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Part I – The Phoney War follows the harrowing journey of Sergeant Peter Brown, a British tank commander, through the defining early campaigns of the Second World War. Beginning with the British Expeditionary Force’s deployment to France in 1939, Brown commands a Matilda II tank during the desperate battles against the German Blitzkrieg, from the engagement at Arras to the final evacuation at Dunkirk. Through the loss of comrades and the destruction of tanks, he endures the chaos, fear, and fleeting victories of war.

Part II – Sand and Steel transitions to North Africa, where Brown and the survivors of his Matilda II crew arrive in the desert. Against the scorching sands, shifting dunes, and relentless enemy forces, they engage in battles across Libya — from Gazala to Tobruk — learning to master both the unforgiving terrain and the Matilda’s strengths and weaknesses. Emotive and descriptive of the harsh realities of desert warfare, the camaraderie of the crew, and the weight of survival.

Part III – A Change of Fortunes introduces Brown to the M3 Grant, a more modern, dual-gunned tank, alongside his crew now a mix of old hands and new replacements. The narrative follows their baptism by fire, from skirmishes near Gazala to the climactic battles of El Alamein. Through relentless counterattacks, minefields, and the heat of the desert, Brown’s leadership and the crew’s cohesion are tested. Ultimately, they witness the retreat and defeat of Rommel’s Afrika Korps, completing Brown’s transformation from a peace time sergeant sent to France to a seasoned veteran of desert warfare.
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Dedication
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To the men who climbed into tanks and faced the fury of Europe and the deserts of North Africa,

whose courage burned brighter than the guns that raged around them.

To the crews of Matildas and Grants, whose hands steered steel through fire and sand,

and whose hearts carried the weight of comrades lost.

And to those who never came home,

this story honours your sacrifice, your valour, and the echoes of your bravery that still ride the winds of history.
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Part One


The Phoney War
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“This is no time for doubt or weakness. It is a time for action, for resolve, and for unity.”

— Churchill to the House of Commons, September 1939

––––––––
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“There is a calm before the storm, but let none think this calm will last. The fire will spread, and we must be ready.”

— Churchill to the House of Commons, November 1939
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Chapter I – The Road to France
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The sea was grey that morning, the kind of dull pewter that swallowed the horizon and made the sky feel close enough to touch. Our transport ship rolled lazily through the Channel, engines throbbing beneath the decks, the air thick with diesel and salt. Men stood shoulder to shoulder along the rails, their greatcoats pulled tight against the wind, watching the outline of France grow from a smear to a shape. Somewhere down below, among the clatter of chains and shouted orders, lay our Matilda.

She was ours—Matilda II, heavy as sin and slow as repentance, a beast of steel and sweat that we’d come to know like a living thing. We’d named her Faith, though it was less from piety than from stubbornness. In those early months of 1939, faith was about all we had.

I was Sergeant Peter Brown, thirty-one years old, a regular tanker from before the war, with grease under my nails and a permanent smell of oil that never left no matter how hard I scrubbed. My crew were boys mostly—Corporal Jenkins, my gunner, quiet lad from Manchester who could hit a coin at three hundred yards with the two-pounder; Driver Collins, a wiry Londoner with nerves of steel; and little Taff Evans, our loader, fresh out of training and homesick for Wales before we’d even left Dover.

We’d spent the night before sailing sleeping on our tank deck, the air alive with talk—where we were headed, how long the war would last, what the French women were like. None of us said what we all knew: that this wasn’t going to be like the last one. We’d all grown up on our fathers’ stories of the Somme and Passchendaele, of mud and wire and slaughter. But now, we had armour—rolling fortresses of steel. We’d convinced ourselves that made us invincible.

When the order finally came to disembark, the mood was almost cheerful. The cranes lifted our Matildas from the hold and set them down on the French quay at Cherbourg, one by one, steel giants descending into a foreign war. The French dockers stopped to watch, their faces unreadable beneath their caps. I remember the smell of cordite and fuel, the gleam of new paint, and the noise—the clank of tracks, the grind of gearboxes, and the sharp orders of officers trying to bring order to the chaos.

We drove our tanks off the dockside and onto French soil, the treads biting into the cobbles. The Matilda’s engine growled like a caged animal, the exhaust coughing blue smoke into the morning air. Around us the other vehicles of the 7th Royal Tank Regiment formed up, the Matilda Is and a handful of the new IIs. To anyone watching, we must have looked unstoppable—a steel fist ready to smash through anything in our path.

That illusion didn’t last long.

Our first weeks in France were nothing like we’d expected. We rolled east through quiet villages that looked untouched by war. Children ran beside the road waving, women stood in doorways smiling shyly, and the men—too old for the front—raised their caps as we passed. The French countryside in autumn was beautiful: soft hills, mist over the fields, the smell of woodsmoke and bread. It felt unreal, like we’d driven into a painting.

We reached our billets near Arras by November. The cold had set in early. Frost rimmed the hedgerows, and our breath hung in clouds when we spoke. The war, it seemed, was still waiting to start. Our days fell into routine—maintenance, training, endless inspections. We drilled with the infantry of the Durham Light Infantry, practised manoeuvres in open fields, and listened to the distant thunder of artillery that never seemed to come closer.

They called it the “Phoney War.” For months, we waited behind the French lines while the newspapers at home shouted victory or warned of invasion. The Germans had taken Poland, but here on the western front, the world seemed to have stopped. Some men grew restless; others almost believed it was over before it had begun.

But the tanks never stopped needing care. The Matilda II was a marvel—seventy-eight millimetres of armour, thick enough to shrug off most guns the Germans had—but she was a temperamental beast. Her twin diesel engines overheated easily, the suspension groaned over uneven ground, and her speed barely reached fifteen miles an hour on a good day. But inside that turret, you felt safe. When you closed the hatch and the world outside vanished into the drone of the engine, it was like stepping into another world.

Sometimes, when the nights were long and the wind howled through the barns we slept in, I’d climb into Faith just to sit there in the dark. The metal was cold beneath my hands, the smell of oil sharp and familiar. I’d run my fingers along the gun breech, feel the weight of it, and tell myself that as long as she held together, so would we.

In January, the snow came thick and heavy. The countryside turned white, the roads slick with ice. We were told to keep the tanks ready for movement at an hour’s notice, but the days passed without word. Rumours filled the silence—German paratroopers spotted near the border, breakthroughs in the Ardennes, peace talks in Switzerland. We laughed them off, but beneath the jokes there was a tension none of us could ignore.
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