one name each, we differed in every other aspect. While she liked to stay indoors and help out in the farmhouse, my interest lay in following my father. She didn’t show much interest in the land at that time, or in the potential it had to provide. Even at a young age, I couldn’t imagine any other life.

My earliest memory is of trailing after Father as he led his Shire horse and cart out to the fields. It would’ve been at the crack of dawn, just as the first bars of light reached through the hedgerows and the rooster crowed in the day. He would never wait for me, and I learned quickly to rise and dress before he left the farmhouse. I even took to wearing a necktie so I could look just like him.

I was no more than four years old. All I wanted to do was watch my dad at work. Father also relied upon a loyal band of farm-hands, and they were like family to me. Whatever the weather, I would be there. Whether they were ploughing, planting, harvesting or threshing, working with engines or by hand, I just loved being out in the open air. I would make myself useful wherever I could, which probably didn’t amount to much at that age but my enthusiasm surely shone through. The men would share their packed lunch, and talk to me like a grown-up, and I adored every moment. But the best bit, the highpoint of my day, was when it came to heading home. That’s when Father would pick me up and plant me on the back of the horse.

‘There you are,’ he’d say, standing back as if I had just assumed my rightful place.

I was a strikingly small child, with windblown hair when it wasn’t tied and a steady gaze at anything that took my interest. What I lacked in stature, however, I made up for in grit. There was nothing on the farm that frightened me, even if I was dwarfed by both machinery and livestock. The Shire horse towered above me as much as the steam traction engines. In some ways, they shared the same temperament. Both were gentle giants, and proved invaluable to us. Riding the engines was always fun, what with the cacophony of pistons, the hissing, whistle and smoke, but it was the horses that proved to be a first love that endured. With Father leading the way, I would do my level best to stay upright; clinging to this majestic and compliant beast as twilight settled over the landscape.

As well as being a blissful time, my fourth year also proved a test for me. At that age, like any child, I was expected to go to school. This meant leaving the sanctuary of Quarry Pits, which was all I knew at the time. By then, my dad’s work marked out my days. It helped me to feel secure, and gave me a strong sense of purpose. I couldn’t see the point of sitting in a classroom listening to a stranger teach me all these uninteresting, impractical subjects. In my young mind, Father instructed me in everything I would ever need to know in life, and that revolved around the farm. Still, rules were rules. As I was to discover, it meant I had no choice in the matter.

Along with Marian, my sister, I went to a primary school in North Piddle. This was a little parish, bordered to the north by a brook, about four miles away from the farm. By then, with his family growing up, Father had purchased a lovely old Wolseley that would comfortably seat us all. Either he drove us there or we would get a lift with a jolly local farmer called Sidney who also had a child at the school. It meant the journey there was always fun, but that stopped as soon as I walked into the playground. In those early years of my schooling, I would sit at my little wooden desk and look attentive. As the teacher scraped away at the blackboard, however, my thoughts were increasingly elsewhere. Namely back at Quarry Pits, and all the fun, discoveries and the challenges that I believed I was missing. Unlike me, Marian thrived at school. She shone in the classroom and her schoolwork marked her out as someone who might go places. Me? I did as little as I could get away with, and looked forward to the final bell.

As I grew older, and followed Marian to grammar school, so I gained some confidence. Not in my academic abilities but in my determination to follow my heart. I became restless, I suppose; no longer able to just sit there and let it all go over my head. And so one morning I took it upon myself to leave.

‘Miss,’ I piped up with one hand in the air, and let the expression on my face tell her that I needed to visit the toilet.

It wasn’t an unusual request for a pupil to make. No doubt such an interruption irritated my teacher, but she let me go.

My grammar school was in Alcester, a low-lying market town where two rivers converge, almost seven miles east of the farmhouse. I would’ve been about eleven at the time, and quite capable of walking such a distance. So, skipping past the lavatories, and classes in full swing, I simply left the school building and headed out into the fresh air and the sunshine.

I didn’t once question what had been an instinctive decision to leave. Nor did I worry that the head mistress might punish me. All I wanted to do was get back to Quarry Pits and roll up my sleeves to help out. I was still small for my age, and this became even more apparent when my classmates had shot up like weeds. But in the fields I had learned to become a useful pair of hands to my dad. In a way, it made me feel like an equal among his men. Even at that age, I could get stuck in like the rest of the labourers. No doubt they were more effective than me, but Father liked my attitude and the fact that I was always willing to help.

As soon as I got home, I thought to myself, I would change out of my uniform and head down the track to find him. I even began to imagine him reacting with a pleasant surprise when he realised what I had chosen to do.

The route home was lovely and quiet. For a couple of miles, I dawdled along winding country lanes fringed by cow parsley, and just the breeze in the corn for company. It meant I was quick to hear the growl of a car approaching from a long way behind and then slow. I was also familiar with the sound of the engine. Before I stopped and turned around, I just knew that it was Father.

‘Get in,’ he said, having wound down the window as he drew alongside.

One look at the furrows across his brow told me I was in trouble. Shocked by his bearing, I quickly did as I was told. My heart sank when he found a place to turn the car around and sped back towards Alcester. It didn’t take long to return to the school by car, but by God he was fuming. For a man of few words, who could keep a lid on his dismay when a wet season threatened his crops, he knew how to swear when the moment truly seized him. There was nothing I could say to excuse myself or reason with him about my way of thinking. All I could do was sit quietly in the passenger seat and recognise in his mighty rage and cursing that he considered his daughter’s education to be more important than anything else. If the school ever raised the alarm again because I had gone missing, he thundered at me, the second most foolish thing I could do would be to show my face at home.

Unfortunately for my dad, even such a dressing down didn’t persuade me to sit quietly and follow my sister’s example. He might’ve marched me back into class that day, and left me feeling sorry for myself, but within a short time I had the wind in my sails again.

Something had to be done, Father realised. It didn’t matter how many times he ordered me to stay put, the teacher only had to turn her back for a moment before coming back around to find an empty desk.

‘What’s it going to take?’ he grumbled to my mum, Kitty, one time as she simmered a jam mixture on the stove. ‘I’d teach her myself but what do I know?’

She turned to face him, with one hand cupped under the spoon that she blew on to cool, and asked him not to worry.

‘She’ll stay at school,’ Mother assured him. ‘Don’t fret about it any more.’

‘How?’ he scoffed, but couldn’t resist tasting the spoon when she offered it to him.

‘Joan knows her own mind all right,’ she said, waiting for his nod of approval, ‘but she hasn’t yet reckoned with me.’

The next day, to my horror, I discovered we had a new pupil in class. She sat there listening attentively to the teacher; upright against the chair back with her shoulders square and both hands clasped politely in her lap. Mother didn’t have a desk, however, or exercise books to write in. She just sat so close to me that had I tried to bolt she could’ve calmly grabbed my wrist. Whenever I caught her eye, she made a circling motion with her finger to direct my attention to the front.

It wasn’t just a one-off either. Mother accompanied me to class for a long time after that. Long enough, I suppose, for me to stop huffing and abandon any design on hightailing it home. Like breaking in a horse, she took on a battle of wills with me and won. Eventually, I learned to sit still during school hours and she stopped accompanying me. Even so, my desire to get out into the fields never left me. It was the first thing I did just as soon as school finished every day; joining the others to do my fair share until the light had left the sky.

By rights, I should’ve stayed in education until I turned fourteen. I began to look forward to reaching that age with every day that passed. Even though I’d sometimes be required to stay off school, if we were planting corn and Dad needed the help, I’d still be expected to return to the classroom as soon as possible. While Marian excelled, and continued her schooling, all I could do was focus on not fidgeting until it was time to grab my satchel and go. Then, with a year left before I could officially leave, Mother fell ill. As she took to her bed to recover, both Marian and I were required back at Quarry Pits. While my sister managed both the cooking and cleaning duties, I helped out with the farm-hands and Father didn’t once complain. Nor did he order me to follow Marian back to school when Mother recovered her health. We never discussed it, in fact, but having come into my own I knew that phase of my life was behind me at last. I had earned my place in the fields now. And nothing, I believed, would ever take me away from that again.
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