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PANTHER MEDIUM TANK 1942–45

DEVELOPMENT HISTORY

The origins of the Panther tank lay in the shock that the German Army experienced during Operation Barbarossa – its June 1941 invasion of the Soviet Union. During the first week of combat, the otherwise triumphant German Panzer spearheads experienced fierce encounters with the Soviet T-34/76 medium tank. Although the T-34/76 was in short supply at the front in 1941, it nevertheless outclassed every German tank then in service. With its combination of excellent mobility, mechanical reliability, potent firepower, and effective, well-sloped armour protection, the T-34 posed a formidable threat to the success of Barbarossa. Several tactical engagements during the campaign demonstrated the superiority of the T-34, particularly the severe blow experienced by the 4th Panzer Division at Mtsensk, near Orel, on 4 October 1941.

This division belonged to Colonel-General Heinz Guderian’s Panzer Group 2, which spearheaded the German Army Group Centre. In the aftermath of the setback at Mtsensk, Guderian demanded that an inquiry be established into the realities of tank warfare on the Eastern Front. During 18–21 November, senior German tank designers and manufacturers, plus staff officers from the Army Weapons Department, toured Guderian’s operational area to study captured T-34 tanks and to evaluate the implications that this vehicle posed for future German tank development. Guderian suggested to the inquiry that Germany should simply produce a direct copy of the T-34 tank, as this would be the quickest way of countering the threat that this vehicle posed. The Weapons Department disagreed, however, because Germany would find it difficult to produce steel alloy and diesel engines in sufficient quantities. While deliberations on a new tank unfolded, the inquiry recommended that the Army up-gunned its Panzer IV tanks and Sturmgeschütz III assault guns.
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The shock the Germans experienced after encountering the Soviet T-34/76 tank during Operation Barbarossa led them to develop the Panther, which incorporated the overhanging gun barrel, well-sloped armoured plates, and large road wheels featured in the enemy tank. (The Tank Museum, 47/E6)
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The 150th Panzer Brigade employed 10 Panthers disguised as American M10 tank destroyers to spread confusion during the initial stages of the mid-December 1944 German Ardennes counter-offensive. (The Tank Museum, 1164/A2)

The answer, however, as the inquiry recognised, was to incorporate the best features of the T-34 into a new German medium tank. The inquiry – now known as the Panther Commission – concluded that the T-34’s main strengths revolved around three features that to date had been lacking in German tank design. The Soviet tank’s main armament overhung the front of the vehicle, which enabled it to have a greater barrel length and thus deliver a higher muzzle velocity to its rounds; consequently, the weapon obtained increased armour penetration capabilities. Second, the suspension on the T-34 featured large road wheels and wide tracks that gave the vehicle excellent off-road mobility and an impressive maximum road speed. Last, while the Soviet tank had only modestly thick armour (with 45mm plates), these were well sloped and so gave greater levels of protection than German tanks with vertical armoured plates of similar thickness.
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This mid-production Model A Panther has been overturned, presumably by Allied aerial bombing, at Norrey-en-Bessin during the summer 1944 Normandy campaign. Note the twin cooling pipes added to the vehicle’s left exhaust pipe. (The Tank Museum, 5721/F6)

In late November 1941, the Panther Commission contracted the armaments firms of Daimler-Benz and Maschinenfabrik Augsberg-Nuremburg (MAN) to begin development work on a new tank in the 30-tonne class, designated the VK30.02. Each firm’s prototypes were to mount the turret then being developed by Rheinmetall that featured the long-barrelled 7.5cm L/70 gun. On 9 December 1941, the Weapons Department set the specified weight of the VK30.02 at 32.5 tonnes. During spring 1942, Daimler-Benz completed three slightly different versions of their prototype design, the VK30.02(DB). These vehicles had a sloping hull design, forward-mounted turret, overhanging main gun, and large square gun mantlet that all bore a strong resemblance to the T-34. In addition, one of these three prototypes had a diesel engine similar to that fitted in the Soviet tank, although here driven through a rear sprocket. However, unlike the T-34, the VK30.02(DB) featured the traditional German suspension design based on bogie wheels mounted on external leaf springs that had been used on the previous Panzer I–IV tanks. The VK30.02(DB) weighed 35 tonnes, had sloped armour up to 60mm thick, and delivered an operational by-road range of 195km. The vehicle’s relatively narrow tracks, however, produced an unimpressively high ground pressure figure of 0.83kg/cm2.
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This early Model D Panther, completed by Henschel in early May 1943, sports smoke-grenade launchers, a feature discontinued in Panthers completed after early June. Note the Henschel-produced Tiger in the background. (The Tank Museum, 6087/D2)

In comparison, the VK30.02(MAN) design represented less of a direct copy of the T-34 and had much in common with earlier German tanks. In terms of the vehicle’s overall shape, only its sloped glacis front plate represented design copied from the T-34. The three MAN prototype vehicles in turn used an MB502 diesel engine, or one of two traditional German petrol engines – the 650bhp Maybach HL210 and 700bhp HL230 – all with an orthodox drive train that ran under the fighting compartment to the gearbox. The suspensions on the MAN prototypes, however, owed little to typical German tank design. The vehicles had eight large road wheel bogies that used a sophisticated internal twin torsion bar system instead of the more usual German external leaf spring system. By locating the turret in the centre of the tank, the VK30.02(MAN) design minimised the degree to which the gun barrel overhung the front of the tank. The MAN prototypes weighed the same as the Daimler-Benz vehicles, yet their larger (750 litre) fuel tanks delivered a greater by-road operating range of 270km and their wider tracks a more favourable ground pressure figure of 0.68kg/cm2.

After evaluating the designs, Hitler concluded that the Daimler-Benz prototypes were superior, but on 11 May the Weapons Department recommended acceptance of the MAN proposal. This was because the Department feared that friendly-fire incidents would arise because the VK30.02(DB) looked too similar to the T-34, and that the long overhang of the main armament might result in vehicles getting their gun jammed into the ground when moving down slopes. Moreover, as the Daimler-Benz chassis possessed a narrower turret ring than the MAN version, this complicated the fitting of the Rheinmetall turret with its 7.5cm gun onto the vehicle.
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This left-side view of Panther turret number 210004, completed by MAN in late January 1943, depicts three distinctive characteristics of the early Model D tank – the three smoke-grenade launchers, the small circular pistol port in the centre, and the large communications port further to the rear. (The Tank Museum, 11/B3)

Consequently, on 15 May 1942, the Army contracted MAN to produce the first pre-production versions of the new tank, now designated the Panzerkampfwagen V Panther Ausführung (or Model) A (Sdkfz 171), the tank’s name deriving from the Panther Commission that had initiated the project back in late 1941. In January 1943, however, the Germans redesignated this first general production vehicle as the Panther Model D. The contracts issued in May included several modifications to the vehicle’s specifications, most notably a front glacis plate with armour thickened from 60mm to 80mm. But concerns lingered within the High Command that the new Panther tank would be inadequately protected against the weapons likely to appear on the Eastern Front in the foreseeable future. Therefore, on 4 June 1942, Hitler suggested that the frontal armour of the Model D be increased to 100mm. Experiments revealed, however, that adding additional bolt-on armoured plates to the existing Panther design (as done previously on the Panzer III and IV) would pose enormous technical difficulties. This in turn led the Germans to halt these up-armouring proposals and instead consider the development of a redesigned and up-armoured Panther tank, subsequently designated the Panther II.

During August 1942, MAN produced two prototype Panthers for evaluation, designated Versuchs (Experimental) Panther Vehicles V1 and V2. The V1 was just a chassis without a turret fitted, whereas the V2 was a complete tank. The latter featured an unusual hexagonal turret that mounted the Rheinmetall 7.5cm KwK 42 L/70 gun with a single-baffle muzzle brake – whereas all subsequent Panther tanks featured a double-baffle brake. In addition, the rear left of the vehicle’s turret had a distinctive drum-shaped commander’s cupola that visibly bulged out beyond the face of the turret’s left-hand side plates.

During 8–14 November, the Germans tested the V2 tank at proving grounds near Eisenach in Germany. While these tests showed the design to be sound in general, they nevertheless exposed the many technical problems from which the V2 suffered. Over-hasty design and production work, for example, meant that the V2 vehicle weighed 43 tonnes, well above the target weight limit of 35 tonnes. One reason for this excessive weight was that during the development stage Hitler had insisted that the vehicle’s frontal armour be increased from the stipulated 60mm thickness to 80mm. With its 650bhp Maybach engine, the V2 tank delivered a power-to-weight ratio of just 15.1bhp/tonne – 15 per cent lower than the figure for the T-34 tank and 25 per cent lower than that of the original VK30.02(MAN). This excessive weight-to-power ratio caused numerous mechanical problems – especially excessive strain on the wheels, engine, gearbox and transmission – that dogged the Model D Panther throughout its nine-month production run.

The subsequent modifications that the Germans implemented during the Panther Model D and Model A production runs alleviated these problems, and thus in the Model G Panther the Germans arrived at a mechanically more reliable tank. Nevertheless, they never entirely solved these weaknesses prior to the war’s end in May 1945, and this unreliability somewhat undermined the tank’s obvious benefits – notably the combination of a potent 7.5cm gun and well-sloped armour. During late 1942, however, the Germans were desperate to get their new Panther tank into combat on the Eastern Front. Consequently, despite the many flaws exposed during the Eisenach trials, the Army rushed the V2 design straight into general production as the Model D Panther. With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that the Germans ought to have ironed out these design problems through a series of modified pre-production vehicles before rushing prematurely into general production. As it was, although significant numbers of completed Model D Panthers reached the Army during spring 1943, it remained far from clear that these vehicles were ready for use in combat.
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This early Model D Panther sports two features that distinguish it from later Model D tanks – its smoke-grenade launchers and the two shrouded lamps located on the hull glacis plate. Two features characteristic of Model D or early Model A Panthers are also evident – the tall letterbox machine gun mount on the right glacis plate and the oblong driver’s visor on the left glacis plate. (The Tank Museum, 22/C2)

OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img05.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img06.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img03.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img09.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img07.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img08.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_img02.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781782000648_cover.jpg
OSPREY

New Vanguard

Panther Medium Tank
1942-45

Stephen A Hart . lllustrated by Jim Laurier





