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“ I was expecting  
a set of primitive  
pulleys and levers”

ou might expect us to start  
with the laser-guided robogun, 
which seeks and destroys 
distant targets all by itself.  
Or with the camouflaged 
sideskirts that can be covered 
with morphing heat cells  

that, when viewed by radar, make the whole thing 
resemble a cow. But nope. Instead, and because this  
is actually a sensible road test, we should start with 
the singlemost important thing about this £3 million 
Swedish hunter-killer: the ride quality.

It’s called the CV90 Armadillo, and it’s the  
first tracked vehicle ever to be fitted with active 
suspension. This means it can soak up lumps and 
bumps unlike any other tank, which in turn means  
it can travel 40 per cent faster over rough ground.  
Like a road car with adaptive dampers, the Armadillo 
continuously stiffens or slackens its suspension to 
better cope with the landscape, so instead of bouncing 
along it stays flatter and more level. And if you’ve ever 
tried firing a gun from a fast-moving tank, you’ll know 
why this is a good thing.

Made by BAE Systems in Sweden, in the same 
factory once used to make Alvis cars, the Armadillo is 
the newest addition to the CV90 range. But whatever 
you do, don’t call it a tank. It is, I’m told, an infantry 

fighting vehicle. It’s designed to move fast, lurk in 
forests, fight airborne enemies and protect those  
inside from bomb blasts that shorten your legs and 
send you into cardiac arrest before you even realise 
they’ve exploded. “Imagine 100 tonnes of TNT  
going off 10 centimetres under your arse,” says my 
ex-army instructor, who chose not to be identified 
here. “You’re looking at a force of 100,000g to 
300,000g, which can be slightly… uncomfortable.”

Whether it’s officially a tank or not, it has tracks  
on each side, there’s a gun on the top, it weighs 30 
tonnes and the armour is as thick as a dry-stone  
wall. So it looks quite tank-ish to me. And although  
it hasn’t yet been delivered to the first paying 
customers, they’re going to let me drive it.

To enter the cockpit, you must first climb up a 
three-foot ladder onto the bonnet, before lowering 
yourself down through a manhole cover. Your legs 
dangle through the hatch until your bum drops  
into the canvas driver’s seat, which is suspended  
like a baby bouncer (it’s designed like this to put 
plenty of fresh air between your backside and any 
incendiaries). And it’s here, in my tanky hammock, 
where I survey the controls for the first time.

I was expecting a primitive series of pulleys and 
levers, but apparently tank tech has moved on a touch 
since WWII, so anyone capable of driving a car has a 
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chance of operating one. There’s a pedal for the brakes 
and another for the throttle. The steering wheel is 
shaped like a square-bottomed ‘U’ with triggers on the 
top to work the windscreen wipers (I was hoping for 
missiles, but never mind). It has a 16.0-litre V8 diesel 
borrowed from a Scania lorry, which produces 810bhp 
and is positioned about a foot to the right of my head.

The rest of the instruments are a mixture of 
aviation-style dials and more familiar buttons with 

WORDS: DAN READ / PICTURES: SIMON THOMPSON

P L A N E T  /  D R I V I N G  A  T A N K

Massive engine can
be removed by two 

men in one hour

Hatch to combat
compartment. 
All aboard!

WE LIKE ALL THINGS EXTREME AT 
TG. BUT WE NEVER THOUGHT WE’D 
TRY OUT RADICAL WAR MACHINES...

THE WORLD’S 
FASTEST TANK*

*P R O V I D E D  Y O U 
D R I V E  I T  O F F - R O A D 
–  B U T  W H E R E  E L S E 
W O U L D  Y O U  D R I V E 

A  T A N K . . .
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icons for the heaters and aircon. It’s a snug fit, not 
unlike the cockpit of a fighter jet, though today they’ve 
left the hatch open to help me see where I’m going. 
Thankfully, I won’t be alone, because the first thing you 
must know about driving a tank, is that you’re not really 
driving a tank. Sure, you press the pedals and turn the 
wheel and set 30 tonnes of heavy metal in motion, but 
the commander calls the shots. Sometimes literally.

Hold a button down, and the engine churns over 
(for the purposes of this road test, I should point  
out there’s a touch of clatter, but we’ve experienced 
worse). Prod the throttle, and the revs shoot up 
remarkably quickly for a giant turbodiesel, but  
with a 2,500rpm red line, it’s hardly frantic. Slide  
the gearlever into D, and the revs rise slightly before 
we creep away – as easy as that. This one’s fitted with 
rubber tracks, so instead of sounding like a clanking 
monster it actually moves along quite smoothly –  
the chuggy engine makes more noise than the  
tracks. I even sway gently in my seat.

The steering wheel has knobbly grips and the 
nodules press against my skin. Unlike a traditional 
steering column linked to a set of front wheels,  
which change their angle to correspond with your 
inputs, a tank steers via the transmission. In other 
words, if you move the wheel to the left, it reduces 

“ The 16.0-litre V8 has  
a touch of clatter, but 
we’ve seen worse”
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Commander’s hatch
on top; driver’s one

down below

Weapons can be 
operated from this 
seat. Nobody move

The view from 
the top. Beware

 moose

Seek and destroy: 
gun can shoot 

down choppers“Hey guys, I’m 
doing the robot.
 See? The robot!”

We had a great time cocking around in the Armadillo,  
but let’s not forget that this is a serious vehicle designed  
to save more lives than it takes. And while it might have 
much fancy tech, there’s no RAC behind enemy lines. “It’s 
a war machine,” says Dan Lindell, the CV90’s platform 
manager. “So it has to work, even if it breaks down.” 
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THIS ONE IS CALLED THE RIPSAW EV-2, and – like  
the Armadillo – it has active suspension to help it ride over 
almost anything stupid enough to get in its way. It also does 
massive skids on ice.

Howe & Howe Technologies is the barmy company  
behind it, and it’s no stranger to making armoured cars and 
military-grade vehicles for just about anything, or anyone… 
including paranoid arctic villains seeking a quick getaway  
over a frozen pond.

Previously the company, based in America, has cooked  
up armoured fire engines that can scale the side of an erupting 
volcano then put it out, robotic micro tanks for SWAT teams, 
and even weaponised tracked wheelchairs for quadriplegic  
ex-wrestlers who like deer hunting.

Unlike the Armadillo, which has an electro-hydraulic 
damping system, the Ripsaw’s suspension is pneumatic. It 
weighs far less than a proper tank, so it might not protect  
you from the worst sort of IEDs, but it does have the benefit  
of a mid-mounted, supercharged V8 petrol engine making 
650bhp. So it shifts.

It also jumps, ploughs and drifts. When Doomsday comes, 
you’ll want one in your garage.

TYPICAL, ISN’T IT? YOU WAIT AGES FOR A TANK WITH FANCY 
ADJUSTABLE SUSPENSION, THEN TWO COME ALONG AT ONCE

BEHOLD THE 
SUPERTANK!

power to the left tracks and increases power to the 
opposing set. With one side moving faster than the 
other, it naturally turns towards the slower side.  
So, as I turn the wheel, the whole thing jinks to  
one side or the other. In neutral, and at full lock, it  
cuts power completely to one side and sends it all  
to the other, so you can do pirouettes on the spot.  
Tank donuts: probably the most fun you can have  
in a fighty war machine.

And so to the suspension. Deep in its guts, the 
Armadillo has many gyros and accelerometers and  
yaw sensors, all feeding into a ‘skyhook algorithm’  
so it can work out how much it’s pitching around. For 
example, if it feels its nose clatter a bump, it quickly 
tells the rear end, which braces itself for the impact. 
How? Look inside the tracks – there are seven wheels 
on each side. Each is attached to the chassis by a swing 
arm, like the back end of a motorcycle. In a passive 
system, the arm would do its own thing, but here it  
can be slackened to ‘swallow’ a bump, then locked  
off to stop the tank from rebounding. Stops it from 
diving forwards on the brakes, too.

It works freakishly well. My eyes and ears tell me 
I’m barrelling over jumps at 50mph, but my body stays 
on roughly the same plane across the obstacles. If I 
were operating a machine gun from one of the fighting 
hatches I would almost certainly miss the target,  
but by less than if I were being carried on ordinary 
suspension. In fact, I might not even need to pull a 
trigger – the options list includes remote weapons and 
anti-aircraft systems designed to shoot helicopters out 
of the sky, while the surprised pilot wonders how the 
hell that cow just fired a rocket. And that’s not a bad 
party trick, for a tank that isn’t a tank.

“ My eyes and ears tell me 
I’m barrelling over jumps 
at 50mph, but my body 
stays on the same plane”

Dancing on Ice 
meets Robot Wars.

Be afraid

Armadillo can 
happily tackle 

30-degree inclines

PLANET / DRIVING A TANKRubber tracks 
reduce clankiness
and noise

A steep hill, 
or wonky trees. 

You decide

Short man fails 
to fire tall gun.
Probably best


