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A German and a Hungarian share a cigarette next to the imposing bulk of the Tiger II.
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| ntroduction: Hitler-s Zoo

I his book sets out to chart the remarkable story of the Tiger | and Il tanks. Adolf
Hitler-s Panzerwaffe (panzer force) named most of its tanks and armoured fighting
vehicles after wild animals, including big cats. The Tiger tanks were no exception and on
paper were war-winning designs. The name also conjures up an image of savagery and
brutal killing. Such is its fame that if you ask anyone to name a tank, they will inevitably
say the Tiger But frankly, though it might be heresy, both the Tiger | and Il are overrated.

In reality the Tigers were over-engineered, required raw materials that were in very
short supply, were time-consuming to produce and difficult to recover from the battlefield.
They were very heavy, not altogether reliable and vulnerable on the flanks. Even so, their
thick armour gave them survivability and their main gun enabled them to stand off and kill
their enemies with ease. It was these two traits that most frightened Allied tankers.
Nonetheless, despite its later reputation, the Tiger I-s debut in Russia and Tunisia was far
from auspicious.

The myth of the -invincible-Tiger has developed over time and it is often considered
the deadliest tank of the Second world War. Certainly at the time British and American
tankers developed -Tiger anxiety— The redlity is somewhat different: with only 1,354
Tiger Is and around 500 Tiger |Is ever built, they were never going to achieve anything
more than a local impact on the conduct of the war In contrast, the Panzer Mk 111/1V, M4
Sherman and T-34 tanks were produced in the tens of thousands. Almost 6,000 Panzer Mk
V Panthers were manufactured, and this was an immediate contemporary of the Tiger
Variants of the Tiger were built in even more limited numbers. there were only seventy-
seven Jagdtigers, eighteen Sturmpanzers and ninety Jagdpanzer Elefants. Recovery
vehicles consisted of just three Bergepanzer Tiger |s and three Bergepanzer Elefants.

When Pen & Sword approached me to write a new profile of the legendary Tiger tank, |
was somewhat hesitant. After all, what more can be said about what is easily the most
famous (or infamous) tank of the Second World War Its status remains undiminished and
certainly, no matter how you look at it, the Tiger was a tank-killer par excellence. It has
been calculated that some 1,800 Tigers accounted for almost 9,000 kills.

Every schoolboy growing up with an interest in military history invariably ends up with
a model Tiger tank on his shelves. | must confess | still possess to this very day a 1/72-
scale Airfix Tiger that | built way back in the 1970s. Those with an interest in such matters
know that it took at least three Allied tanks to knock out a single Tiger and that it was the
scourge of the Allies in the bloody battles for Normandy. Therein, though, lies the falacy
of the Tiger-s fame: no matter how many Shermans or T-34 tanks it knocked out, the
American, British and Soviet armies always had more.

Is it possible to offer a fresh perspective on the history of the Tiger tank? For such an
iconic tank its position is pretty much unassailable. Phrases such as -the secret history—or
-the untold story—are hollow marketing enticements that crop up with regular monotony. It



IS, though, possible, by marshalling the evidence and technical assessments, to help re-
evaluate perceptions and indeed misconceptions of the role of the Tiger in the evolution of
armoured warfare.

All rather highbrow perhaps, but the key questions are where was it deployed, how was
it deployed and what was its impact? Understand these and you can understand the
contribution of any tank. This can then be boiled down to an even ssmpler question: did
the tank fulfil the role it was intended for. Ultimately, the answer for the Tiger is a
resounding no, though some may beg to differ.

| first became closely acquainted with the Tiger-s capabilities through a very
longstanding fascination with the Normandy campaign and subsequently through an
interest with the campaigns fought in North Africa and on the Eastern Front. On closer
inspection, it soon becomes apparent that the Tiger-s reputation is built upon its quite
remarkable tactical success and no more. There can be no denying that there were simply
too few Tiger |Is and even fewer Tiger |Is to make a difference to the outcome of the war.
In addition, the Tiger was designed as a heavy breakthrough tank and yet it ended up
being used in environments that did not play to its strengths and increasingly in a
defensiverole.

All the Tiger did was help slow down what, after the summer of 1944, was the
inevitable defeat of Nazi Germany. If Hitler-s factories had had the wherewithal to gear up
to produce just Tiger tanks, then the Second World War might have turned out very
differently. The reality isthat they were never in a position to do so.

The German High Command without a doubt squandered its opportunities with the
Tiger. Rather than equip an entire panzer division with it, the Tigers were dissipated into
piecemeal penny packets among the German Army and Waffen-SS. Because there were so
few of them, they were formed into independent tank battalions that enabled a very
powerful tactical blow, but lacked a greater strategic punch.

Hitler | aways his own worst enemy | could not wait to get the Tiger into action and
pointlessly committed a few first at Leningrad and then in Tunisia, where the local terrain
did not allow it to play to its strengths. It also meant that the Allies soon became aware of
the presence of a new and formidable German panzer Similarly at the Battle of Kursk,
which is often cited as the Tiger-s finest moment, again there were too few. Likewise the
impact of the subsequent Tiger Il in Normandy, at the Battle of the Bulge and at
Budapest/L ake Balaton was very limited.

The paucity and wasteful deployment of the Tiger caused rancour among Hitler-s senior
generals. General Heinz Guderian, father of Hitler-s panzer forces and Inspector General
of Armoured Forces, was dismayed at how they were wasted at Leningrad and in Tunisia
thanks to the Fuhrer-s impatience. He was very vocal in his post-war criticism of Hitler-s
treatment of the Tiger In North Africa they became an issue of contention between
Generals Irwin Rommel and von Arnim in the dying days of the Nazi foothold in Tunisia.

It is notable that Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, in his memoirs Lost Victories and
General Reinhard Gehlen, in The Gehlen Memoirs, make no mention of the Tiger-srole or



impact at Kursk | the Nazis-last major offensive on the Eastern Front. If anyone were to
sing its praises, it would have been Manstein, who commanded Army Group South with
such incredible flair, and Gehlen, who was in charge of intelligence on the Eastern Front.
As far as they were concerned, it was just another panzer Ultimately, they had much
bigger strategic axesto grind.

Panzer Corps commander General von Mellenthin was complimentary about the Tiger-s
role at Kursk: -the spearhead of the wedge was formed by the heaviest tanks, and the
Tigers proved their worth against the Russian anti-tank fronts organised in depth— While
the Tiger may have done sterling work, the reality was that it was unable to cut through
the Soviet defences completely or help stave off Hitler—s inevitable defeat at Kursk.
Instead, it was compelled to cover the German retreat.

Ultimately, it was the handful of extremely tough German tank aces, such as Johannes
Bolter, Otto Carius, Kurt Knispel, Martin Schroif and Michael Wittmann, who achieved
incredible success with the Tiger against remarkable odds, that really sealed the tank-s all-
pervading reputation. The likes of Michael Wittmann, fearlessly knocking out enemy tank
after enemy tank, erroneously convinced many Allied tankers that the Tiger was all but
invincible. Wittmann-s eventual death in action clearly signalled that this was not the case.

Since then, as well as military historians, Hollywood has had an on/off infatuation with
the Tiger. The most notable movies are Saving Private Ryan, Kelly-s Heroes, Night of the
Generals and the lesser known The Battle of Neretva, all of which feature passable
replicas. Enthusiasts will argue that these are not -real— Tigers, but nonetheless the
filmmakers made a good job using available materials. This is especially the case when
you consider that over the years American M26s, M47s and German Leopards have al
been called upon to masquerade | often unconvincingly | as Tiger tanks in various
movies. The Russians even built a high-quality functioning replica for the film White
Tiger. Very few original Tigers remain and only one of those has been restored to running
order.

It should be highlighted that, although this book is part of the highly successful and
well-established Images of War series, Pen & Sword felt that in light of the subject
matter-s fame it warranted a dlightly different approach. To that end the publisher has
commissioned a series of colour illustrations that show the major variants of the Tiger in
close detall. It was also felt, in light of reader feedback, that the text should be longer than
usual in order to offer a much more in-depth exploration and analysis of the history of the
tank, and consequently fewer photographs have been included than in some of the other
volumesin the series.



Photograph Sources

I he photos in this book are drawn from the Canadian National Archives, US Army
Archive sources, Cobbaton Combat Collection and the Scott Pick Collection, as
well as the author-s own collection. Notably, Cobbaton has one of the very few remaining
examples of the British towed 17-pounder anti-tank gun, which proved the nemesis of the
Tiger tank. The author is grateful to Preston Isaac for the images of the museum-s restored

weapon.

The author would also like to thank Jean Norman for sharing her late husband Alf-s
photos. He served through the 1944 45 Northwest Europe campaign as a gunner with the
83rd Field Regiment, Royal Artillery, 53rd (Welsh) Division, and his service documents
include some interesting shots of the Tiger. Inevitably the quality of the images varies
greatly, and some poorer-quality ones have been included for their novelty or uniqueness.



Prologue: Peashooters Against Behemoths

I he cranes gantry groaned under the weight of the 60-ton panzer, the pulleys and

cables creaking as the operator gently swung the vehicle from the freighter-s cargo
hold onto the quayside at Bizerte, Tunisia. The crane operator was an experienced hand
but now was no time to be making silly mistakes| this tank was well travelled, having
come all the way from the industrial city of Kassel on the Fulda River in central Germany.

Mechanics clambered on to the vehicle and prepared to make it roadworthy after its sea
journey. Although it was winter, the weather was much milder than back home. It was
certainly warmer than the hated Eastern Front and the men laboured in their shirtsleeves.

Finally, when the tank was pronounced ready, the Panzertruppen climbed on board. The
driver-s head peeped out just above the hull. The massive V12 Maybach engine roared
into life and the exhausts belched a cloud of choking black fumes. The tank, a symbol of
Nazi engineering excellence, rumbled along the quay | and promptly broke down. This
embarrassing mishap marked the Tiger tank-s entry into the war in North Africa. All this,
though, would soon change.

The inexperienced US Army was having a bad day; the Germans had caught them on
the hop again in Tunisia. Only months earlier US tankers had cut their teeth against ropey
old light tanks belonging to the Vichy French armed forces and thankfully the fight had
gone their way. Now they were facing a surprise attack by battle-hardened panzers and
were on the receiving end of the German mantra -attack is the best form of defence.—

American positions had been overrun by the panzers and they were now
counterattacking with elements of the US 1st Armoured Division. The unit charging into
battle was equipped with the Stuart light tank, affectionately dubbed the -Honey—by a
grateful British Army; fast and reliable, the Stuart was a vast improvement on the British
Mark VI light tank. The only drawback was that it was armed with a 37mm gun and this
was being pitted against the invulnerable armour of the PzKpfw VI Ausf E| better known
asthe Tiger tank.

The Yanks certainly had guts. As the only unit available to try to stem the German tide,
they roared into action. However, their guns were little better than peashooters and they
resorted to trying to take out the panzers—optics. The American crews began firing as
quickly and accurately as they could. The boom of their guns was rapidly followed by the
dull clank of their shells impacting to no effect on the enemy-s thick armour. It was -like
peas off atin pot,—said one 37mm gunner. In fact, the 37mm gun had little chance of
penetrating any panzer, even at minimum range. Such aggression, though, could not go
unanswered, or indeed unpunished.

The Stuarts were torn apart in the uneven struggle, the Tiger-s vast 88mm gun chewing
up men and armour with alarming ease. When the American M4 Sherman tank joined the
battle, the outcome was the same. The US Army was gripped with a sense of panic. Defeat
seemed inevitable| and so was born the legend of the invincible Tiger.



Chapter One
Tiger |: Henschel or Porsche?

he evolution of the Tiger | is a story of lost opportunities, both in design terms and
I operationally. By the spring of 1941, following the Wehrmacht-s experiences
fighting the British Matilda and French Char B heavy tanks, Adolf Hitler was firmly of the
view that he needed a tank heavier than his existing Panzer Mk 1V. Although work had
been carried out in the late 1930s on producing a successor to the Panzer Mk 11 and 1V,
the designs had come to nothing. The development of the Tiger | was tortuous, going
through at least six different design stages.

In 1937 the Waffenamt (German Ordnance Department) tasked Henschel with
developing a heavy breakthrough tank that would be twice the weight of the Panzer 1V
The first prototype, dubbed the DW | (Henschel Durchbruchwagen | -breakthrough
vehicle) was completed in September 1938; it had five road wheels and was sprung by
torsion bars, while the side armour comprised two pieces joined at the back of the fighting
compartment.

Despite the fact that war was looming over Europe, the DW | trials were suspended to
alow work on a huge 65-ton tank designated the VK 6501. VK was short for
Vollkettenkraftfahrzeug, or -fully tracked experimental vehicle 65 tons, first design— Two
VK 6501 prototypes were built, only for work to be switched back to the DW I.

The follow-on DW I appeared in 1940, featuring one-piece side armour and different
tracks. The engine, a Maybach HL 120 coupled to a Maybach Variorex eight-speed
gearbox, gave a speed of 35km/hr Weighing in at 32 tons, it had a crew of five and was to
have been armed with the short 75mm gun used on the Panzer |V. Lacking any apparent
sense of urgency, this work now lapsed, though the hull arrangement would be used on the
VK 3001 (H).

The VK 3001 project was authorised by the Waffenamt on 9 September 1938. Henschel
turned to the DW |1 but replaced the needle-bearing tracks with dry-pin tracks. However,
trials did not take place until early 1940, when eight test vehicles were ordered. The first
VK 3001 did not appear until March 1941, and two months later it was decided to go with
the heavier 36-ton VK 3601 requirement. Subsequently two further VK 3001(H) examples
were finished, along with twelve turrets built by Krupp.

While Henschel was working on the VK 3001 design, the Porsche design bureau was
conducting similar research. Although officially designated the VK 3001 (P), Porsche
designers knew it as the Type 100 or the Leopard. For the suspension Dr Ferdinand
Porsche employed longitudinal torsion bars mounted externally, while power was supplied
by air-cooled engines and electric transmission. Two prototypes were produced between
1940 and 1941, but the engines proved problematical and they went the way of the
Henschel prototypes.



These plans, though, had to be resurrected in the summer of 1941 when it was
discovered that Soviet tank design had stolen a march on the Germans with the T-34 and
KV-1, in terms of both armour and firepower. The initial remit was to procure a tank
mounting a gun capable of piercing 100mm of armour at 1,500 metres. At the same time,
the design had to be able to take similar punishment. Hitler turned to Henschel and
Porsche once more. It is quite remarkable that Hitler, who had already committed Nazi
Germany to fighting a two-front war, felt he had time to indulge in developing two
competing designs. To complicate matters further, Krupp received the contract to produce
turrets for both the Henschel and Porsche designs.

Henschel was requested to design a tank in the range of 36 40 tons armed with a
tapered squeeze bore gun (designated Waffen 0725) to be produced under Project VK
3601, while under Project VK 4501 Porsche was asked to come up with a 45-ton vehicle
capable of taking an anti-tank version of the 88mm flak gun.

Once again the staff at Henschel found themselves going down a blind alley. Although
drawing on the VK 3001 (H), the VK 3601 (H) had larger road wheels on eight axles. The
lack of adequate foresight immediately stymied the Weaffen 0725: because of the war
tungsten steel was in short supply, which meant ammunition for the tapered bore guns
could not be produced. Hitler cancelled Waffen 0725 and opted to use the VK 4501 turret
on the 3601. This in turn caused further problems because the replacement turret had a
larger diameter, meaning the hull superstructure had to be widened to accommodate it.
The knock-on effect of increasing the superstructure and the track width caused a weight
increase that required an extra run of road wheels to decrease ground pressure. This
became Project VK 4501(H).

Henschel-s designers were able to draw on the key features of their VK 3001 (H) and
VK 3601 (H) programmes, though they must have despaired a the ever-changing
requirements each time the specification was revised and the tank became heavier They
built two models, the H1, mounting an 88mm KwK 36 L/56 gun, and the H2, with a
75mm KwK L/70 gun in a Porsche turret. In practice, the H2 only got as far as a wooden
mock-up. To avoid confusion the Porsche H1 was redesignated the VK 4501 (P), and it
drew on the earlier, cancelled, VK 3001 (P). However, the Porsche air-cooled engines
essentially did not work, forcing Porsche to consider abandoning electric transmission for
a hydraulic one.



A side view of an early production Tiger I. Note the cylindrical cupolawith vision dlits, the machine-pistol port at the
rear of the turret by the storage bin, and the distinctive rubber-rimmed dish-shaped road wheels.

Both the Henschel and Porsche prototypes were put through their paces before Hitler at
Rastenburg on his birthday on 20 April 1942. It soon became apparent that the Henschel
design was much more ready for mass production, with far fewer teething problems. Not
only did the Porsche lose out, but also its name was appropriated by the Henschel vehicle
and thus the PzKpfw VI Tiger was born. Judged a far superior design by virtue of its
conventional layout and construction methods, the Henschel tank was officially designated
the Panzerkampfwagen VI Tiger Ausf H, and its Sonderkraftfahrzeug (ordnance number)
was Sd Kfz 181. However, in February 1944 its designation was altered to PzKpfw Tiger
Ausf E, Sd Kfz 181.

The Henschel Tiger had eight sets of triple overlapping and interleaved road wheels
with a torsion bar suspension to give optimum distribution of its 57-ton weight. The
superstructure and the hull were welded together, with the superstructure extending out
over the tracks to allow for the wider turret. The 88mm KwK 36 was fitted coaxially with
an MG34 machine gun in the external gun mantlet.



Another early production Tiger captured in Tunisia by the US Army; a Gl occupies its cupola with forward-opening
hatch.

Despite alack of preliminary testing, Porsche Tiger production had been instigated with
delivery scheduled for July 1942. Problems with the V10 air-cooled engines and the
suspension meant only five had been built when production came to a halt in August 1942.
As the Porsche Tigers had air-cooled engines, the intention had been to form two
detachments for service in North Africa, but instead the completed vehicles were sent to
Daéllersheim for training purposes. Production was officially abandoned because Porsche
proved unable to resolve the technical difficulties.

Although only a single model Henschel Tiger | was produced, there were a number of
distinctive changes during the vehicles production life. Theinitial Tiger Is are identifiable
by their rubber-rimmed road wheels, the large Feifel air cleaners at the rear, the tall
commander-s cupola and dua headlights. While the mid-production Tiger | retained the
rubber-rimmed road wheels, it has a different turret that included a smaller cupola. Finally
the late production Tiger | from January 1944 is instantly recognisable by its all-steel disc
wheels, which were internally sprung, and its periscope-equipped cupola

It was soon found that the selected Maybach V-12 petrol engine, the 21-litre HL 210
P45, was just too underpowered and from December 1943 it was replaced by the 24 -litre
HL 230 P45. The sheer weight of the Tiger made the use of the earlier clutch and brake
type of steering impractical. Instead, Henschel produced something similar to the British
Merritt-Brown steering unit that was regenerative and continuous. The gearbox provided
eight forward gear ratios and alowed for a twin radius of turn in each gear. This and the
pre-selector made the Tiger relatively easy to handle, despite its size.

Nonetheless the Tiger-s overall lack of mobility and relatively low speed meant it was



vulnerable to flank attack. The Germans compensated for this by adding platoons of
Panzer Ills or IVs to the Tiger battalions to act as flank guards. These flanking platoons
usually had the thankless task of moving forward first, which inevitably meant they also
acted as decoys, drawing enemy fire; then the Tigers, using their longer-range guns, could
zero in on the enemy and pick them off. The other job of the Panzer I1ls and Vs was of
course to cover the Tigers—withdrawal if they were forced to retreat.

To avoid joins and welds, the Tiger I-s turret was made from a single plate bent into a
horseshoe shape. Initially this had a cylindrical cupola with vision dlits and two machine
pistol ports in the rear. An escape hatch replaced the right-hand pistol port in December
1942 and the cupola was replaced by a design incorporating periscopes in July 1943.
While the specified weight of 45 tons was exceeded by up to 11 tons with the production
models, when the Tiger entered the war in late 1942 it was the best armed and most
heavily armoured tank in existence.

-
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The famous 88mm flak gun provided the basis of the Tiger-s powerful anti-tank gun.

The Tiger-s main armament was the 88mm KwK 36 anti-tank gun that had ballistic
gualities similar to the famous Flak 18 and Flak 36 88mm anti-aircraft guns from which it
was derived. Modifications included a muzzle brake and electric firing by a trigger-
operated primer on the elevating hand wheel. In addition, a 7.92mm MG34 was coaxialy
mounted on the left side of the 88mm, which was fired by a foot peda operated by the
gunner.

The KwK 36-s breech was of the semi-automatic falling wedge type, but scaled up. The
weight of the barrel was counterbalanced through a large coil spring housed in a cylinder
on the left front of the turret. The elevation and hand traverse were operated by the gunner
by hand wheels to his right and left respectively. The commander also had an emergency
traverse hand wheel. The gunner also operated the hydraulic power traverse by rocking a
right hand footplate. Due to its weight, the turret had to be rotated in low gear. To do this



manually took the gunner 720 turns of the hand wheel to get a full 360 rotation. Likewise
a power traverse through 180 degrees required a lot of footwork and concentration. This
delay often meant that Allied tanks were able to get off the first shot| though it was often
their |ast.

The gunner was provided with a binocular telescope for sighting the 88mm gun, a
clinometer for firing high explosive and a turret position indicator dial. As space was at a
premium, the main gun ammunition was stored on either side of the fighting compartment
and partly alongside the driver in storage bins, as well as under the turret floor.
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This early production Tiger was photographed on the Eastern Front. It appears to have been whitewashed, though the
road wheels remain their original colour.
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Ancther initial production model undergoing gunnery practice on the Eastern Front. The bulky Feifel system can be seen
on the left just above the tracks.



This mid-production Tiger | was abandoned in Normandy in 1944. It retained the rubber-rimmed road wheels but had a
smaller cupolawith periscopes. The air cleaning system had been dispensed with by this stage.
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British or Canadian troops examining a late production Tiger, identifiable by its stedl road wheels, in Normandy. This
particular vehicle haslost its track guards.

As the overal weight of the production Tiger was simply too great for most bridges, it



was decided to give it a wading and submersion capability. The first 495 tanks were
equipped for snorkel breathing and could cope in water up to 13ft deep. This required all
the doors and hatches to be fitted with rubber seals, while the turret ring was waterproofed
using an inflatable rubber tube. Likewise the gun mantlet was fitted with a sliding frame
with a sealing ring, while the machine-gun ports were bunged using expanding rubber
plugs once the machine guns had been removed. Air for the engine and the crew came in
viaasnorkel pipe. In theory the Tiger could stay under water for up to two and half hours,
but all this equipment was highly expensive and time-consuming to fit. Inevitably, as
economies had to be made, this was abandoned, leaving the Tiger capable of tackling
depths of only A4ft.

Early Tigers were also equipped with a particularly gruesome, if not ingenious, anti-
personnel defence system. This was the -S—mine: an anti-personnel bomb about 4in wide
and 5in deep. This exploded at up to 5ft in the air, blasting the immediate area with 360
[D]-Iin steel balls, thereby killing any enemy infantry threatening the tank. The mine
dischargers were fitted to the superstructure, with a total of five being mounted in various
positions.

To simplify construction, the Tiger-s hull sections and superstructure were welded
rather than bolted together. The front and rear of the superstructure consisted of one unit,
and interlocking stepped joints, fixed by welding, were used for both the superstructure
and the lower hull. Side panniers were created by extending the superstructure out over the
tracks and to the full length of the hull. The top front plate of the hull covered the full
width of the tank, and it was this width that allowed for an internal diameter turret ring of
6ft lin that housed the breech and mounting of the 88mm gun. The breech mechanism
almost reached the inside rear turret wall, effectively dividing the fighting compartment in
two.

Inside, the hull was divided into four compartments. two forward compartments
housing the driver and bow gunner/wireless operator, a central fighting compartment and
the rear engine compartment. The driver sat to the left, steering via a whedl that acted
hydraulically on the tank-s controlled differential steering unit. The driver-s visor was
opened and closed using a dliding shutter operated by a hand wheel on the front vertical
plate. Periscopes were fitted on both the driver-s and wirel ess operator-s escape hatches.
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Another late production model getting the once-over in Normandy. The corrugated surface on this tank (and the previous
one) is due to the Zimmerit paste that was applied from 1943 onwards to prevent the attaching of magnetic anti-tank
hollow charges.

This late model islikewise a source of fascination for British troops.
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Although the Red Army stole a march over the Germansin developing heavy tanks, their T-35, KV-1 and KV-2 (seen
here) models proved unsuccessful.

g

The Soviet T-35 heavy tank proved an ungainly disaster
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A good view of the much flatter steel wheels on the late production Tiger. This tank has seen some rough going, judging
by the track guards and the bent wheels.
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Early and mid-production Tigers being shipped to the front.




This mid-production Tiger is fitted with its narrow road tracks, to accommodate which the outer row of road wheels has
been removed and stacked behind the tank.
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An early Tiger negotiating alog road. Despite the wide off-road tracks, the tank-s weight could be a problem on soft
ground.



An early Tiger training in a hull-down position, which proved highly effective in Normandy.

It was the Tiger I-s armour that made it such a tough nut to crack. The contemporary
model of the Panzer IV Ausf G and Panzer 11l Ausf L/M and N had only 50mm of armour
on the front of the turret, superstructure and hull (though they were given additional 20mm
spaced armour), and 30mm on the sides. The Tiger | sported much stronger armour, with
100mm on the front, 60mm on the sides and 80mm at the rear. The top and bottom armour
was 25mm thick, with the turret roof thickened to 40mm in March 1944.

Initially production was planned to commence in July 1942, with 285 ready by May
1943 in time for Hitler-s mgor summer offensive on the Eastern Front. Once the Porsche
Tiger contract had been halted, the Henschel order was increased by fifty to make up the
shortfall. Production commenced in August 1942 at arate of just twelve tanks per month.
By November this had been increased to twenty-five per month. Maximum production
was reached in April 1944 when 104 Tigersrolled off the assembly lines.

The Tiger | and the subsequent Tiger || were particularly vulnerable to the Allied
bomber offensive, as only one factory was involved in producing them. Tiger | production
ran from July 1942 until August 1944, and Tiger Il production from January 1944 to
March 1945. Henschel achieved a monthly rate of 106 Tigers in the summer of 1944, but
this had dropped to just thirty-six by the autumn. By early December 1944 these attacks
and the general disruption caused by the strategic bombing campaign had cost the
Germans at least 200 Tigers.



Chapter Two
Tiger I1-s Troubled Birth

H itler-s second heavy tank, the Tiger |1, was one of the largest and most impressive
panzers ever built. Armour- and armament-wise, it was formidable, and this,
combined with its distinctive appearance, made it a particularly terrifying tank to come up
against. However, its weight and mobility were another matter and, as with the Tiger |,
these handicaps and its limited production run proved to be its undoing.

Although dubbed the Tiger Il, this heavy tank was in fact a new design that in
appearance at least had more in common with the Panther than with the Tiger |I. The last
German heavy tank, it was known variously as the Tiger Ausf B, Tiger Il or King Tiger
(Konigstiger), while the Western Allies dubbed it rather grandly the Roya Tiger. Its
ordnance inventory number was Sd Kfz 182. For the purposes of this book, and for the
sake of consistency, we will use the term Tiger 1.

The requirement for the Tiger Il originated in the summer of 1942, when the German
Ordnance Department issued specifications for a Tiger | replacement that would be
superior to the T-34 in terms of both firepower and armour. Both Henschel and MAN,
which built the Panther, were asked to design second-generation vehicles for the Tiger and
the Panther respectively. Porsche was also asked to meet the replacement Tiger
requirement with VK 4502. Rather than start from scratch, Porsche adapted his earlier
unsuccessful Tiger designs.

The Porsche design offered two different layouts, with the turret mounted either at the
front or the back of the hull. The latter had sloped armour similar to that of the Panther.
Like the previous Porsche projects, the suspension had paired bogies with longitudinal
torsion bars. Wegmann designed the turret to take the 88mm KwK 43 L/71 gun and fifty
were ordered, but VK 4502(P) was abandoned. Porsche-s final submission was hampered
by the retention of the ill-fated petrol-electric drive, plus the scarcity of the copper needed
for the transmission.

VK 4502(H) was also rejected, so Henschel submitted the revised VK 4503(H). This
design, although based on the original Tiger concept, had to be considerably modified
because of the Ordnance Department-s insistence that it must incorporate most of the
features included in the Panther Il programme. Not unreasonably, the Ordnance
Department was trying to achieve commonality in spare parts for these projected new
tanks. While this was accepted, the design work was not completed until 1943. The MAN
project VK 5402(MAN) was accepted, but the war ended before the Panther 11 could go
into production.



The massive Tiger |1 had more in common with the Panther in terms of shape. This model has the improved turret that
eliminated the shot trap. It-s coated in Zimmerit, factory painted in dunkel gelb and then sprayed in patches of olivgrun
across the hull, turret and barrel.

Attempts to enhance the Tiger | by replacing the KwK 36 L/56 88mm anti-tank gun
with the improved KwK 43 L/71 were thwarted by the lack of space in the turret. In
January 1943 Hitler ordered that the new Tiger must have a turret large enough to mount
the L/71. Also, the frontal armour was to increase to 150mm, though the sides were to
remain at 80mm. To this end Henschel displayed an enormous wooden mock-up on 20
October 1943 to give Hitler some idea of the size of the new vehicle. Initially the VK
4502(P) turret, with a distinctive curved front and curved mantlet, was selected to house
the L/71, though in reality this turret was designed with both prototypes in mind.

By November 1943 the Henschel Tiger Il pilot model was ready and production
commenced at the Henschel factory in Kassel in December 1943, with the first models
completed by February 1944. In total, only about 500 Tiger |1s were built by the end of the
war. Under the rationalisation programme of autumn 1944, according to which only two
tanks with traversing turrets would be produced in 1945, the Panther Ausf G and Tiger 1l
were chosen. However, two Panthers could be produced for every Tiger. Production of the
Tiger Il was scheduled at twenty a month, ramping up to 145. In reality, the highest it
reached was eighty-four in the summer of 1944, with the number falling to just twenty-
fivein March 1945.
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This knocked-out Tiger |1 aso hasthe newer turret design.
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British troops examining a Tiger 11 in France with the initial rounded Porsche turret that has been blown off the chassis.

There were grandiose plansto build 1,500 Tiger |1s, but the Allied bomber offensive put
paid to that. Between 22 September and 7 October 1944 five raids took out 95 per cent of
the Henschel factory floor at Kassel. This cost the loss of production of almost 660 Tiger
IIs. As aresult, one was produced in 1943, 379 in 1944 and 112 in 1945 giving a total of
492 tanks. By that stage the Tiger 1l was the best protected mass-produced tank. Its hull
armour was up to 150mm thick on the glacis plate at 40 degrees, while the nose was
shielded by 100mm at 55 degrees. The turret and hull had armour of 80mm, while the top
and belly plates were 42mm thick.

The first fifty Tiger 1ls were fitted with the Wegmann turrets that had been built for the
abandoned VK 4502(P). The curved front to the turret was soon found to create an
unwelcome shot trap. On 6 December 1943 this feature was ordered to be removed and
Henschel quickly redesigned the gun mantlet and the front of the turret to eliminate the
curve. They did this by decreasing the frontal area of the turret and installing a bell-shaped
mantlet.



A Tiger Il in abomb crater in Normandy; the turret was torn off in the blast that destroyed it.



Another Tiger 11 with the Porsche turret abandoned at the roadside in Normandy.

Internally the Tiger 11 layout was almost the same as the Panther, though there was no
turret basket. While externally the Tiger Il shared some of the heritage of the Panther-s
sloping body work, some of its design features came from the Tiger |. For example, the
engine, engine covers and cupola were common to the Tiger |, as well as to the later
Panther. In addition, the all-steel resilient wheels were common to the late production
Tiger | and the very late production Panther Ausf G.

The massive suspension system comprised torsion bars with nine sets of overlapped
wheels, rather than interleaved wheels as on the Tiger | and Panther. This cut down on
clogging and made wheel changes easier. While the wheels were al steel, they had
resilient rubber cushions and this cut down on tyre rubber. The tracks came in narrow and
wide versions, as on the Tiger I.

The Tiger Il was armed with the massive 88mm L/71, an improved and longer version
of the gun used in the Tiger |. To alow for instant firing, twenty-two rounds were stored in
racks in the rear of the turret with the tips of the rounds facing the breech mechanism. The
gun had a monocular sight, while the commander had the advantage of a vision cupola
identical to that used in the later model Panther.

The Tiger 1l could kill all Allied tanks head-on at a range of over 2.5km, easily
outreaching Allied tank guns. Indeed, until the arrival of the American M26 Pershing
armed with a 90mm gun in February 1945, neither the British nor the Americans had any
heavy tanks. The only Allied gun capable of tackling the Tiger at around 1,100 metres was
the British 17-pounder installed in the Sherman Firefly.



The Tiger 11-s Achilles heedl, as with all panzers, was its underpowered gasoline engine.
Although the Tiger Il weighed almost 70 tonnes, it had the same engine as the much
lighter Tiger | and Panther, namely the V12 Maybach HL 230 P30. There were plans to
upgrade the engine with the inclusion of fuel injection and an up-rated drivetrain, but this
never happened. Likewise, there was talk of replacing the main gun with a 105mm KwK
L/68.

Initially the Tiger 1l suffered from an overburdened drivetrain, while the double radius
steering gear had a nasty habit of failing and the gaskets and seals leaked. The Tiger Ils
delivered to Heavy Panzer Battalion 501 almost all suffered from drivetrain failures,
which meant that when the unit arrived on the Eastern Front only eight of its forty-five
tanks were operational. Similarly the first five Tiger IIs sent to the Panzer Lehr Division
broke down and had to be destroyed to prevent their capture before they had even seen
any action. Modifications to the Tiger Il greatly improved its reliability, but by that stage
the war was coming to a close.

The rear of the same tank.



A frontal view showing the curve of the Porsche turret. The tank in front of it is a Bergepanther recovery vehicle.
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Two views of aTiger 11 knocked out during the Ardennes offensive. Note the distinctive camouflage applied to the hull,
track guards and turret. Track links have been placed on the turret to enhance the armour.

Despite the tank-s massive size, it offered good visibility. The driver was equipped with
a periscope in the roof of the hull and he could raise the seat if he was driving with his




hatch open. Also an episcope provided vision for the hull machine gunner, while there was
another onein the turret roof for the gunner.

The Tiger |l was issued to the training units in February and May 1944, but did not
reach the first combat units until June, some five months after production had commenced.
They were all issued to the independent heavy panzer battalions except for five, which
were sent to the Feldherrnhalle Division in March 1945.

In a head-to-head shoot-out, the Tiger 1l outranged aimost all Allied tanks and was
practically impervious to al Allied armoured-piercing rounds. However, as with the Tiger
|, there were simply too few Tiger |1s. And while it was well armoured and armed, it was
still an unwieldy tank. Like its predecessor, its weight and size made it a tactical liability.
It was simply too heavy for most road bridges and it offered a large target for enemy
gunners and fighter-bombers. The Tiger [Is—finest moment came during Hitler-s Ardennes
offensive, when it was partnered with the Panther. Its subsequent role in Hitlers
counteroffensive in Hungary, however, only proved what aliability it was.

Like all panzers manufactured in the later part of the war, the Tiger Il suffered from
guality control problems. Inevitably the lack of alloys impacted on the steel. This meant
that when the armour was hit, even if the round did not penetrate, the welds quite often
cracked and there was extensive spalling. The latter could be dangerous to the crews if this
occurred on the inside.

In the summer of 1944 the Red Army fighting at Sandomierz captured a number of
Tiger |ls, which were whisked off to the Soviet tank-testing ground at Kubinka. The
Soviets were not impressed with what they found. The underpowered engine overheated
and packed up, and the transmission and suspension regularly gave out. Anti-tank gun
tests showed how shoddy the armour was. The quality of the welding was found to be very
poor and welds tended to crack after repeated battering by anti-tank shells.

Colour Schemes

One question that needs addressing is what colour the Tigers were painted. A popular
misconception among the public, thanks largely to Hollywood, is that all German military
vehicles were a dull panzer grey. Certainly from 1939 German Army vehicles were
painted dunkel grau, generally known as panzer grey. This was intended to help vehicle
outlines merge with buildings and trees in Western Europe. The national identification
mark for all German vehicles was a black cross edged in white, with all unit signsand arm
of service symbols also in white. Tactical numbers varied in colour but were again
normally edged in white.



