


A  G erm an and a H ungarian share a cigarette next to the im posing bulk of the Tiger II.
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T
Introduction: H itler‒s Z oo

his book sets out to chart the rem arkable story of the Tiger I and II tanks. A dolf
H itler‒s Panzerw affe (panzer force) nam ed m ost of its tanks and arm oured fighting

vehicles after w ild anim als, including big cats. The Tiger tanks w ere no exception and on
paper w ere w ar-w inning designs. The nam e also conjures up an im age of savagery and
brutal killing. Such is its fam e that if you ask anyone to nam e a tank, they w ill inevitably
say the Tiger B ut frankly, though it m ight be heresy, both the Tiger I and II are overrated.

In reality the Tigers w ere over-engineered, required raw  m aterials that w ere in very
short supply, w ere tim e-consum ing to produce and difficult to recover from  the battlefield.
They w ere very heavy, not altogether reliable and vulnerable on the flanks. Even so, their
thick arm our gave them  survivability and their m ain gun enabled them  to stand off and kill
their enem ies w ith ease. It w as these tw o traits that m ost frightened A llied tankers.
N onetheless, despite its later reputation, the Tiger I‒s debut in R ussia and Tunisia w as far
from  auspicious.

The m yth of the ‐invincible‒ Tiger has developed over tim e and it is often considered
the deadliest tank of the Second w orld W ar. C ertainly at the tim e B ritish and A m erican
tankers developed ‐Tiger anxiety‒. The reality is som ew hat different: w ith only 1,354
Tiger Is and around 500 Tiger IIs ever built, they w ere never going to achieve anything
m ore than a local im pact on the conduct of the w ar In contrast, the Panzer M k III/IV, M 4
Sherm an and T-34 tanks w ere produced in the tens of thousands. A lm ost 6,000 Panzer M k
V  Panthers w ere m anufactured, and this w as an im m ediate contem porary of the Tiger
Variants of the Tiger w ere built in even m ore lim ited num bers: there w ere only seventy-
seven Jagdtigers, eighteen Sturm panzers and ninety Jagdpanzer Elefants. R ecovery
vehicles consisted of just three B ergepanzer Tiger Is and three B ergepanzer Elefants.

W hen Pen &  Sw ord approached m e to w rite a new  profile of the legendary Tiger tank, I
w as som ew hat hesitant. A fter all, w hat m ore can be said about w hat is easily the m ost
fam ous (or infam ous) tank of the Second W orld W ar Its status rem ains undim inished and
certainly, no m atter how  you look at it, the Tiger w as a tank-killer par excellence. It has
been calculated that som e 1,800 Tigers accounted for alm ost 9,000 kills.

Every schoolboy grow ing up w ith an interest in m ilitary history invariably ends up w ith
a m odel Tiger tank on his shelves. I m ust confess I still possess to this very day a 1/72-
scale A irfix Tiger that I built w ay back in the 1970s. Those w ith an interest in such m atters
know  that it took at least three A llied tanks to knock out a single Tiger and that it w as the
scourge of the A llies in the bloody battles for N orm andy. Therein, though, lies the fallacy
of the Tiger‒s fam e: no m atter how  m any Sherm ans or T-34 tanks it knocked out, the
A m erican, B ritish and Soviet arm ies alw ays had m ore.

Is it possible to offer a fresh perspective on the history of the Tiger tank? For such an
iconic tank its position is pretty m uch unassailable. Phrases such as ‐the secret history‒ or
‐the untold story‒ are hollow  m arketing enticem ents that crop up w ith regular m onotony. It



is, though, possible, by m arshalling the evidence and technical assessm ents, to help re-
evaluate perceptions and indeed m isconceptions of the role of the Tiger in the evolution of
arm oured w arfare.

A ll rather highbrow  perhaps, but the key questions are w here w as it deployed, how  w as
it deployed and w hat w as its im pact? U nderstand these and you can understand the
contribution of any tank. This can then be boiled dow n to an even sim pler question: did
the tank fulfil the role it w as intended for. U ltim ately, the answ er for the Tiger is a
resounding no, though som e m ay beg to differ.

I first becam e closely acquainted w ith the Tiger‒s capabilities through a very
longstanding fascination w ith the N orm andy cam paign and subsequently through an
interest w ith the cam paigns fought in N orth A frica and on the Eastern Front. O n closer
inspection, it soon becom es apparent that the Tiger‒s reputation is built upon its quite
rem arkable tactical success and no m ore. There can be no denying that there w ere sim ply
too few  Tiger Is and even few er Tiger IIs to m ake a difference to the outcom e of the w ar.
In addition, the Tiger w as designed as a heavy breakthrough tank and yet it ended up
being used in environm ents that did not play to its strengths and increasingly in a
defensive role.

A ll the Tiger did w as help slow  dow n w hat, after the sum m er of 1944, w as the
inevitable defeat of N azi G erm any. If H itler‒s factories had had the w herew ithal to gear up
to produce just Tiger tanks, then the Second W orld W ar m ight have turned out very
differently. The reality is that they w ere never in a position to do so.

The G erm an H igh C om m and w ithout a doubt squandered its opportunities w ith the
Tiger. R ather than equip an entire panzer division w ith it, the Tigers w ere dissipated into
piecem eal penny packets am ong the G erm an A rm y and W affen-SS. B ecause there w ere so
few  of them , they w ere form ed into independent tank battalions that enabled a very
pow erful tactical blow , but lacked a greater strategic punch.

H itler ‌ alw ays his ow n w orst enem y ‌ could not w ait to get the Tiger into action and
pointlessly com m itted a few  first at Leningrad and then in Tunisia, w here the local terrain
did not allow  it to play to its strengths. It also m eant that the A llies soon becam e aw are of
the presence of a new  and form idable G erm an panzer Sim ilarly at the B attle of K ursk,
w hich is often cited as the Tiger‒s finest m om ent, again there w ere too few . Likew ise the
im pact of the subsequent Tiger II in N orm andy, at the B attle of the B ulge and at
B udapest/Lake B alaton w as very lim ited.

The paucity and w asteful deploym ent of the Tiger caused rancour am ong H itler‒s senior
generals. G eneral H einz G uderian, father of H itler‒s panzer forces and Inspector G eneral
of A rm oured Forces, w as dism ayed at how  they w ere w asted at Leningrad and in Tunisia
thanks to the Fúhrer‒s im patience. H e w as very vocal in his post-w ar criticism  of H itler‒s
treatm ent of the Tiger In N orth A frica they becam e an issue of contention betw een
G enerals Irw in R om m el and von A rnim  in the dying days of the N azi foothold in Tunisia.

It is notable that Field M arshal Erich von M anstein, in his m em oirs Lost Victories and
G eneral R einhard G ehlen, in The G ehlen M em oirs, m ake no m ention of the Tiger‒s role or



im pact at K ursk ‌ the N azis‒ last m ajor offensive on the Eastern Front. If anyone w ere to
sing its praises, it w ould have been M anstein, w ho com m anded A rm y G roup South w ith
such incredible flair, and G ehlen, w ho w as in charge of intelligence on the Eastern Front.
A s far as they w ere concerned, it w as just another panzer U ltim ately, they had m uch
bigger strategic axes to grind.

Panzer C orps com m ander G eneral von M ellenthin w as com plim entary about the Tiger‒s
role at K ursk: ‐the spearhead of the w edge w as form ed by the heaviest tanks, and the
Tigers proved their w orth against the R ussian anti-tank fronts organised in depth‒. W hile
the Tiger m ay have done sterling w ork, the reality w as that it w as unable to cut through
the Soviet defences com pletely or help stave off H itler‒s inevitable defeat at K ursk.
Instead, it w as com pelled to cover the G erm an retreat.

U ltim ately, it w as the handful of extrem ely tough G erm an tank aces, such as Johannes
B ôlter, O tto C arius, K urt K nispel, M artin Schroif and M ichael W ittm ann, w ho achieved
incredible success w ith the Tiger against rem arkable odds, that really sealed the tank‒s all-
pervading reputation. The likes of M ichael W ittm ann, fearlessly knocking out enem y tank
after enem y tank, erroneously convinced m any A llied tankers that the Tiger w as all but
invincible. W ittm ann‒s eventual death in action clearly signalled that this w as not the case.

Since then, as w ell as m ilitary historians, H ollyw ood has had an on/off infatuation w ith
the Tiger. The m ost notable m ovies are Saving Private Ryan, K elly‒s H eroes, N ight of the
G enerals and the lesser know n The Battle of N eretva, all of w hich feature passable
replicas. Enthusiasts w ill argue that these are not ‐real‒ Tigers, but nonetheless the
film m akers m ade a good job using available m aterials. This is especially the case w hen
you consider that over the years A m erican M 26s, M 47s and G erm an Leopards have all
been called upon to m asquerade ‌ often unconvincingly ‌ as Tiger tanks in various
m ovies. The R ussians even built a high-quality functioning replica for the film  W hite
Tiger. Very few  original Tigers rem ain 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
w ell-established Im ages of W ar series, Pen &  Sw ord felt that in light of the subject
m atter‒s fam e it w arranted a slightly different approach. To that end the publisher has
com m issioned a series of colour illustrations that show  the m ajor variants of the Tiger in
close detail. It w as also felt, in light of reader feedback, that the text should be longer than
usual in order to offer a m uch m ore in-depth exploration and analysis of the history of the
tank, and consequently few er photographs have been included than in som e of the other
volum es in the series.



T
Photograph Sources

he photos in this book are draw n from  the C anadian N ational A rchives, U S A rm y
A rchive sources, C obbaton C om bat C ollection and the Scott Pick C ollection, as

w ell as the author‒s ow n collection. N otably, C obbaton has one of the very few  rem aining
exam ples of the B ritish tow ed 17-pounder anti-tank gun, w hich proved the nem esis of the
Tiger tank. The author is grateful to Preston Isaac for the im ages of the m useum ‒s restored
w eapon.

The author w ould also like to thank Jean N orm an for sharing her late husband A lf‒s
photos. H e served through the 1944‌45 N orthw est Europe cam paign as a gunner w ith the
83rd Field R egim ent, R oyal A rtillery, 53rd (W elsh) D ivision, and his service docum ents
include som e interesting shots of the Tiger. Inevitably the quality of the im ages varies
greatly, and som e poorer-quality ones have been included for their novelty or uniqueness.



T
Prologue: Peashooters A gainst B ehem oths

he crane‒s gantry groaned under the w eight of the 60-ton panzer, the pulleys and
cables creaking as the operator gently sw ung the vehicle from  the freighter‒s cargo

hold onto the quayside at B izerte, Tunisia. The crane operator w as an experienced hand
but now  w as no tim e to be m aking silly m istakes ‌ this tank w as w ell travelled, having
com e all the w ay from  the industrial city of K assel on the Fulda R iver in central G erm any.

M echanics clam bered on to the vehicle and prepared to m ake it roadw orthy after its sea
journey. A lthough it w as w inter, the w eather w as m uch m ilder than back hom e. It w as
certainly w arm er than the hated Eastern Front and the m en laboured in their shirtsleeves.

Finally, w hen the tank w as pronounced ready, the Panzertruppen clim bed on board. The
driver‒s head peeped out just above the hull. The m assive V 12 M aybach engine roared
into life and the exhausts belched a cloud of choking black fum es. The tank, a sym bol of
N azi engineering excellence, rum bled along the quay ‌ and prom ptly broke dow n. This
em barrassing m ishap m arked the Tiger tank‒s entry into the w ar in N orth A frica. A ll this,
though, w ould soon change.

The inexperienced U S A rm y w as having a bad day; the G erm ans had caught them  on
the hop again in Tunisia. O nly m onths earlier U S tankers had cut their teeth against ropey
old light tanks belonging to the V ichy French arm ed forces and thankfully the fight had
gone their w ay. N ow  they w ere facing a surprise attack by battle-hardened panzers and
w ere on the receiving end of the G erm an m antra ‐attack is the best form  of defence.‒

A m erican positions had been overrun by the panzers and they w ere now
counterattacking w ith elem ents of the U S 1st A rm oured D ivision. The unit charging into
battle w as equipped w ith the Stuart light tank, affectionately dubbed the ‐H oney‒ by a
grateful B ritish A rm y; fast and reliable, the Stuart w as a vast im provem ent on the B ritish
M ark V I light tank. The only draw back w as that it w as arm ed w ith a 37m m  gun and this
w as being pitted against the invulnerable arm our of the PzK pfw  V I A usf E ‌ better know n
as the Tiger tank.

The Yanks certainly had guts. A s the only unit available to try to stem  the G erm an tide,
they roared into action. H ow ever, their guns w ere little better than peashooters and they
resorted to trying to take out the panzers‒ optics. The A m erican crew s began firing as
quickly and accurately as they could. The boom  of their guns w as rapidly follow ed by the
dull clank of their shells im pacting to no effect on the enem y‒s thick arm our. It w as ‐like
peas off a tin pot,‒ said one 37m m  gunner. In fact, the 37m m  gun had little chance of
penetrating any panzer, even at m inim um  range. Such aggression, though, could not go
unansw ered, or indeed unpunished.

The Stuarts w ere torn apart in the uneven struggle, the Tiger‒s vast 88m m  gun chew ing
up m en and arm our w ith alarm ing ease. W hen the A m erican M 4 Sherm an tank joined the
battle, the outcom e w as the sam e. The U S A rm y w as gripped w ith a sense of panic. D efeat
seem ed inevitable ‌ and so w as born the legend of the invincible Tiger.
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C hapter O ne

Tiger I: H enschel or Porsche?
he evolution of the Tiger I is a story of lost opportunities, both in design term s and
operationally. B y the spring of 1941, follow ing the W ehrm acht‒s experiences

fighting the B ritish M atilda and French C har B  heavy tanks, A dolf H itler w as firm ly of the
view  that he needed a tank heavier than his existing Panzer M k IV. A lthough w ork had
been carried out in the late 1930s on producing a successor to the Panzer M k III and IV,
the designs had com e to nothing. The developm ent of the Tiger I w as tortuous, going
through at least six different design stages.

In 1937 the W affenam t (G erm an O rdnance D epartm ent) tasked H enschel w ith
developing a heavy breakthrough tank that w ould be tw ice the w eight of the Panzer IV
The first prototype, dubbed the D W  I (H enschel D urchbruchw agen ‌ ‐breakthrough
vehicle‒) w as com pleted in Septem ber 1938; it had five road w heels and w as sprung by
torsion bars, w hile the side arm our com prised tw o pieces joined at the back of the fighting
com partm ent.

D espite the fact that w ar w as loom ing over Europe, the D W  I trials w ere suspended to
allow  w ork on a huge 65-ton tank designated the V K  6501. V K  w as short for
Vollkettenkraftfahrzeug, or ‐fully tracked experim ental vehicle 65 tons, first design‒. Tw o
V K  6501 prototypes w ere built, only for w ork to be sw itched back to the D W  I.

The follow -on D W  II appeared in 1940, featuring one-piece side arm our and different
tracks. The engine, a M aybach H L 120 coupled to a M aybach Variorex eight-speed
gearbox, gave a speed of 35km /hr W eighing in at 32 tons, it had a crew  of five and w as to
have been arm ed w ith the short 75m m  gun used on the Panzer IV. Lacking any apparent
sense of urgency, this w ork now  lapsed, though the hull arrangem ent w ould be used on the
V K  3001 (H ).

The V K  3001 project w as authorised by the W affenam t on 9 Septem ber 1938. H enschel
turned to the D W  II but replaced the needle-bearing tracks w ith dry-pin tracks. H ow ever,
trials did not take place until early 1940, w hen eight test vehicles w ere ordered. The first
V K  3001 did not appear until M arch 1941, and tw o m onths later it w as decided to go w ith
the heavier 36-ton V K  3601 requirem ent. Subsequently tw o further V K  3001(H ) exam ples
w ere finished, along w ith tw elve turrets built by K rupp.

W hile H enschel w as w orking on the V K  3001 design, the Porsche design bureau w as
conducting sim ilar research. A lthough officially designated the V K  3001 (P), Porsche
designers knew  it as the Type 100 or the Leopard. For the suspension D r Ferdinand
Porsche em ployed longitudinal torsion bars m ounted externally, w hile pow er w as supplied
by air-cooled engines and electric transm ission. Tw o prototypes w ere produced betw een
1940 and 1941, but the engines proved problem atical and they w ent the w ay of the
H enschel prototypes.



These plans, though, had to be resurrected in the sum m er of 1941 w hen it w as
discovered that Soviet tank design had stolen a m arch on the G erm ans w ith the T-34 and
K V-1, in term s of both arm our and firepow er. The initial rem it w as to procure a tank
m ounting a gun capable of piercing 100m m  of arm our at 1,500 m etres. A t the sam e tim e,
the design had to be able to take sim ilar punishm ent. H itler turned to H enschel and
Porsche once m ore. It is quite rem arkable that H itler, w ho had already com m itted N azi
G erm any to fighting a tw o-front w ar, felt he had tim e to indulge in developing tw o
com peting designs. To com plicate m atters further, K rupp received the contract to produce
turrets for both the H enschel and Porsche designs.

H enschel w as requested to design a tank in the range of 36‌40 tons arm ed w ith a
tapered squeeze bore gun (designated W affen 0725) to be produced under Project V K
3601, w hile under Project V K  4501 Porsche w as asked to com e up w ith a 45-ton vehicle
capable of taking an anti-tank version of the 88m m  flak gun.

O nce again the staff at H enschel found them selves going dow n a blind alley. A lthough
draw ing on the V K  3001 (H ), the V K  3601 (H ) had larger road w heels on eight axles. The
lack of adequate foresight im m ediately stym ied the W affen 0725: because of the w ar
tungsten steel w as in short supply, w hich m eant am m unition for the tapered bore guns
could not be produced. H itler cancelled W affen 0725 and opted to use the V K  4501 turret
on the 3601. This in turn caused further problem s because the replacem ent turret had a
larger diam eter, m eaning the hull superstructure had to be w idened to accom m odate it.
The knock-on effect of increasing the superstructure and the track w idth caused a w eight
increase that required an extra run of road w heels to decrease ground pressure. This
becam e Project V K  4501(H ).

H enschel‒s designers w ere able to draw  on the key features of their V K  3001 (H ) and
V K  3601 (H ) program m es, though they m ust have despaired at the ever-changing
requirem ents each tim e the specification w as revised and the tank becam e heavier They
built tw o m odels, the H 1, m ounting an 88m m  K w K  36 L/56 gun, and the H 2, w ith a
75m m  K w K  L/70 gun in a Porsche turret. In practice, the H 2 only got as far as a w ooden
m ock-up. To avoid confusion the Porsche H 1 w as redesignated the V K  4501 (P), and it
drew  on the earlier, cancelled, V K  3001 (P). H ow ever, the Porsche air-cooled engines
essentially did not w ork, forcing Porsche to consider abandoning electric transm ission for
a hydraulic one.



A  side view  of an early production Tiger I. N ote the cylindrical cupola w ith vision slits, the m achine-pistol port at the
rear of the turret by the storage bin, and the distinctive rubber-rim m ed dish-shaped road w heels.

B oth the H enschel and Porsche prototypes w ere put through their paces before H itler at
R astenburg on his birthday on 20 A pril 1942. It soon becam e apparent that the H enschel
design w as m uch m ore ready for m ass production, w ith far few er teething problem s. N ot
only did the Porsche lose out, but also its nam e w as appropriated by the H enschel vehicle
and thus the PzK pfw  V I Tiger w as born. Judged a far superior design by virtue of its
conventional layout and construction m ethods, the H enschel tank w as officially designated
the Panzerkam pfw agen V I Tiger A usf H , and its Sonderkraftfahrzeug (ordnance num ber)
w as Sd K fz 181. H ow ever, in February 1944 its designation w as altered to PzK pfw  Tiger
A usf E, Sd K fz 181.

The H enschel Tiger had eight sets of triple overlapping and interleaved road w heels
w ith a torsion bar suspension to give optim um  distribution of its 57-ton w eight. The
superstructure and the hull w ere w elded together, w ith the superstructure extending out
over the tracks to allow  for the w ider turret. The 88m m  K w K  36 w as fitted coaxially w ith
an M G 34 m achine gun in the external gun m antlet.



A nother early production Tiger captured in Tunisia by the U S A rm y; a G I occupies its cupola w ith forw ard-opening
hatch.

D espite a lack of prelim inary testing, Porsche Tiger production had been instigated w ith
delivery scheduled for July 1942. Problem s w ith the V 10 air-cooled engines and the
suspension m eant only five had been built w hen production cam e to a halt in A ugust 1942.
A s the Porsche Tigers had air-cooled engines, the intention had been to form  tw o
detachm ents for service in N orth A frica, but instead the com pleted vehicles w ere sent to
D ôllersheim  for training purposes. Production w as officially abandoned because Porsche
proved unable to resolve the technical difficulties.

A lthough only a single m odel H enschel Tiger I w as produced, there w ere a num ber of
distinctive changes during the vehicle‒s production life. The initial Tiger Is are identifiable
by their rubber-rim m ed road w heels, the large Feifel air cleaners at the rear, the tall
com m ander‒s cupola and dual headlights. W hile the m id-production Tiger I retained the
rubber-rim m ed road w heels, it has a different turret that included a sm aller cupola. Finally
the late production Tiger I from  January 1944 is instantly recognisable by its all-steel disc
w heels, w hich w ere internally sprung, and its periscope-equipped cupola.

It w as soon found that the selected M aybach V-12 petrol engine, the 21-litre H L 210
P45, w as just too underpow ered and from  D ecem ber 1943 it w as replaced by the 24 -litre
H L 230 P45. The sheer w eight of the Tiger m ade the use of the earlier clutch and brake
type of steering im practical. Instead, H enschel produced som ething sim ilar to the B ritish
M erritt-B row n steering unit that w as regenerative and continuous. The gearbox provided
eight forw ard gear ratios and allow ed for a tw in radius of turn in each gear. This and the
pre-selector m ade the Tiger relatively easy to handle, despite its size.

N onetheless the Tiger‒s overall lack of m obility and relatively low  speed m eant it w as



vulnerable to flank attack. The G erm ans com pensated for this by adding platoons of
Panzer IIIs or IV s to the Tiger battalions to act as flank guards. These flanking platoons
usually had the thankless task of m oving forw ard first, w hich inevitably m eant they also
acted as decoys, draw ing enem y fire; then the Tigers, using their longer-range guns, could
zero in on the enem y and pick them  off. The other job of the Panzer IIIs and IV s w as of
course to cover the Tigers‒ w ithdraw al if they w ere forced to retreat.

To avoid joins and w elds, the Tiger I‒s turret w as m ade from  a single plate bent into a
horseshoe shape. Initially this had a cylindrical cupola w ith vision slits and tw o m achine
pistol ports in the rear. A n escape hatch replaced the right-hand pistol port in D ecem ber
1942 and the cupola w as replaced by a design incorporating periscopes in July 1943.
W hile the specified w eight of 45 tons w as exceeded by up to 11 tons w ith the production
m odels, w hen the Tiger entered the w ar in late 1942 it w as the best arm ed and m ost
heavily arm oured tank in existence.

The fam ous 88m m  flak gun provided the basis of the Tiger‒s pow erful anti-tank gun.

The Tiger‒s m ain arm am ent w as the 88m m  K w K  36 anti-tank gun that had ballistic
qualities sim ilar to the fam ous Flak 18 and Flak 36 88m m  anti-aircraft guns from  w hich it
w as derived. M odifications included a m uzzle brake and electric firing by a trigger-
operated prim er on the elevating hand w heel. In addition, a 7.92m m  M G 34 w as coaxially
m ounted on the left side of the 88m m , w hich w as fired by a foot pedal operated by the
gunner.

The K w K  36‒s breech w as of the sem i-autom atic falling w edge type, but scaled up. The
w eight of the barrel w as counterbalanced through a large coil spring housed in a cylinder
on the left front of the turret. The elevation and hand traverse w ere operated by the gunner
by hand w heels to his right and left respectively. The com m ander also had an em ergency
traverse hand w heel. The gunner also operated the hydraulic pow er traverse by rocking a
right hand footplate. D ue to its w eight, the turret had to be rotated in low  gear. To do this



m anually took the gunner 720 turns of the hand w heel to get a full 360 rotation. Likew ise
a pow er traverse through 180 degrees required a lot of footw ork and concentration. This
delay often m eant that A llied tanks w ere able to get off the first shot ‌ though it w as often
their last.

The gunner w as provided w ith a binocular telescope for sighting the 88m m  gun, a
clinom eter for firing high explosive and a turret position indicator dial. A s space w as at a
prem ium , the m ain gun am m unition w as stored on either side of the fighting com partm ent
and partly alongside the driver in storage bins, as w ell as under the turret floor.

This early production Tiger w as photographed on the Eastern Front. It appears to have been w hitew ashed, though the
road w heels rem ain their original colour.



A nother initial production m odel undergoing gunnery practice on the Eastern Front. The bulky Feifel system  can be seen
on the left just above the tracks.



This m id-production Tiger I w as abandoned in N orm andy in 1944. It retained the rubber-rim m ed road w heels but had a
sm aller cupola w ith periscopes. The air cleaning system  had been dispensed w ith by this stage.

B ritish or C anadian troops exam ining a late production Tiger, identifiable by its steel road w heels, in N orm andy. This
particular vehicle has lost its track guards.

A s the overall w eight of the production Tiger w as sim ply too great for m ost bridges, it



w as decided to give it a w ading and subm ersion capability. The first 495 tanks w ere
equipped for snorkel breathing and could cope in w ater up to 13ft deep. This required all
the doors and hatches to be fitted w ith rubber seals, w hile the turret ring w as w aterproofed
using an inflatable rubber tube. Likew ise the gun m antlet w as fitted w ith a sliding fram e
w ith a sealing ring, w hile the m achine-gun ports w ere bunged using expanding rubber
plugs once the m achine guns had been rem oved. A ir for the engine and the crew  cam e in
via a snorkel pipe. In theory the Tiger could stay under w ater for up to tw o and half hours,
but all this equipm ent w as highly expensive and tim e-consum ing to fit. Inevitably, as
econom ies had to be m ade, this w as abandoned, leaving the Tiger capable of tackling
depths of only 4ft.

Early Tigers w ere also equipped w ith a particularly gruesom e, if not ingenious, anti-
personnel defence system . This w as the ‐S‒ m ine: an anti-personnel bom b about 4in w ide
and 5in deep. This exploded at up to 5ft in the air, blasting the im m ediate area w ith 360
[₯ ]-in steel balls, thereby killing any enem y infantry threatening the tank. The m ine
dischargers w ere fitted to the superstructure, w ith a total of five being m ounted in various
positions.

To sim plify construction, the Tiger‒s hull sections and superstructure w ere w elded
rather than bolted together. The front and rear of the superstructure consisted of one unit,
and interlocking stepped joints, fixed by w elding, w ere used for both the superstructure
and the low er hull. Side panniers w ere 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
w idth of the tank, and it w as this w idth that allow ed for an internal diam eter turret ring of
6ft 1in that housed the breech and m ounting of the 88m m  gun. The breech m echanism
alm ost reached the inside rear turret w all, effectively dividing the fighting com partm ent in
tw o.

Inside, the hull w as divided into four com partm ents: tw o forw ard com partm ents
housing the driver and bow  gunner/w ireless operator, a central fighting com partm ent and
the rear engine com partm ent. The driver sat to the left, steering via a w heel that acted
hydraulically on the tank‒s controlled differential steering unit. The driver‒s visor w as
opened and closed using a sliding shutter operated by a hand w heel on the front vertical
plate. Periscopes w ere fitted on both the driver‒s and w ireless operator‒s escape hatches.



A nother late production m odel getting the once-over in N orm andy. The corrugated surface on this tank (and the previous
one) is due to the Zim m erit paste that w as applied from  1943 onw ards to prevent the attaching of m agnetic anti-tank

hollow  charges.

This late m odel is likew ise a source of fascination for B ritish troops.



A lthough the R ed A rm y stole a m arch over the G erm ans in developing heavy tanks, their T-35, K V-1 and K V-2 (seen
here) m odels proved unsuccessful.

The Soviet T-35 heavy tank proved an ungainly disaster



A  good view  of the m uch flatter steel w heels on the late production Tiger. This tank has seen som e rough going, judging
by the track guards and the bent w heels.

Early and m id-production Tigers being shipped to the front.



This m id-production Tiger is fitted w ith its narrow  road tracks, to accom m odate w hich the outer row  of road w heels has
been rem oved and stacked behind the tank.

A n early Tiger negotiating a log road. D espite the w ide off-road tracks, the tank‒s w eight could be a problem  on soft
ground.



A n early Tiger training in a hull-dow n position, w hich proved highly effective in N orm andy.

It w as the Tiger I‒s arm our that m ade it such a tough nut to crack. The contem porary
m odel of the Panzer IV  A usf G  and Panzer III A usf L/M  and N  had only 50m m  of arm our
on the front of the turret, superstructure and hull (though they w ere given additional 20m m
spaced arm our), and 30m m  on the sides. The Tiger I sported m uch stronger arm our, w ith
100m m  on the front, 60m m  on the sides and 80m m  at the rear. The top and bottom  arm our
w as 25m m  thick, w ith the turret roof thickened to 40m m  in M arch 1944.

Initially production w as planned to com m ence in July 1942, w ith 285 ready by M ay
1943 in tim e for H itler‒s m ajor sum m er offensive on the Eastern Front. O nce the Porsche
Tiger contract had been halted, the H enschel order w as increased by fifty to m ake up the
shortfall. Production com m enced in A ugust 1942 at a rate of just tw elve tanks per m onth.
B y N ovem ber this had been increased to tw enty-five per m onth. M axim um  production
w as reached in A pril 1944 w hen 104 Tigers rolled off the assem bly lines.

The Tiger I and the subsequent Tiger II w ere particularly vulnerable to the A llied
bom ber offensive, as only one factory w as involved in producing them . Tiger I production
ran from  July 1942 until A ugust 1944, and Tiger II production from  January 1944 to
M arch 1945. H enschel achieved a m onthly rate of 106 Tigers in the sum m er of 1944, but
this had dropped to just thirty-six by the autum n. B y early D ecem ber 1944 these attacks
and the general disruption caused by the strategic bom bing cam paign had cost the
G erm ans at least 200 Tigers.



H

C hapter Tw o

Tiger II‒s Troubled B irth
itler‒s second heavy tank, the Tiger II, w as one of the largest and m ost im pressive
panzers ever built. A rm our- and arm am ent-w ise, it w as form idable, and this,

com bined w ith its distinctive appearance, m ade it a particularly terrifying tank to com e up
against. H ow ever, its w eight and m obility w ere another m atter and, as w ith the Tiger I,
these handicaps and its lim ited production run proved to be its undoing.

A lthough dubbed the Tiger II, this heavy tank w as in fact a new  design that in
appearance at least had m ore in com m on w ith the Panther than w ith the Tiger I. The last
G erm an heavy tank, it w as know n variously as the Tiger A usf B , Tiger II or K ing Tiger
(K ônigstiger), w hile the W estern A llies dubbed it rather grandly the R oyal Tiger. Its
ordnance inventory num ber w as Sd K fz 182. For the purposes of this book, and for the
sake of consistency, w e w ill use the term  Tiger II.

The requirem ent for the Tiger II originated in the sum m er of 1942, w hen the G erm an
O rdnance D epartm ent issued specifications for a Tiger I replacem ent that w ould be
superior to the T-34 in term s of both firepow er and arm our. B oth H enschel and M A N ,
w hich built the Panther, w ere asked to design second-generation vehicles for the Tiger and
the Panther respectively. Porsche w as also asked to m eet the replacem ent Tiger
requirem ent w ith V K  4502. R ather than start from  scratch, Porsche adapted his earlier
unsuccessful Tiger designs.

The Porsche design offered tw o different layouts, w ith the turret m ounted either at the
front or the back of the hull. The latter had sloped arm our sim ilar to that of the Panther.
Like the previous Porsche projects, the suspension had paired bogies w ith longitudinal
torsion bars. W egm ann designed the turret to take the 88m m  K w K  43 L/71 gun and fifty
w ere ordered, but V K  4502(P) w as abandoned. Porsche‒s final subm ission w as ham pered
by the retention of the ill-fated petrol-electric drive, plus the scarcity of the copper needed
for the transm ission.

V K  4502(H ) w as also rejected, so H enschel subm itted the revised V K  4503(H ). This
design, although based on the original Tiger concept, had to be considerably m odified
because of the O rdnance D epartm ent‒s insistence that it m ust incorporate m ost of the
features included in the Panther II program m e. N ot unreasonably, the O rdnance
D epartm ent w as trying to achieve com m onality in spare parts for these projected new
tanks. W hile this w as accepted, the design w ork w as not com pleted until 1943. The M A N
project V K  5402(M A N ) w as accepted, but the w ar ended before the Panther II could go
into production.



The m assive Tiger II had m ore in com m on w ith the Panther in term s of shape. This m odel has the im proved turret that
elim inated the shot trap. It‒s coated in Zim m erit, factory painted in dunkel gelb and then sprayed in patches of olivgrun

across the hull, turret and barrel.

A ttem pts to enhance the Tiger I by replacing the K w K  36 L/56 88m m  anti-tank gun
w ith the im proved K w K  43 L/71 w ere thw arted by the lack of space in the turret. In
January 1943 H itler ordered that the new  Tiger m ust have a turret large enough to m ount
the L/71. A lso, the frontal arm our w as to increase to 150m m , though the sides w ere to
rem ain at 80m m . To this end H enschel displayed an enorm ous w ooden m ock-up on 20
O ctober 1943 to give H itler som e idea of the size of the new  vehicle. Initially the V K
4502(P) turret, w ith a distinctive curved front and curved m antlet, w as selected to house
the L/71, though in reality this turret w as designed w ith both prototypes in m ind.

B y N ovem ber 1943 the H enschel Tiger II pilot m odel w as ready and production
com m enced at the H enschel factory in K assel in D ecem ber 1943, w ith the first m odels
com pleted by February 1944. In total, only about 500 Tiger IIs w ere built by the end of the
w ar. U nder the rationalisation program m e of autum n 1944, according to w hich only tw o
tanks w ith traversing turrets w ould be produced in 1945, the Panther A usf G  and Tiger II
w ere chosen. H ow ever, tw o Panthers could be produced for every Tiger. Production of the
Tiger II w as scheduled at tw enty a m onth, ram ping up to 145. In reality, the highest it
reached w as eighty-four in the sum m er of 1944, w ith the num ber falling to just tw enty-
five in M arch 1945.



This knocked-out Tiger II also has the new er turret design.



B ritish troops exam ining a Tiger II in France w ith the initial rounded Porsche turret that has been blow n off the chassis.

There w ere grandiose plans to build 1,500 Tiger IIs, but the A llied bom ber offensive put
paid to that. B etw een 22 Septem ber and 7 O ctober 1944 five raids took out 95 per cent of
the H enschel factory floor at K assel. This cost the loss of production of alm ost 660 Tiger
IIs. A s a result, one w as produced in 1943, 379 in 1944 and 112 in 1945 giving a total of
492 tanks. B y that stage the Tiger II w as the best protected m ass-produced tank. Its hull
arm our w as up to 150m m  thick on the glacis plate at 40 degrees, w hile the nose w as
shielded by 100m m  at 55 degrees. The turret and hull had arm our of 80m m , w hile the top
and belly plates w ere 42m m  thick.

The first fifty Tiger IIs w ere fitted w ith the W egm ann turrets that had been built for the
abandoned V K  4502(P). The curved front to the turret w as soon found to create an
unw elcom e shot trap. O n 6 D ecem ber 1943 this feature w as ordered to be rem oved and
H enschel quickly redesigned the gun m antlet and the front of the turret to elim inate the
curve. They did this by decreasing the frontal area of the turret and installing a bell-shaped
m antlet.



A  Tiger II in a bom b crater in N orm andy; the turret w as torn off in the blast that destroyed it.



A nother Tiger II w ith the Porsche turret abandoned at the roadside in N orm andy.

Internally the Tiger II layout w as alm ost the sam e as the Panther, though there w as no
turret basket. W hile externally the Tiger II shared som e of the heritage of the Panther‒s
sloping body w ork, som e of its design features cam e from  the Tiger I. For exam ple, the
engine, engine covers and cupola w ere com m on to the Tiger I, as w ell as to the later
Panther. In addition, the all-steel resilient w heels w ere com m on to the late production
Tiger I and the very late production Panther A usf G .

The m assive suspension system  com prised torsion bars w ith nine sets of overlapped
w heels, rather than interleaved w heels as on the Tiger I and Panther. This cut dow n on
clogging and m ade w heel changes easier. W hile the w heels w ere all steel, they had
resilient rubber cushions and this cut dow n on tyre rubber. The tracks cam e in narrow  and
w ide versions, as on the Tiger I.

The Tiger II w as arm ed w ith the m assive 88m m  L/71, an im proved and longer version
of the gun used in the Tiger I. To allow  for instant firing, tw enty-tw o rounds w ere stored in
racks in the rear of the turret w ith the tips of the rounds facing the breech m echanism . The
gun had a m onocular sight, w hile the com m ander had the advantage of a vision cupola
identical to that used in the later m odel Panther.

The Tiger II could kill all A llied tanks head-on at a range of over 2.5km , easily
outreaching A llied tank guns. Indeed, until the arrival of the A m erican M 26 Pershing
arm ed w ith a 90m m  gun in February 1945, neither the B ritish nor the A m ericans had any
heavy tanks. The only A llied gun capable of tackling the Tiger at around 1,100 m etres w as
the B ritish 17-pounder installed in the Sherm an Firefly.



The Tiger II‒s A chilles heel, as w ith all panzers, w as its underpow ered gasoline engine.
A lthough the Tiger II w eighed alm ost 70 tonnes, it had the sam e engine as the m uch
lighter Tiger I and Panther, nam ely the V 12 M aybach H L 230 P30. There w ere plans to
upgrade the engine w ith the inclusion of fuel injection and an up-rated drivetrain, but this
never happened. Likew ise, there w as talk of replacing the m ain gun w ith a 105m m  K w K
L/68.

Initially the Tiger II suffered from  an overburdened drivetrain, w hile the double radius
steering gear had a nasty habit of failing and the gaskets and seals leaked. The Tiger IIs
delivered to H eavy Panzer B attalion 501 alm ost all suffered from  drivetrain failures,
w hich m eant that w hen the unit arrived on the Eastern Front only eight of its forty-five
tanks w ere operational. Sim ilarly the first five Tiger IIs sent to the Panzer Lehr D ivision
broke dow n and had to be destroyed to prevent their capture before they had even seen
any action. M odifications to the Tiger II greatly im proved its reliability, but by that stage
the w ar w as com ing to a close.

The rear of the sam e tank.



A  frontal view  show ing the curve of the Porsche turret. The tank in front of it is a B ergepanther recovery vehicle.



Tw o view s of a Tiger II knocked out during the A rdennes offensive. N ote the distinctive cam ouflage applied to the hull,
track guards and turret. Track links have been placed on the turret to enhance the arm our.

D espite the tank‒s m assive size, it offered good visibility. The driver w as equipped w ith
a periscope in the roof of the hull and he could raise the seat if he w as driving w ith his



hatch open. A lso an episcope provided vision for the hull m achine gunner, w hile there w as
another one in the turret roof for the gunner.

The Tiger II w as issued to the training units in February and M ay 1944, but did not
reach the first com bat units until June, som e five m onths after production had com m enced.
They w ere all issued to the independent heavy panzer battalions except for five, w hich
w ere sent to the Feldherrnhalle D ivision in M arch 1945.

In a head-to-head shoot-out, the Tiger II outranged alm ost all A llied tanks and w as
practically im pervious to all A llied arm oured-piercing rounds. H ow ever, as w ith the Tiger
I, there w ere sim ply too few  Tiger IIs. A nd w hile it w as w ell arm oured and arm ed, it w as
still an unw ieldy tank. Like its predecessor, its w eight and size m ade it a tactical liability.
It w as sim ply too heavy for m ost road bridges and it offered a large target for enem y
gunners and fighter-bom bers. The Tiger IIs‒ finest m om ent cam e during H itler‒s A rdennes
offensive, w hen it w as partnered w ith the Panther. Its subsequent role in H itler‒s
counteroffensive in H ungary, how ever, only proved w hat a liability it w as.

Like all panzers m anufactured in the later part of the w ar, the Tiger II suffered from
quality control problem s. Inevitably the lack of alloys im pacted on the steel. This m eant
that w hen the arm our w as hit, even if the round did not penetrate, the w elds quite often
cracked and there w as extensive spalling. The latter could be dangerous to the crew s if this
occurred on the inside.

In the sum m er of 1944 the R ed A rm y fighting at Sandom ierz captured a num ber of
Tiger IIs, w hich w ere w hisked off to the Soviet tank-testing ground at K ubinka. The
Soviets w ere not im pressed w ith w hat they found. The underpow ered engine overheated
and packed up, and the transm ission and suspension regularly gave out. A nti-tank gun
tests show ed how  shoddy the arm our w as. The quality of the w elding w as found to be very
poor and w elds tended to crack after repeated battering by anti-tank shells.

C olour Schem es

O ne question that needs addressing is w hat colour the Tigers w ere painted. A  popular
m isconception am ong the public, thanks largely to H ollyw ood, is that all G erm an m ilitary
vehicles w ere a dull panzer grey. C ertainly from  1939 G erm an A rm y vehicles w ere
painted dunkel grau, generally know n as panzer grey. This w as intended to help vehicle
outlines m erge w ith buildings and trees in W estern Europe. The national identification
m ark for all G erm an vehicles w as a black cross edged in w hite, w ith all unit signs and arm
of service sym bols also in w hite. Tactical num bers varied in colour but w ere again
norm ally edged in w hite.


