
17.5 tons
152 mm gun
4 crew

26 tons (fully armored)
105 mm gun
3 crew

32 tons
155 mm howitzer
4 crew

34 tons
25 mm gun, anti-tank missiles
3 crew, 4-6 passengers

70 tons
120 mm gun
4 crew

26 tons
120 mm gun
3 crew

26 tons
155 mm howitzer
2 crew

26 tons
30 mm gun
2 crew, 9 passengers

Armored to the Teeth
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The military’s big tanks have always captured the popular imagination. But a modern army 
requires a fleet of different machines for different functions. Shown is the evolution of the four 
most important families of tracked, armored vehicles in the U.S. Army.

Battle tanks
After the Sherman 
“medium tank” was 
dangerously 
outgunned in World 
War II, the Army 
developed ever-
heavier machines 
designed to slug it 
out with the enemy’s 
toughest tanks.

Light tanks
Faster but more fragile 
than main battle tanks, 
light tanks can scout 
ahead or be flown into 
dirt airfields on missions 
where heavier machines 
cannot keep up.

Self-propelled 
artillery
Traditional towed 
artillery proved too slow 
and too vulnerable in 
World War II. Ever 
since, the U.S. has put 
its howitzers on tracked 
and armored platforms.

Infantry carriers
Armored transports 
allow the infantry to ride 
quickly over open 
ground, protected from 
machine-gun fire, and 
then to dismount at the 
last moment to storm 
buildings and bunkers.

In 1996, the Army not only phased out the troubled Sheridan but 
canceled its replacement, the Armored Gun System–leaving its 
rapid-deployment forces without an air-transportable light tank.

M551 SHERIDAN
(1966)

M8 ARMORED GUN SYSTEM
(canceled 1996)

M102A6 PALADIN
(1992)

1991
M1A2 ABRAMS

M2A3 BRADLEY
(1997)

M3 STUART
(1941)

M37
(1945)

M44
(1945) M75

(1952)
M59

(1955)
M113A1
(1964)

M113A2
(1979)

M2A2 
BRADLEY

(1988)

M44
(1952) M52

(1955)
M109
(1962)

M109A2
(1979)

M24 
CHAFFEE

(1944)

M3 LEE
(1941) M46 

PATTON
(1949)

M48 
PATTON
(1952)

M60A3
(1978)

M1A1 
ABRAMS

(1985)
M47 PATTON

(1951)

M7 PRIEST
(1942)

M3 
HALF-
TRACK 
(1941)

M113
(1961)

M2 
BRADLEY
(1981)

M4A3 
SHERMAN

(1944)

M60
(1960)

M1 
ABRAMS

(1981)

M26 PERSHING
(1945)

M41 WALKER 
BULLDOG

(1951)

FCS mounted 
combat system

(scheduled 
2011)

FCS infantry 
carrier vehicle

(scheduled 
2010)

FCS non-line-of-
sight cannon

(scheduled 2008)

FUTUREPAST

WEIGHT FOR IMPORTANT DEVELOPMENTS IN LINEAGE
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WORLD WAR II: The painful experiences of battle winnowed 
out a host of prewar ideas–most notably, the now-extinct “tank 
destroyers,” heavily armed but thinly armored vehicles–and left 
standing the four main lineages of light tank, self-propelled 
artillery, infantry carrier, and battle tank.

COLD WAR CRUCIBLE: Trial and error in the 1950s settled the 
design of the iconic Cold War weapons: the M60 main battle tank, 
the M109 howitzer, and the M113 armored personnel carrier–but 
the M551 light tank packed so much technology into so small a 
machine that it proved maddeningly prone to breakdown.

HEAVY METAL ’80s: The M1 Abrams tank and the 
M2 Bradley infantry fighting vehicle made Army 
forces much more powerful–but also much harder to 
deploy and keep supplied. By 1996, the light-tank 
lineage was allowed to die out entirely.

THE FUTURE: The Army is struggling to develop a “Future 
Combat System” family of vehicles, with all eight variants based 
on a common chassis that is much lighter and more lightly 
armored than a heavy tank, but in line with the self-propelled 
artillery, infantry, and light-tank lineages.

NOTES: Vehicles not to scale; five other variants of the Future Combat System vehicle are planned besides those shown: mortar; recovery and maintenance; command; reconaissance; medical.
SOURCES: Steven J. Zaloga, M1 Abrams Main Battle Tank 1982-92 and other titles; R.P. Hunnicutt, Stuart: A History of the American Light Tank, Vol. 1, and other titles; program manager, 
Future Combat System, U.S. Army; Congressional Budget Office

Graphic by SYDNEY J. FREEDBERG JR. and RYAN MORRIS

With its high speed, huge gun, 
and massive armor, the M1 was 
a radical break from the tanks 
that preceded it–and it will 
remain in service alongside the 
Future Combat System as the 
Army’s sledgehammer.

Aging but much upgraded since the 1960s, the 
M109 remains the Army's primary howitzer today.

Thousands of variants of these 
boxy “battle taxis” still carry troops, 

command posts, and special 
equipment, but the M113 has been 
replaced in front-line fighting units 

by the M2 Bradley series.

Better-armed and -armored than the lighter 
Sherman, the M26 Pershing saw service only at 

the very end of World War II, but its design 
became the template for every main battle tank 

until the M1 entered service in 1981.


