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PrEFACE

it seems eons ago, but once it was ‘all of our yesterdays’. This 
book is based on an oral history project interviewing the veter-
ans of the 2nd Fife and Forfar Yeomanry (2nd F&FY), which I 
began in the last couple of years of the twentieth century when 
working as the oral historian for the Imperial War Museum 
Sound Archive. A combination of events meant that I was 
spending a lot of time in Edinburgh, conveniently close to the 
F&FY heartlands of Dundee, Cupar, Dunfermline and Kirk-
caldy; while I had the great good fortune when back in London, 
to be put in touch with the thriving ‘South of the Border’ asso-
ciation for all those who served with this proud Scottish unit, 
but who were actually English or Welsh. Wherever they came 
from, interviewing them was a pleasure. They were an amazing 
group of men, with a quiet pride in their personal contribution, 
their comrades, and all they had achieved collectively as a regi-
ment. They had good reason to be proud. 

our methods were simple: to interview as many veterans 
from the unit as we could find to get the widest possible picture 
of events, looked at from a variety of perspectives. We inter-
viewed tank commanders, loaders/wireless operators, gunners, 
drivers and co-drivers; we saw officers, NCos and troopers; nor 
did we forget the ‘backroom boys’ who kept the whole show on 
the road: the ‘A’ and ‘B’ echelon fitter/mechanics, lorry drivers 
and storemen. We knew we had left it late, as by then, it was 
already over fifty years since the war. The veterans were well over 
the biblical three score years and ten. Contrary to the aphorism 
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 Preface xv

that ‘old soldiers never die, they just fade away’, veterans do 
indeed die – and before that they face declining health and 
memory problems that can render interviews an impossibility. 
It was therefore imperative to complete the interviews as quickly 
as possible. In this I was greatly assisted by several other IWM 
interviewers including Conrad Wood, richard McDonough, 
Nigel de Lee and Lindsay Baker. Collectively, we shared a deter-
mination to pay tribute to what these men had done for us in the 
fight against Nazi Germany in the best way we could – by pre-
serving their incredible memories that would otherwise be lost. 

When I was growing up, it seemed that Second World War 
veterans surrounded me wherever I went. For people of my gen-
eration, the veterans were our fathers and uncles, our teachers, 
the ‘old buffers’ we encountered in our first jobs. Now, in 2022, 
with very few exceptions, they are gone – and it is the turn of 
my generation to ‘feel our age’ after a life that has thankfully 
never been tested by war. I wish I had spent more time talking to 
them as a boy, more time interviewing them when I was working 
at the IWM. After all, I had plenty of opportunity – I could 
certainly have worked harder. It is now too late; they are gone. 
Most of all, I am sorry I never had the chance to interview the 
outstanding figure of William Steel Brownlie, who had sadly 
died in 1995 before we started the project. But we are fortunate 
that he left a wonderful memoir ‘And Came Safe Home’, which 
can be consulted at several museums. Nevertheless, despite such 
regrets, we have still secured an amazing collection of some fifty 
interviews which range in length from an hour to fifteen hours, 
many of which can be listened to on the IWM website. 

This is the story of a tank regiment told by the men them-
selves, in their own words. raw and visceral recollections of 
some of the most dramatic and horrific scenes that I ever heard 
described in nearly forty years of talking to veterans. The sheer 
nerve-wracking tension of serving in the highly inflammable 
Sherman tank, said to be known to the Germans as the ‘Tommy 
Cooker’, and certainly known to the lads as ‘the ronson’, after 
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xvi  Burning Steel

the cigarette lighter which was boasted by the manufacturer to 
‘always light first time’. The impact of a German ani-tank shell 
or panzerfaust missile, the desperate scramble to bail out, the 
awful fate of those who couldn’t. Even if they made it out of 
the tank, they were still vulnerable to being brutally cut down 
by the machine guns and hand grenades of German infantry. 
These were moments of horror recalled by far too many of them. 
Although able to duel on equal footing with the German Mark 
IV Panzer, the Sherman was totally outclassed by the Panther 
and Tiger tanks. And most of all they feared the German 88mm 
guns. All they had in their favour was sheer numbers as the Sher-
mans rolled off the production lines in their thousands. New 
tanks and crews would usually arrive almost immediately to 
replace losses. 

This book charts as honestly as possible what the men 
thought had happened, checked against the facts as far as they 
can be established. Sometimes the stories do not entirely match, 
but there is enough agreement to make this a worthwhile exer-
cise. This is as close as we can now get to a sense of ‘what it was 
like’ at the sharp end of armoured warfare. They were involved 
in titanic battles that were far too big, too complex, to allow me 
to do more than sketch out a rough outline of how the regiment 
fitted into the ‘bigger picture’. I am painfully aware that trying 
to include too much detail would merely obscure what is the 
real importance of this book – the story of an amazing group 
of soldiers. Hence, we rarely get much of a look at the German 
perspective, nor the chance to pay tribute to the forces of the 
Soviet Union who were battling against some 200 German divi-
sions on the Eastern Front. 

The 2nd F&FY played a full role as part of the 11th Armoured 
Division which earned a reputation to match or exceed even the 
7th Armoured Division that had so excelled in North Africa. 
But their achievements came at a terrible cost, with some 10,000 
casualties and over 2,000 dead – higher than any other British 
armoured division in that war. The men who make this book 
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 Preface xvii

were at the epicentre of this fighting, suffering the casualties, 
losing friends in circumstances which would scar their memo-
ries for life. At times I felt almost guilty to be sharing such 
traumatic memories, but surely it is important that we appre-
ciate what they suffered and what they achieved as part of the 
vast armies that collectively defeated Nazi Germany. They were 
ordinary men, performing extraordinary deeds, in a noble cause. 
We should remember them.

Burning Steel   17 08/03/2022   16:45



1

FLEETING IMPrESSIoNS

it seemed as if war would never reach the men of the 2nd 
F&FY. They had trained for so long, year after year, mastering 
their military skills in readiness for the ultimate test. But nothing 
in their training could prepare them for the awesome shock of 
war, the dreadful noise, the confusion, the sudden death and 
overwhelming visceral horror of it all. They could only try their 
best to do themselves justice and not to let down their comrades 
fighting to survive alongside them. The interviews made a big 
impact on me. Indeed, long after I had finished the interviewing 
project I still remembered the chilling stories told me by Charlie 
Workman. He lived in Musselburgh, just south of Edinburgh, 
and had already lived a full life when I met him, rising to be 
a senior officer in the Intelligence Corps. But he always main-
tained his links with the 2nd F&FY. And he never forgot what 
they had experienced together in the fields of Normandy. 

His first impressions of action were those of frenetic chaos, 
as his Sherman trundled into action on 26 June 1944, attack-
ing strong German positions around the village of Cheux in 
Normandy. 

The wireless traffic was going like mad! There was an 88mm at 
so and so; there was something else at so and so. For the first 
time in my life, I saw German troops – advancing towards 
us! They would be panzer grenadiers, part of 12th SS Panzer 
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2  Burning Steel

Division. This was quite a strong defensive line – and we’d 
hit it! We put the machine gun onto them. We were told the 
Germans never led with officer, they regarded that as a waste. 
You could see who the officer was, because people were looking 
at him – you had to try and kill the officers. Then their tanks 
opened up; we couldn’t see them at all, they were ‘hull down’. 
Cheux was a shambles, the whole village was ruined, it was 
difficult to tell where the road was. We kept losing tanks – hey 
we lost seven that day in ‘C’ Squadron. I could see them being 
hit, there would suddenly be a flash and the tank on your left, 
or right, would go up. You saw the flames as they brewed up – 
and you thought that was just what happened. It was only later 
on you began to realise that these Shermans were ‘brewers’. 
We were firing – now and again you would see a German 
tank moving and you would engage that tank. It was such a 
confusion – it was our first day in action. There was burning 
tanks, wounded men, constant shells going off all around you – 
it was pretty noisy. We couldn’t get any further forward. Such a 
confused scene. one was never aware of being afraid – I think 
that was because we had so much to do!1

lieutenant Charlie Workman, 1 troop, ‘C’ Squadron, 2nd F&FY

one of his most moving memories of the Normandy fighting 
was that of young crippled Scottish soldiers, scattered about the 
battlefield. There was almost nothing that could be done for 
them.

They never mined the roads, mainly because the Germans 
themselves were using the roads. But they certainly heavily 
mined on either side of the road. We were doing a dawn attack, 
going up a narrow road with infantry on either side. The 
tank ahead of us slipped over into the ditch and they set off 
a whole stream of mines on the side. My memory is of seeing 
these young infantrymen lying – some of them with legs off, 
some with arms off. one young bloke, with no legs, saying, ‘I 
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 Fleeting Impressions 3

want my Mammie, I want my Mammie, I want my Mammie!’ 
He died. You would often find infantrymen, dead, dying or 
wounded, just lying around. Morphine was just a little tube 
with a little needle at the end – you just squeezed it into the 
person somewhere.2

lieutenant Charlie Workman, 1 troop, ‘C’ Squadron, 2nd F&FY

After a period in reserve the next ‘big’ attack they faced was in 
the operation Goodwood push towards Caen on 18 July. Before 
the battle, one of Workman’s friends, Major Chris Nicholls, who 
was in command of ‘C’ Squadron, had an ominous premonition 
of death. As a desert veteran he had been ‘to the well’ on many 
occasions. His courage seemed undimmed, he just seems to have 
believed that his luck had finally run out – that this was the end 
for him. 

When we were going into action, he handed me a letter and 
said, ‘Will you make sure my wife gets this?’ I said, ‘Well why 
should I give it her; you give it to her yourself ’ He said, ‘I’m not 
coming back today.’ ‘Well, if you’re not coming back, I’m not 
coming back!’ ‘No,’ he said, ‘I want you to give it to her.’ I took 
it and he was killed an hour later.3

lieutenant Charlie Workman, 1 troop, ‘C’ Squadron, 2nd F&FY

After the battle Charlie Workman met with another young 
officer, Lieutenant Steel Brownlie, to talk over what had hap-
pened; who had lived – and who had died. It had been an 
unbelievably bad day for the 2nd F&FY. 

We discussed what the life expectancy of a troop leader was! We 
could see it wasn’t very long! We were all young and I suppose 
more malleable. I don’t think anybody minded being killed – it 
was how you were killed! The thing I always had was I didn’t 
want to lose my eyes. I could accept losing an arm or a leg – 
and we saw plenty of that. The Sherman had its ammunition 
exposed in the top – there was no lid on the bin. So, when a 
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4  Burning Steel

Sherman was hit it blew up and very often the tank commander 
had his legs away. That’s what happened to Chris Nicholls4 
exactly like that – I saw his tank was brewed up – I saw him 
try to get out – and then he fell back in again – and that was 
it. In action one never had any fear – a tank commander was 
too busy. You were watching your map, looking at your own 
troop, you were talking to your own driver, ‘Go slow, turn left, 
stop!’ You were telling your gunner, ‘Traverse left, traverse right, 
pick up the target!’ Your wireless operator would be giving you 
instructions. You were so busy! But the worst of it was when 
you came out and you were looking round to see who was still 
there – what friends you had left. Then you would be told who 
had gone – that was the worst bit – afterwards.5

lieutenant Charlie Workman, 1 troop, ‘C’ Squadron, 2nd F&FY

But Workman’s most terrible memory he left deliberately 
vague in his interview; I suspect he did not want the individual 
involved to be identified for the sake of any grieving family and 
their descendants. During an advance, Workman’s Sherman was 
suddenly hit with a shattering force. 

We were advancing through a cornfield. There was a ‘BANG!’ 
and I was brewed up. I’m not sure if it was a tank or an 88mm 
– it was probably an 88mm. The tank wasn’t on fire but I was 
literally blown out of my tank! I came to on the ground – I 
was quite uninjured. The sun was shining, the cornfield all 
around. There was a ‘sack’ lying beside me! My troop sergeant 
came up, his tank was just behind me, and this ‘sack’ of ‘stuff ’ 
started screaming at me, ‘Shoot me! Shoot me, Sir! I’ve been a 
good soldier, please I can’t stand this agony, please, please shoot 
me!’ This was my driver who had been very badly burned up, 
there was a fire in the front of the tank. I took out my revolver 
and I couldn’t find a face. I couldn’t find anything – there was 
nothing left of ‘him’ except a voice – I was prepared to shoot 
him. In the end, luckily, the voice died away and he died.6

lieutenant Charlie Workman, 1 troop, ‘C’ Squadron, 2nd F&FY
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 Fleeting Impressions 5

Workman, his wireless operator, the co-driver and the gunner 
had all managed to get out relatively unscathed. But the tank 
had caught fire behind him, trapping the driver in among the 
flames. Somehow, he had managed to crawl out, but it was far 
too late. ‘A sack lying beside me.’ Just a phrase, but what horror 
those mundane words hide. It may now be a fleeting impression 
for you here on the page; but for Charlie Workman the hideous-
ness of his driver’s terrible death never really left him.
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