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With five axles and efghf wheels, of three different sizes, this must
be the world’s weirdest military vehicle

eating off close competition from the Swamp Skipper, the Marsh Screw and the
Hover-Rover, the all-time winner for the title of weirdest military vehicle of all
time goes, by unanimous verdict, to the Opperman Scorpion Mk 1...

Designed and built by the engineering
company 5 £ Opperman Limited of Elstree
Borshamwood, the frve-ande. eight-wheeled
amphibious Scorpion pilot vehicle was
submitted to 112 for trials in 1942,
Although the prototype wasn't armed, it
was described as a ‘light tank’,

With hindsight, It's difficult to see the
role emdsaged for this cunous machine.
Although it was primarily an engingering
development vehicle, thers was no cargo
space and it was unarmed. Writing in his
1983 150 publication. MV 1 Amphibiouws
vehicles’, author jeff Woods opined thet it
was intended to 'dear enemy beach heads’
With its pneumatic tyres and lightweight
fwil, it could certainly not have done this
unider fire and would have been far too
vuinerable to damage from minas, even if
enamy action had ceased

Mo description of the vehicle can do it
justice without describing the
unconventional axie and wheel layout in
detail Although it was described as a five-
axle machine, this is not strictly true since
the single wheels at front and rear were

actually only intended to assist with ditch
crossing. For comvenience, the axles
carrying the single wheaels can be referred
to as front and rear, with the thres centre
#ules described as centre-front, centre and
centre-rear. The wheels on the three centre
axles were disposed in such a way that
those on the narmow-track centre-rear axle
are nested into the wider-track centre axle,
whilst the single wheel at the front is
nested into the centre-front doving axde.
The DTD engineers believed that the single
axles, at front and rear, were a source of
danger under conditions when the entire
4500 |b weight of the machine was
suspended on them.

Whilst the centre axie is the only one
with a differential all of the aules are
driven, The transmission is connecied to the
centre axte, with a triplex chain drive from
this to the centre-front and centre-rear
axles, and a similar arrangement of chains
connecting these to the single wheels on
the front and rear axles. The gear ratios
setected for the chain drive ensured that zll
of the wheels rotated at the same speed,

regardless of being different gizes,

The front and rear axles were shod with a
9.00=13 Dunlop road tyre: the centre-front
and centre-rear axles, both of solid design,
carrted 30xS tyres with a fairly-aggrassive
tread: the centre axle was provided with a
differential and carried 7.50x24 Firestone
apriodtural tyres. With the vehicle
stationany, it sits on the wheels of tha
centre and centre-rear axdes, with 6in
clearance apparent beneath the wheels of
the front axie, 3in under the wheels on the
centre-fromt axle, and Tin under the rear
ande

i the interests of simplicity, there were
na springs and no conventional steering
gear. Suspension was provided by
deformation of the tyres alone, whilst
steering was by means of a braked
differential operated by means of 2 tiller
bar and acting only on the centre axle,

The mzin engine, mounted between the
centre and centre-rear axles, was a four-
eylinder Foed unit producing 24bhp and
driving through on Opperman three-speed
gearbox. The radiator was mounted above
the hull with elevated air intakes to gither
side. A frame was fitted at the rear,
designed to accept an outboand motor,
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almost certainly a British Anzan|-powered
unit, which provided propulsion in the
water at less than Tmph,

There was rather cramped
sccommodation for a driver and
commander; the latter would also have
acted as gunner if the vehicle had been
fitted with a turret. The single front wheel
allowed the hull, which was of “in armour
stee] plate to be brought to a point,
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rather like a boat,

Tests were carried out in early May 1542
- described as 'most secret’ - and, In July
1942, the Scorpion was submitted to the
Department of Tank Design (DTD) for what
was described as 'a brief performance trial’
using a Daimler Dingo scout car as a
reference. Over a period of twa days the
Scorpion was to be tested 'acrass country,
up steep slopas and in water' with the
intention of identifying any weak areas of
the design.

The first trials required that the Scorplon
descend a 25° bank onto a narrow road and
then proceed along the road to climb an
18° slope, slantwise, into a field, The

driver had to lean
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Searpion made short work of this
manoseuvre whilst the Dingo had to reverse
after descending the bank. Next came a
Eross-country speed test where the
Scorpion travelled at about 25mph over a
rough field and, although it was highly
manoeuvrable, the constant pitching must
have made it mast uncomfortable for the
crew, On the next test which involved
crossing a three-foot wide, two-foot deep,
ditch the Dingo actually got itself stuck and
the driver damaged the gearbox trying to
get free, but the Scorplon was able to cross
with ease since the axle layout meant that
the vehicle remained in contact with both
banks. The Scorpion also easily crossed a
20-yard patch of 18-inch deep mud
frarmn which the Dingo had to be towed
aul.
in a deep pond, the Scarpion showed
that it could swim at a speed of about
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1 knot but was unable to turn, and steering
had to be effected by grounding on the
banks and using these to turn. Its
amphibious performance was equally slow
im a canal and it was unable to extricate
itself across a 10In vertical rise, Obviously,
the Dingo was not subjected to the
amphiblous trials,

On a bumpy gravel road, the Scorplon
was able to travel at about 15-20mph
befare the fare-and-alt pitching caused it
to swerve violently and for the driver 1o
lose control, A concrete gradient of 1:2.25
wins successfully climbed as was o grovel
slope of 112,98, On soft sand, the vehicle
became suspended on the single whaeels of
the front and rear axles and, In attempting
to extricate it, the gearbox was damaged
and the oll last, resulting in It having to be
towed out. A universal carrler crossed the
same sand nullah with comparative ease

Despite the fact that the Scorpion boiled
its cooling water during the majority of the
trial, which led to the comment that ‘the
cooling is unsatisfactory', the officer in
charge was reasonably impressed with
Crpperman’s weaird machine, In writing &
repart of the trials, he concluded that it had
2 'very good cross country performance for
a wheeled vehicle’ but doubted that a
‘wehicle without suspension would prove
reliabile’ going on to say that if 'some form
of independent suspension was employed
the riding and steering qualities would be
improved without affecting its capabilities
as an amphibian’,

At the conclusion of the trials, DTD
recommendad that the "project be closed
but, Interestingly, thare was some dissent
with this view, and the alflcer orlginating
the project defended the Scorpion as belng
‘novel and intaresting... (with) an
essentially simple and rugged design’. An
experimental Mk 2 Scorpion was ordened in
which Opperman was said to be improving
the cooling arrangemeénts and incorporating
some form of differential lock, but what
becarme-of this, if It was bullt, is not known.
It seerms that, although no mare examples
were constructed, TT2 was never ane Lo
look 2 gift horse in the mouth and the
principles of skid steering by means of a
braked differential, and suspension by

maeans of the tyres alone, were borrowed
fram the Scorplon for the Tharmyerolt
Terrapin and after the \War, the same
approach was used on the TV 1000

Clog...er.. in wet sard, Bhe muiltipiz wheelbase

eparimaental Rhino,

%0, perhaps It wasn't gulte apother of
those inevitable blind alleys on the road to
automoltive nirvana but it wasn't far off. SR




