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WILFRED EDGAR COLLINS  - Private 500078, 652 Agri Coy, Labour 

Corps 

 

In 1891, before the birth of Wilfred (Wilf) in 1899,  his parents Fred & Bessie and older sisters 

Rosina and Eva were living at Ham, Combe St Nicholas (on Ham Hill, beside the now A303). 

By 1901 the family were living at Silver Street, Dommett, next door to the North family – 

Stanley North, who was to die in WW1, was 10 years old, the same age as Rosina Collins. Fred 

is variously described as a hurdle maker and agricultural labourer.  During Wilfred’s war 

service, they’re at Little Forest in the same part of Buckland. 

We have a detailed record of Wilfred’s war service, as his Service Records survived the blitz 

in 1940. He enlisted on August 14 1916 when he was only 17, a date then amended to being 

reckoned from August 14 1917, after his18th birthday. Before enlistment he was working at 

Forest Mills, Broadway, his occupation variously farmer, carter & miller’s carter. After 

enlistment he appears to have been shuffled between Regiments – the RFA, 4th Wilts, 36 

Squadron RASC Remounts, 652 Agricultural Company, moving from Durrington to Fovant to 

Egg Buckland to Taunton to Ormskirk. On his initial medical form, at 18 years, 3 months he’s 

described as a Carter, his height 5ft 8 3/4ins, his weight 128lbs.   

He seems to have been a puzzle to the Army as he was ‘unable to train – defective speech’.  

This was variously ascribed to ‘strain caused through drill’ or a ‘kick from a horse in his side’. 

Whether the disability was permanent it was deemed ‘impossible to state’. In fact it appears 

not to have been something that continued to trouble him. 

He was married to Martha Hardwill (known as Pat) in 1919 at Buckland.  She was the sister of 

James Hardwill, killed in France the year before. They had five children: Peggy, James, Ruth, 

Fred and Patrick.   

Wilf Collins’ story, Part 2, moves on to WW2. Here is his grandson Tim’s account of it: 

‘The Wilf adventures in WW2 are far more interesting as after joining the Royal Engineers 

on 28th September 1939, aged 40 (he was one of the oldest in his unit)  he started formal 

training as part of a demolition squad. The lads travelled to France and were tasked with 

blowing up ammunition and fuel dumps ahead of the Germans. After the Dunkirk evacuation, 

27th May to 4th June 1940, his unit remained in France and were making their way west 

along the coast.  

Near the town of Le Havre on 11th June 1940 a French language speaking young Second 

Lieutenant from the Royal Warwickshire Regiment called Randell Sly was put in charge of 

the men and they were ordered to carry on heading west for evacuation to England. After a 

series of skirmishes with the Germans including Randall Sly shooting down a Stuka with a 

rifle the men eventually arrived in Brest. Alas, there was no established evacuation route so 

the troops negotiated with the local French authorities to make use of a coal boat for their 

return to England. The boat was emptied and made ready but the French crew refused to sail 

it as it was unidentified and at risk of being bombed. However, Randall Sly had some sailing 

experience and took charge again and they set off for England just twelve hours before the 

town was captured by the Germans.  
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The boat arrived in Falmouth and, as I understand, was featured in two newspapers. One 

story apparently included an image of a line of troops (I have yet to find a copy), whereas the 

second story was featured in the News of The World on 23rd June 1940 and includes a 

picture of the coal boat … but the story does not end there.  

Shortly after arrival in Falmouth the soldiers were hastily loaded onto a troop train and 

departed, heading east … destination unknown. After heading out of Cornwall into Devon 

and through Exeter, Wilf realised the train must pass reasonably close to his family home in 

Buckland St. Mary, so he hatched a plan as he knew the train would head either south 

through Chard Junction or take the northerly 'mainline' route via Taunton. Wilf was keen to 

let his wife know he was alive and well as he had been 'missing' for at least eleven days, the 

plan was to find paper and pencil and to write a letter to throw from the moving train hoping 

that it would be found and posted home. The hastily written letter was apparently found on 

the platform, it was posted and arrived at Buckland St. Mary, as I understand after the normal 

delivery round, but the postman made a special trip; the letter survives to this day.’ 

 ‘The last to leave Brest’ 

News of the World 

 

As will be seen, Wilf left the 

Army in 1945;  he continued to 

farm in Buckland St Mary.  He 

died in 1967, his funeral being 

held in Buckland St Mary 

Church and his ashes scattered 

at the Crematorium in Taunton. 

 

 

Grateful thanks to Wilf’s 

grandson Tim Collins for much of the information and many of the documents used or 

referred to here. 



3 
 

 

 

1891 CENSUS 

 



4 
 

 

 

1901 CENSUS 
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COLLINS SIBLINGS – WILF ON THE RIGHT 
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Skittles - Wilf Collins far left 
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