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As of January 2026, the donation of 49 M1A1 Abrams tanks to Ukraine is recognised as a significant political and diplomatic issue in Australia. 

The deal was characterised by nearly a year of domestic debate, international friction, and initial government reluctance. 

For much of early 2024, the Australian government publicly resisted gifting the tanks. 

In February 2024, Deputy Prime Minister Richard Marles stated a tank donation was "not on the agenda," leading to domestic criticism that the government was being "stingy" or reactive rather than proactive. 

Australia formally agreed to purchase 59 second-hand M1A1 Abrams tanks from the US in 2004 in a deal worth approximately A$550 million. 

The purchase was formally signed in July 2004, and the tanks began arriving in Australia in September 2006, entering full service with the Australian Army in 2007. The cost included not just the 59 tanks, but also: 

Training, support vehicles, spare parts and maintenance equipment 

The M1A1s have recently been retired from Australian service and replaced by a newer fleet of M1A2 tanks. The 49 tanks sent to Ukraine were part of this retired fleet with a conservative value estimate of 245 million Australian.

The eventual reversal to gift the tanks in October 2024 was seen by critics as coming far too late to aid Ukraine’s urgent defensive needs

This book is a work of fiction about the delivery of A1A AIM-SA Abrams tanks that were sent to Ukraine from Australia.

While it draws inspiration from real-world conflicts, military systems, and contemporary events, all characters, units, organisations, and specific incidents portrayed in this novel are fictional or have been deliberately altered. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real military operations, is coincidental or used solely for narrative effect.

Descriptions of weapons, tactics, and equipment are presented within a fictional framework and should not be interpreted as accurate, complete, or authoritative representations of real-world military capabilities or doctrine.

This novel is intended to explore the human experience of conflict, its pressures, decisions, and consequences, not to document history, assign blame, or predict outcomes.

The responsibility for interpretation rests entirely with the reader.
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In war, survival belongs not to the strongest machine,

but to the cleverest mind inside it
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Colonel Bruce Thompson did not expect the call to come on a Sunday night.

Canberra, by long habit, powered down on Sundays. Even Defence Headquarters,  a building engineered for urgency and sustained by coffee,  observed an unspoken ceasefire by mid-afternoon. Corridors emptied. Fluorescent lights clicked off row by row. Decisions were deferred with the quiet confidence that Monday would arrive soon enough to absorb them.

That was the rhythm of the place.

And Bruce Thompson knew it intimately.

He had lived inside it for twenty-seven years.

The phone rang anyway.

It sat on the kitchen bench beside a half-finished mug of tea, vibrating rather than ringing, the sound oddly intrusive in the stillness of the house. Bruce watched it for a moment longer than he normally would. No caller ID. No number. Just the small, discreet icon that indicated a secure line,  faint, deliberate, unmistakable.

Sunday night, secure line, no warning.

That alone told him enough.

He answered.

“Thompson.”

There was no greeting.

“Colonel. You’re being assigned a taskforce command.”

Bruce straightened slightly in his chair, spine aligning as if it had been waiting for the instruction.

Taskforce commands did not come without warning. They were not delivered casually, and they were never issued without consequence. They arrived only when the usual machinery of Defence had begun to grind or stall,  when something needed to be done that sat awkwardly between policy and plausibility. When distance was required. When deniability mattered.

“You’ll receive your formal orders in the morning,” the voice continued. It was clipped, practiced, unmistakably senior. One of those voices that had been honed over decades to give nothing away, even when it was giving everything. “For now, you need to understand the scope.”

Bruce said nothing. Silence, he had learned early, was not emptiness. It was leverage. People filled it. Often with more than they meant to.

“Forty-eight Abrams tanks,” the voice said. “M1A1s. Decommissioned, but not obsolete.”

Bruce glanced out through the kitchen window. The street was dark. Quiet. A neighbour’s porch light flickered as a moth battered itself senseless against it. Somewhere down the road, a dog barked once and stopped.

“Where?” he asked.

A pause. Fractional. Deliberate.

“Not here.”

That, too, told him enough.

“These vehicles will be transferred under existing international frameworks,” the voice went on. “Your role is oversight. Coordination. Delivery. You are not advising combat employment.”

Bruce almost smiled.

That sentence,  the one about not advising combat employment,  had been used on him before. It was bureaucratic theatre. A line drawn carefully on paper so that everyone could later point to it and say, See? We never crossed that.

“And the destination?” Bruce asked.

Another pause. Slightly longer this time.

“Europe,” the voice said. “Further detail will follow.”

Bruce leaned back, the chair creaking faintly beneath him. Abrams tanks did not go to Europe by accident. They did not move quietly, and they did not move without someone, somewhere, deciding that the old rules had already failed.

“Who else knows?” he asked.

“Fewer people than will eventually deny knowing anything at all,” the voice replied.

That earned the smile Bruce had been holding back.

“When do you need me?” he asked.

“Yesterday,” the voice said. “But Monday morning will suffice.”

The line went dead.

Bruce remained seated for a moment, phone still in his hand, the screen dark now, inert. Outside, the moth finally gave up and vanished into the night. The street returned to its quiet, suburban anonymity,  lawns, letterboxes, parked cars. A place entirely untouched by tanks, war, or the decisions that moved both.

He stood, rinsed his mug, and set it carefully in the sink.

Forty-eight Abrams.

Decommissioned, but not obsolete.

Bruce Thompson had spent a career learning the difference.

Bruce pictured them immediately,  not as silhouettes on a briefing slide, but as physical presences. Sixty tonnes of intent. The turbine whine that rose and settled like a living thing. The smell,  fuel, hydraulic oil, hot metal,  that clung to your clothes long after you left the hangar. Machines designed for certainty, for decisive movement and overwhelming force, now being repurposed for something far less comfortable.

Ambiguity.

“You are to organise their extraction, preparation, personnel assignment, and movement.”

The voice was calm, procedural. As if describing a warehouse relocation rather than the quiet unravelling of policy.

Bruce did not speak. He rarely did at moments like this. Words had a habit of committing you before you were ready.

“They are not going to Queensland,” the voice added. “They are not going into long-term storage. And they are not being retained for training.”

A pause followed. Not accidental. Not dramatic. Measured,  the kind used by people who understood timing as a tool.

“They are going to Ukraine.”

The word landed with weight.

Bruce felt it register before his mind caught up,  a tightening in the chest, a subtle recalibration, the sense of a line being crossed that could not be uncrossed. Ukraine. Not a coalition exercise. Not a symbolic deployment. A live war, conducted in full view of the world, where armour no longer dominated the battlefield but survived only through adaptation, concealment, and luck.

He thought of footage he had seen,  grainy, brutal clips pulled from drone feeds. Turrets breached from above. Engine decks punched through by explosives no bigger than a backpack. Steel peeled back like tin by weapons guided by men sitting kilometres away, wearing headphones and cheap plastic goggles.

He thought of doctrine,  the confidence with which it had once been written, the certainty it had promised.

Ukraine was not where tanks went to validate theory.

It was where theory went to die.

The voice on the line did not elaborate. It didn’t need to. Silence, again, did the work.

Bruce Thompson understood enough to know that the call itself was already part of the operation. An early commitment, made quietly, late on a Sunday, while Canberra slept and the usual guardians of caution were off duty. No papers. No signatures. Just a voice and an understanding.

By answering the phone, he had already crossed the line.

By not saying no, he had already said yes.

“How many crews?” Bruce asked.

It was the first question that mattered,  the one that stripped away intent and exposed consequence.

The voice on the line did not answer immediately. Silence again, but this time it felt weighted, as if the question had reached further than intended.

“You will determine that,” it said eventually. “Advisors. Engineers. Recovery specialists. The skill sets required to ensure the transfer is effective.”

Not numbers. Categories. Elastic words that could stretch or contract as required.

Bruce waited. He had learned that the second answer often mattered more than the first.

“Some will go forward,” the voice continued. “Some will stop short.”

Another pause. Then the qualifier, placed with care.

“Officially.”

Bruce leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking softly beneath him. The kitchen clock ticked, loud now, absurdly domestic.

“And unofficially?” he asked.

This time the silence was longer.

Not hesitation,  calculation. The sound of someone deciding how much truth could be released without leaving fingerprints.

“Colonel,” the voice said at last, “you’ve commanded armour. You understand what happens once steel crosses a certain line.”

It didn’t need defining. Bruce knew the line well. He had crossed it before,  not in Ukraine, not under drones and satellites, but in places where intent was clear and consequences could still be managed with distance, with time, with plausible explanations written after the fact.

Once armoured vehicles entered a battlespace, they exerted gravity.

They drew people toward them. Technicians. Advisors. Interpreters. Decision-makers who insisted they were only there to observe. Armour never travelled alone. It accumulated human mass, quietly and inevitably, until someone later pretended not to know how it happened.

The voice did not attempt reassurance. That, Bruce noted, was honesty of a sort.

The call ended without ceremony.

No closing words. No promise of support. No reminder of limits. Just the soft click of a connection severed, as clean and final as a cut cable.

Bruce remained seated long after the screen went dark.

The house was silent again, but the silence had changed shape. It was no longer the quiet of a Sunday night. It was the quiet that comes just before movement,  before lists are made, before names are chosen, before decisions begin to harden.

Somewhere in the country, forty-eight tanks waited.

And now, so did he.

The refrigerator hummed softly, cycling through its familiar rhythm, the sound as domestic and dependable as breathing. It had done it a thousand times before. Tonight, it felt intrusive,  a reminder that the world Bruce Thompson occupied at that moment was not the one he was being summoned back into.

He stared at the darkened kitchen window and thought instead of tanks.

The dead weight of them when cold. Sixty tonnes of silence that resisted movement, resisted purpose, until coaxed awake. The smell of fuel and hydraulic oil that worked its way into your skin and stayed there, long after showers, long after uniforms were washed. The turbine’s rising whine,  not a roar, but something more deliberate,  a sound that suggested awareness. As if the machine was listening.

Forty-eight tanks.

Forty-eight machines conceived for a different age. Designed in a century that believed dominance could be imposed from the ground up, that armour could move forward and the world would reorganise itself around it. They had been built for certainty,  clear fronts, defined enemies, air superiority that meant something.

Now they were being sent into a war where the threat did not announce itself.

A war where danger came from above, cheap and patient. Where drones cost less than a tank’s track assembly and lingered like insects, waiting for heat, for movement, for a moment of inattention. A war where surveillance never blinked, and steel did not so much dominate the battlefield as endure it.

Survival, not supremacy, had become the measure.

Bruce exhaled slowly.

By morning, he knew, the work would begin in earnest. Not the paperwork,  that would come later,  but the real task. Naming people. Weighing skills against risk. Deciding who would go forward and who would remain behind the safety of acronyms and clauses.

He would choose who crossed the line and who stayed protected by language.

Some problems could be managed through process,  approvals, manifests, classifications stamped in triplicate. Others would not. They would follow him regardless, carried quietly in the eyes of those he selected, in the unasked questions of those he did not.

There would be no purely correct choices. Only defensible ones.

One truth had already settled, heavy and immovable.

This was not a logistics task.

It was an accounting.

And sooner or later, someone would have to pay.

Bruce Thomas Thompson was born on 14 September 1971 in the old Repatriation General Hospital at Heidelberg, Victoria,  a place that carried its history in the air. Disinfectant and boiled vegetables. Linoleum floors polished to a dull shine. The muted efficiency of an institution built to process men who had come back altered, and to send them home again without too many questions.

It was not a sentimental place to begin a life.

His birth certificate recorded him as male, healthy, a sparse assessment that felt almost deliberate in its restraint. No flourish. No promise. Just a confirmation that the machinery of the state had done its job and moved on. In his family, that was enough. Expectations were kept low and practical. You were born, you worked, you endured.

His father, Peter Thompson, was a fitter and turner at the Newport rail workshops, part of a workforce that understood steel in intimate terms. He came home each evening with grease ground permanently into his fingernails, black crescents that never fully disappeared no matter how hard he scrubbed. They were not a stain so much as a credential,  proof of accuracy, of tolerances held and mistakes avoided. Men trusted him with machines that could kill you if you were careless.

Peter was also a returned Vietnam veteran, though the word veteran rarely passed his lips. He never joined the RSL. Never lingered near memorials. ANZAC Day was observed, not celebrated. He owned no medals that Bruce ever saw, or if he did, they were kept somewhere beyond reach, folded into the private geography of a man who preferred his past compressed and orderly.

When he spoke about the war,  which was rare,  it was never in stories. There were no names, no battles. Only observations, delivered flatly, as if they were workshop truths rather than memories.

War, he once said, taught you how thin the line was between order and noise.

Bruce did not understand it then. He was too young to grasp what it meant for order to be provisional, something imposed briefly against entropy. But the sentence stayed with him, lodged somewhere beneath conscious thought. Years later, surrounded by systems designed to manage chaos,  armour doctrine, command hierarchies, operational plans,  it would surface again, no longer abstract.

By then, he would understand exactly what his father had meant.

Bruce’s mother, Margaret Thompson,  née Collins,  worked as a clerical officer with the Department of Social Security, a role that suited both her temperament and her convictions. She believed in forms, in triplicate if necessary. In punctuality. In the quiet authority of a correctly completed file moving from one in-tray to the next. To Margaret, systems were not abstractions; they were promises. If you followed the rules closely enough, people would be fed, housed, paid. Disorder, she believed, was usually the result of carelessness rather than malice.

Her days were measured in stamps, signatures, and the soft thud of folders stacked neatly at close of business. She took pride in arriving early and leaving on time, not because she lacked ambition, but because reliability itself was a kind of virtue. The world, as she saw it, did not need heroes so much as custodians,  people who kept the machinery running without drawing attention to themselves.

Between Peter’s taciturn precision and Margaret’s faith in process, Bruce was raised as an only child in a modest brick-veneer house in Altona North. The suburb sat in the shadow of freight lines, where locomotives rattled through at all hours, and within reach of the salty sweep of Port Phillip Bay. The air carried diesel and seaweed in equal measure. It was a place of movement rather than destination, built for people who went to work and came home again.

Inside the house, nothing was wasted. Meals were simple. Conversations were practical. Praise was rare but meaningful. You were judged less by what you promised than by what you completed. Reliability mattered more than brilliance. Consistency more than flair. Flashiness, Bruce learned early, attracted scrutiny,  and scrutiny often led to disappointment.

He absorbed these lessons without being told. They settled into him the way habits do, quietly shaping decisions long before they appeared conscious. Long before uniforms and rank, before tanks and command, Bruce Thompson learned how to value the unglamorous disciplines that hold things together,  the steady hands behind the scenes, keeping the system from failing.

He was not a difficult child. Observant, methodical, self-contained. Teachers described him as “capable but reserved,” a boy who never needed discipline and never sought attention. Bruce moved through school corridors as if he were part of the architecture itself, present but unobtrusive, noticing the way sunlight fell on lockers, the rhythm of footsteps in the hall, the small patterns others ignored.

He played junior football without flair, learning the game’s fundamentals and leaving the glory to others. He boxed briefly at the local PCYC, the sound of gloves striking pads and canvas impressing discipline more than victory. He learned to swim in the cold, choppy waters off Williamstown, enduring waves that bit and currents that tested patience. Those mornings left a lifelong distrust of comfort and a quiet reverence for endurance.

His father had one rule: finish what you start. There was no room for half-measures, no reward for hesitation. His mother added a second: never complain while you’re doing it. Together, they created a rhythm for Bruce: persistence tempered with silence, effort wrapped in dignity.

School offered him an outlet he barely recognised at the time. At Williamstown High School, he discovered two enduring truths: a talent for mathematics and an unshakable calm when others panicked. Numbers were predictable; chaos was manageable if you observed it long enough. Calculations came easily; confusion did not unsettle him. He did not dream of escape or grandeur. Instead, he nurtured a quiet ambition: to be useful, to have purpose, to measure himself against systems, not applause.

He graduated with the same composure that had guided him since childhood, a steady presence in the background of a world often defined by noise. Even then, there were hints of the man he would become: someone who understood that decisions, however small, carried consequences; someone who could observe without judging; someone who could move unseen yet leave an impact that no one would trace. The foundations of command, discipline, and quiet calculation were already embedded, waiting for the right moment to be called into action.

Bruce Thompson’s life, measured in small, deliberate increments, had already begun, but he would not know for decades how far that quiet preparation would carry him, or how completely it would be tested when steel and war collided.

The Australian Defence Force found him before he went looking for it. It arrived in the form of a Year Ten Army presentation, delivered with the precision of people who understood how to make the ordinary feel momentous. Green uniforms pressed, brass polished until it gleamed under the harsh fluorescent lights, every movement rehearsed and exact. Language was measured, precise, cautious, a rhythm of instruction designed to lodge itself in the mind, to shape, to entice.

A scratched projector flickered to life. Soldiers marched in lockstep. Orders were issued, obeyed, repeated, executed with a mechanical harmony that seemed both human and machine. The camera lingered on faces that smiled without effort, eyes steady, unshakable. Discipline was framed as belonging; obedience was pride. Bruce watched, silent, the cadence and control embedding itself somewhere deep in his chest, marking him without fanfare.

That evening, at the modest brick veneer house in Altona North, he mentioned it to his parents. His father said nothing, silence was assent in the Thompson household. His mother raised an eyebrow, a slight, measured lift that carried meaning enough, then returned to her tea. Bruce understood: consent had been granted.

And so, quietly, imperceptibly, the seed was planted. A boy who had never sought the spotlight began to sense the pattern of the world, the way order could be drawn from chaos, the way preparation could turn into control. He could not have known then that this small encounter, this routine demonstration, would become a touchstone decades later when he was entrusted with machines of steel, men under command, and the unspoken responsibility of life and death.

After finishing Year Twelve, Bruce stepped forward as if the path had been laid for him from birth. In 1990, he entered the Royal Military College, Duntroon.

He arrived thin, serious, untested in ways that Duntroon demanded. First year was an intricate choreography of ritual and chaos, designed to strip certainty and reassemble it in someone else’s measure. The screaming, the forced confidence, the relentless repetition of drill, all of it masqueraded as discipline. It was theatre, grandiose and exhausting, and Bruce did not shine in its performance. Where others moved with the ease of instinct, he was careful, deliberate, awkward. He stumbled through the spectacle that seemed natural to some, unnoticed by most.

But where the college truly judged its cadets, he excelled. In planning, logistics, and the quiet calculus of systems, he thrived. He could see how delays multiplied, how human error cascaded, how the right order at the right time could prevent disaster. The first year at Duntroon sorted those who could act under observation from those who could perceive consequences hidden in the minutiae. Bruce was the latter, unseen but indispensable.

He discovered a truth that would define the rest of his life: wars were never won by courage alone. Bravery counted, yes, but it was hollow without movement, fuel, timing, and the steady hands of people who existed in the margins. Victory, the kind that endured, depended on preparation, coordination, and the quiet work that never made it into photographs or headlines. In those first months at Duntroon, Bruce learned how to measure chaos, contain it, and harness it, and he learned that the unseen margins were often more important than the front line itself.

He chose the Royal Australian Armoured Corps not because he had ever dreamed of driving a tank, or because he imagined himself at the centre of explosions and heroics. Bruce had never known that kind of passion. No, he chose it for comprehension, for logic, for the certainty that it offered in a world that rarely did. Tanks obeyed laws. They were subject to physics, metallurgy, hydraulics, fuel, and maintenance schedules. They failed for reasons. They could be measured, understood, predicted.

Men, he discovered much later, were far less dependable. Temperament, fear, exhaustion, pride, none of it obeyed rules. Humans broke under pressure, or persisted despite reason. Machines, on the other hand, were obedient. If you fed them the right inputs, if you accounted for their limits, they performed exactly as expected. They made sense. Humans did not.

In that understanding, Bruce found something he had spent his life seeking: purpose. Not glory. Not recognition. Not accolades. Purpose. A quiet, stubborn thread that had begun in a Year Ten classroom with a scratched projector and marching soldiers, and which now, decades later, stretched across continents and oceans, measured in steel and duty. Purpose that could be carried into a frozen Polish rail yard, into the engine bays of Abrams tanks, into the unseen edges of a war where the margin between survival and disaster was always calculated in tons of metal and the steady hands of those who understood it.

––––––––
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Bruce graduated into an Army in transition. The Cold War had ended, and certainty lay in fragments, scattered across budgets, alliances, and doctrines that no longer seemed fixed. The world had shifted, yet the Army carried on, rehearsing preparedness as if rehearsal alone could patch the cracks in global politics. Exercises, deployments, planning meetings,  endless, meticulous, insistently real,  all designed to ensure the machinery of war remained ready, even when the machinery of geopolitics faltered.

His first taste of operational reality came in East Timor. There, the line between peacekeeping and combat blurred with every convoy, every patrol through towns and villages uncertain of friend from foe. Later, Iraq,  a land of flat horizons and hidden dangers,  offered a different kind of lesson. Australia deployed no tanks, only light armoured vehicles. Bruce found himself in support and coordination roles, close enough to feel the tremor of violence but far enough to avoid becoming one of its statistics.

He observed. He recorded. He measured. Civilians displaced, infrastructure shattered, soldiers and vehicles reduced to lines in reports, details in briefings. In the quiet moments between movements, he saw the truth that the manuals never taught: war was not made of strategy alone. It was built from fatigue, misjudgment, exhaustion, and the unsteady calculus of human reaction under pressure. A misstep here, a misread signal there, and everything changed.

And Bruce understood, even then, that preparation,  endless, patient, quiet,  was the only buffer between survival and disaster. The Army had given him machines, logistics, tactics. But what he learned in East Timor and Iraq, more than anything, was how fragile certainty was, and how much courage and skill could bend before it broke.

He married once, briefly, in his early thirties. It was a quiet affair, formalities observed, rings exchanged with a politeness that almost seemed rehearsed. The marriage ended just as quietly. There was no shouting, no dramatic confrontation, no gestures of anger or betrayal. Time, circumstance, and duty had done the work that arguments never could.

Absences stretched like taut wire between them. Deployments, exercises, unexpected assignments,  the Army’s demands were relentless, and they always came first. She understood that, at least intellectually; he understood it instinctively. But understanding could only carry a relationship so far. Mutual respect remained, but proximity,  the simple, human closeness required to sustain a marriage,  could not survive the grind of calendars dominated by operations, logistics, and the quiet violence of preparation.

They separated with a nod more than a conversation. No recriminations. No bitterness. No children, no regrets beyond what is inevitable when two lives intersect briefly and intensely, then diverge.

Bruce carried the memory with him like an unspoken lesson: some things,  love, domestic life, permanence,  could not coexist with the commitments he had chosen, or had been chosen for him. It was not sadness. It was acknowledgment. A recognition that some doors, once opened, had to be closed for the sake of what lay beyond them: service, responsibility, and the life he had already quietly constructed in the shadow of steel and duty.

Promotion had come steadily, quietly, as if the Army itself measured competence in increments rather than fanfare. Bruce Thompson was not the sort of man to inspire speeches, to attract headlines, or to command dramatic loyalty. He did not need to. His influence was quieter, more resilient: he listened, he assessed, he acted. When missions succeeded under his watch, his name was absent from the report,  in the Defence world, that was the highest compliment. Trust, not notoriety, defined him.

By his early fifties, Bruce had become the kind of officer the Army depended upon when circumstances were murky, uncomfortable, or politically charged. Hand him a complex armoured task, an ambiguous brief, or a technically sensitive problem, and he would return with a workable solution,  usually before anyone else had stopped asking questions. His competence was unobtrusive, almost invisible, but it carried a weight that only revealed itself in the calm of operations running without incident.
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