

[image: image1]



NEW VANGUARD 218

T-26 LIGHT TANK

Backbone of the Red Army

[image: image]



	STEVEN J. ZALOGA
	ILLUSTRATED BY HENRY MORSHEAD





CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

DEVELOPMENT

COMBAT RECORD

FURTHER READING


T-26 LIGHT TANK

BACKBONE OF THE RED ARMY

INTRODUCTION

The Vickers 6-ton Tank was the most influential tank design of the inter-war years. It was exported to numerous countries around the world, and inspired many foreign tank designs. Most importantly, it was license-produced in the Soviet Union as the T-26 light tank. More T-26 tanks were manufactured than any other tank of the 1930–40 era, and more were produced than the combined French and German tank production during this decade. Its combat debut during the Spanish Civil War sealed its reputation as the premier tank of the inter-war years. The T-26 light tank made up the bulk of the Red Army tank force on June 22, 1941, at the time of the German invasion. By this time, the T-26 was past its peak, and the Soviet tank fleet was debilitated by serious maintenance problems and poor crew training. The enormous tank park, built up at such great expense in the previous decade, largely evaporated under the merciless advance of the German blitzkrieg. Small numbers of T-26 tanks continued to soldier on in 1942, but they became increasingly rare on the Russian battlefield. Several hundred T-26 tanks remained isolated in the Soviet Far East, and these did see a brief moment of glory in the final campaign against the Japanese army in Manchuria in August 1945.
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A T-26 Model 1933 radio tank on Red Square in Moscow for the May 1935 parade. These displays were usually conducted by the 12th Tank Regiment of the elite 1st Moscow Proletariat Division, stationed near the city. Overhead is a massive ANT-20 Maksim Gorkiy bomber, which crashed moments later when one of the accompanying I-5 fighters smashed into it during an impromptu maneuver. This is an early production version of the single-turret tank with the exposed headlight and the siren located on the left hull side.


DEVELOPMENT

The British armament firm Vickers-Armstrongs had been involved in tank production since World War I. In the 1920s it manufactured tankettes and light tanks with an emphasis toward commercial export sales. Britain had a reputation as a pioneer both of army mechanization and armored fighting vehicle (AFV) design, and Vickers had a seasoned worldwide sales force. In the late 1920s, to expand its tank portfolio, the firm developed its 6-Ton Tank, also known as the Mark E, with a prototype appearing in 1928. An associated advertising brochure described it as “the best possible combination of firepower, mobility and protection.” Several versions were offered, including the Type A “trench sweeper” with twin machine-gun turrets, and the Type B “fire-support tank” with a single turret armed with a short 3-pdr (47mm) gun. The tank was lightly armored to a maximum of a half inch (13mm), and offered good cross-country speed and mobility compared to World War I designs. The British Army examined this tank, but rejected procurement, judging the suspension to be too noisy and insufficiently robust.

Vickers 6-Ton Tank Export



	
Country


	
Year


	
Quantity





	
Poland


	
1930


	
38





	
Soviet Union


	
1930


	
15





	
Bolivia


	
1931


	
3





	
Thailand


	
1932


	
22





	
China


	
1935–36


	
20





	
Bulgaria


	
1937


	
8





	
Finland


	
1938


	
34






The Soviet Union had begun to manufacture tanks in 1920, starting with a few handmade copies of the Renault FT. This was followed in 1926 with the first series-manufactured tank, the T-18 (MS-1), a modestly improved evolution of the Renault FT. Development of a broad range of new tanks was undertaken in the late 1920s as part of an ambitious program to mechanize the Red Army. Moscow purchased an improved version of the Renault FT, the Renault NC tank, which led to the development of a Soviet derivative, the T-19. In August 1930 the Revolutionary Military Council (RVS) released a protocol covering tank production for 1931–33, which called for the manufacture of an astonishing 6,970 AFVs including 1,100 K-25 (Carden-Loyd) tankettes, 4,270 T-19/T-20 light tanks, and 1,600 T-24 medium tanks. To put this in some perspective, total worldwide production during these years was barely 900 tanks.
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An early field exercise in 1933 with one of the new twin-turret T-26 tanks with its predecessor, the MS-1 light tank, in the foreground.
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A good example of a T-26 Model 1931 twin-turret tank with riveted hull construction currently preserved at the Memorial Museum at Poklonna Gora outside Moscow. The machine-gun mounts are museum recreations. This particular tank was recovered from the Neva river in 1989 near the village of Nevskaya Dubrovka on the outskirts of Leningrad.

There was some recognition that Soviet tank designs of the time were not cutting-edge technology. In 1929, the RVS created a special tank commission to tour European and American arms manufacturers to purchase more modern tank designs. The commission was headed by Innokentiy Khalepskiy, the head of the Red Army’s Mechanization and Motorization Directorate (UMM), and tank designer Semyon Ginsburg. The firms that were visited included Krauss-Maffei and Linke-Hofmann in Germany; Somua, Schneider, and Citroën in France; Vickers in Britain; Škoda in Czechoslovakia; and Christie, Cunningham, and Timken in the United States.

Vickers made the biggest impression, since the firm had a broad range of tanks that were available for immediate sale. The Soviet government decided to purchase 26 Carden-Loyd Mark VI tankettes, eight Amphibian Light tanks, 15 6-Ton Tank Mark As, and 15 Medium Mark IIAs, along with production documentation. The contract for these tanks along with associated parts and technical aid was £205,000 (£5.6 million/$9.0 million today). The contract signing for the 6-Ton Tank took place without problems on May 28, 1930, since it was a commercial export design, but the remainder of the contract was delayed into 1931 since the tankettes and Medium Mark IIs had been acquired by the British Army and were not yet cleared for export.
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Some of the twin-turret T-26 tanks were fitted with the 37mm PS-1 gun in the right turret, a Soviet derivative of the French Hotchkiss. This is an early example, as most tanks were eventually fitted with an additional armor plate to cover the mantlet. This also provides a glimpse of the early style of Soviet tanker’s helmet.

Delivery of the 6-Ton Tanks began in September 1930 and concluded in January 1931. They were locally known as the V-26, with the “V” indicating Vickers. The UMM was interested in the V-26 as the basis for infantry mechanization. Two Christie tanks had been purchased in the United States and were earmarked for cavalry mechanization. The main rival of the V-26 was the T-19 light tank, which had been developed by the embryonic Soviet weapons development agency, the Armament Arsenal Trust (OAT), in conjunction with the Bolshevik plant in Leningrad. The Bolshevik plant was the new name given to the Obukhov plant, one of Russia’s oldest and most experienced arsenals responsible for naval weapons and artillery. This plant was responsible for nearly all Soviet tank production in the 1920s, including most notably the T-18/MS-1 light tank.

[image: image]

A good example of the variety of construction approaches in the twin-turret T-26. This tank has a welded bow and hull side, but riveted hull front and turrets. Such hybrid construction was not unusual since the Izhorsk plant used both riveted and welded construction simultaneously when producing major armor components.

Semyon Ginzburg was assigned to evaluate the V-26, and his report to the defense ministry in early 1931 concluded that the V-26 was a superior design to the proposed T-19, but that a better solution would be to combine the better features of both designs into a new hybrid called the TMM. The UMM was skeptical of the technical performance of the T-19, and balked at the projected price of R96,000 compared to the projected V-26 price of R42,000. Khalepskiy responded to the Ginzburg report with a warning that Soviet intelligence had learned that Poland was also planning to acquire the Vickers 6-Ton Tank and the Christie, and that with Anglo-French assistance it could have 300 6-Ton Tanks and 100 Christie tanks in service by year’s end. This highly exaggerated threat assessment prompted Khalepskiy to recommend the immediate production of the V-26 in the Soviet Union, since a hybrid V-26/T-19 design would take years of work. In the event, the UMM allowed Ginzburg to continue work on the hybrid design as the TMM-1 tank, which combined the Vickers suspension, T-19 hull, and an imported American Hercules engine. It entered trials in February 1932 but was insufficiently superior to the Vickers tank to merit further consideration.

Khalepskiy’s argument won the day, and the V-26 was accepted for Red Army service on February 13, 1931, under the new designation T-26, to serve as the “standard support tank for combined arms units and the units of the High Command Reserve.” The Bolshevik plant was ordered to produce 500 T-26s in 1931 with the assistance of nearby Leningrad plants including the Izhorsk steel works (hull and turret fabrication), Krasniy Oktyabr (Red October: transmission), and Krasniy Putilovets (Red Putilov: suspension). The initial hurdle was to convert the British design to metric. The first ten examples were built out of mild (unarmored) steel and were assembled in June 1931. They were nearly identical to the original Vickers design except for the substitution of the Soviet 7.62mm DT machine gun. Serial production began in August 1931 with a modified turret that was raised toward the rear to offer a vision port. By year’s end, 120 tanks had been built of the planned 500, but the Red Army was willing to accept only 100 of them due to profound manufacturing flaws in some of the tanks.
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A small number of twin-turret T-26 tanks were fitted with the 71-TK-1 radio with an associated rail antenna. The antenna proved awkward, and tank radios on the T-26 series did not become common until the arrival of the single-turret type in 1933.
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Production of the armored components for the T-26 at the Izhorsk plant utilized mixed construction techniques including both riveted and welded construction. The twin-turret T-26 in the foreground here shows the early riveted lower hull, but the turrets are of mixed types with one of welded construction and the other riveted. These tanks have undergone factory rebuilding and have later features such as the armored covers for the headlights and the siren repositioned on the front plate instead of the right side. These tanks were knocked out during fighting in Finland near Suur-Pero on September 8, 1941. (SA-Kuva)

Soviet industry had a great deal of difficulty adapting to large-scale tank manufacture of a modern design. The Izhorsk plant was unable to turn out armor plate of the prescribed 13mm thickness, and even the 10mm plate it produced had too many fractures and imperfections. The engines “gave off frightfully loud noise and then stalled.” The road wheels shed chunks of rubber, the gears in the transmission stripped while under load, and the suspension springs cracked.

In 1932, the RVS released its “Great Tank Program,” which included a short-term objective of manufacturing 3,000 T-26 tanks. To facilitate the program, the government started the construction of the new Voroshilov Plant No 174 in Leningrad (Leningradsko-mashinostroitelniy zavod No 174 imeni K. E. Voroshilova), named after the defense minister. Semyon Ginzburg was assigned to head the design bureau there, called the OKMO (Experimental Mechanical
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Improved Firepower
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	1: KHT-26, 4TH MECHANIZED BRIGADE, BYELORUSSIAN MILITARY DISTRICT, SUMMER 1936



	Soviet tanks were painted in a uniform “camouflage green” (zeleno-zashchitniy) which was standardized in 1938–39 under the designation 4BO. The pigment for this color was 40–60 percent ochre, 15–20 percent zinc chromate, 10–20 percent white lead, and 8–13 percent ultramarine pigments; the oil-based paint formula was established under state standards GOST 7814/753, consisting of 40 percent red lead or iron oxide, 55 percent linseed oil, and 5 percent oil-drying agent. A 4BO color sample in the 1948 edition of the state paint guide is closely equivalent to US Federal Standard FS 24098 (semi-gloss) and FS 34098 (lusterless). There was the usual variation from the standard; US Army samples taken from T-34 and KV tanks in 1942 were closer to FS 24052. Although there were experiments with camouflage patterns in the 1920s, the use of multicolor camouflage was rare on Red Army tanks through most of the 1930s.



	 
	The Red Army adopted a set of tactical markings based on colored triangles in 1927, and a new style with colored circles in 1929, both discarded in 1932 in favor of a more visible system. Under the 1932 system, tanks had two bands painted around the turret, a continuous stripe at the top indicating the battalion and a dashed stripe below it indicating the company. These were painted in colors to indicate the number of the subunit: 1st (red), 2nd (white), 3rd (black), 4th (light blue), and 5th (yellow). To identify subunits, this system could be accompanied by a hollow square carried on the hull side indicating the platoon and a number inside identifying the individual vehicle. So in this case, the bands indicate Tank No 3, Third Platoon, 2nd Company, 1st Battalion.



	
	2: T-26 MODEL 1933, “BLUE ARMY” OPPOSING FORCES, KIEV MILITARY DISTRICT, SUMMER 1935



	 
	A variety of nonstandard markings were widespread in the 1930s, usually a local initiative. Tanks playing the role of “Blue Army” opposing forces (uslovnogo protivnika) during summer war games sometimes had large areas of the turret painted in white. In this case the turret bands have been pushed below to make room for the white upper sides. The bands indicate 3rd Company, 2nd Battalion, while the markings on the hull indicate Tank No 1 of First Platoon.
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Combat Debut in Spain
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	1: T-26 MODEL 1933, BANDERA DE CARROS DE COMBATE DE LA LEGION, SPANISH NATIONALIST ARMY, 1938



	The markings on Spanish Republican T-26 tanks tended to be very simple, usually limited to tactical numbers or letters. In contrast, the Spanish Nationalist Army tended to use very visible markings, especially with captured tanks such as this T-26. This is an early version of the Nationalist markings. A more thorough description of the evolving system is contained in Osprey New Vanguard 170: Tanks of the Spanish Civil War, Plate E.



	
	2: T-26 MODEL 1933, 1 TANK TABURU, TURKISH ARMY, LULEBURGAZ, TURKEY, 1936



	 
	Some Turkish Army T-26s appeared in an overall sand color, but at least some were painted in a two-color camouflage as seen here. A local version of the Soviet style of turret markings was carried as seen here, but with “dots and dashes” instead of the Soviet styles of dashes. The vehicle registration was carried on a white rectangle on the center of the front and rear lower hull plates.
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T-26 Export
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Modernizing the T-26 Tank
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T-26 Comparative Technical Characteristics



	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	


	






T-26 Replacements



T-26 Tank Production 1931–41
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Flamethrower Tanks
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	1: KHT-130, 210TH INDEPENDENT CHEMICAL TANK BATTALION, SOVIET 7TH ARMY, KARELIA, FINLAND, FEBRUARY 1940



	Soviet tanks originally appeared in overall 4BO camouflage green in the opening phases of the 1939–40 Winter War. However, whitewash appeared during the reforms in January 1940. In this case, a flamethrower tank has been given a vivid camouflage pattern of whitewash stripes over the usual green. More often, the tank was painted entirely in whitewash.



	
	2: KHT-130, MECHANIZED CORPS, WESTERN SPECIAL MILITARY DISTRICT, JUNE 1941



	 
	In 1939, the Armored Technology Scientific Research Institute (NIIBT) at Kubinka established a set of recommendations for camouflage painting of armored vehicles. Units in Group 1 (northern USSR) were to use two or more colors including 4BO green, 6K dark brown, sand (svetlopeschaniy), and 7K earth yellow (zhelto-zemlistiy); Group 2 (southern European USSR) were to use green with a “sea-wave” pattern of 7K earth yellow; Group 3 (central Asia) were to use brown and sand; Group 4 (Far East) were to use green and dark brown. These rules were not rigidly applied and this flamethrower tank shows a common scheme of 4BO green and 6K dark brown. Contrary to popular belief, the national red star insignia was not regularly painted on tanks, though it was not uncommon for it to be applied for parades or other events. In this case it is a more elaborate version than usual, and this insignia was also repeated in the center of the lower bow plate.
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Robot Tanks
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Artillery Tanks


[image: image]





[image: image]


Engineer Combat Vehicles
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