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MEDIUM MARK A WHIPPET

THE WHIPPET’S FORERUNNER: THE TRITTON CHASER

According to the engineer William Tritton, credited as one of the inventors of the tank, he was asked to produce a lighter tank when he visited the Somme on 20 September 1916. This was only five days since tanks had been launched onto the battlefield for the very first time. Tritton does not say who requested this, but the implication must be that it was Sir Douglas Haig, Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), either directly or through his staff. No matter who was responsible, it was either remarkably prescient or a very lucky guess. It is valid to ask whether the idea of a faster, lighter machine was considered as an alternative to the slower, heavier tanks, or as an adjunct to them, which we have always assumed, but the fact that Tritton’s design did not have the trench crossing ability of the heavy tanks, and that improved versions of the heavy tank were developed, must support the adjunct theory in retrospect.

It is interesting to consider what fellow engineer Walter Wilson, another crucial contributor to the early tank, knew of all this. Given his close association with Tritton, and the fact that he was later appointed joint Director of Design for the Mechanical Warfare Department, it seems unlikely that he was entirely ignorant of developments. In a paper that appears to be dated towards the end of 1916, he speculates on future developments, including that of a light tank that, he says, would need only lowslung tracks and perhaps a turret. All of this suggests that he knew full well that Tritton was working on a lighter model, yet he says nothing at all about the driving system or transmission, which is odd bearing in mind that these were his areas of expertise. Perhaps he knew what Tritton was planning but elected to keep his opinions to himself. However, he also seemed to be aware of what Harry Ricardo, another engineer, was doing in terms of designing a more powerful engine for the heavy tanks, and implies, although he does not actually say so, that this engine would also be very effective in a lighter type of tank.

The story of the invention of the tank published by William Foster & Co shortly after World War I, The Tank: Its Birth and Development, while largely company propaganda, is remarkably specific about dates. It states, for example, that design work on Tritton’s light machine, later to be known as the ‘Whippet’, commenced on 10 November 1916, and that construction began on 21 December the same year. It has been said that Tritton based his design on the prototype machine ‘Little Willie’ (see NVG100), but there is no hard evidence for this beyond the low profile of the track frames. Even so, this may explain a comment in an old Tank Museum publication that claims that Tritton first designed a light tank in 1915.
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The Whippet as first built with the offset rotating turret. Notice the socket for an engine starting handle and the very limited vision slit for the driver. At this stage the tank also had its fuel tank at the back, resulting in the square front end. Notice that a name, ‘The Whippet’, has also been painted on the front end of the tank.

Foster’s claim that the prototype was able to move itself by 3 February 1917 and embarked upon its first trial eight days later suggests that it was effectively complete, but the date that stands out in the Whippet’s history must be 3 March 1917. On that day the Ministry of Munitions staged a demonstration of experimental tanks on a testing ground at Oldbury near Birmingham. Ostensibly arranged to try out a selection of experimental transmission systems in heavy tank hulls, the opportunity was also taken to introduce two experimental prototypes, the original Gun Carrier machine and what was now described as the ‘Tritton Chaser’.

The programme that accompanied the event included a simple drawing of each tank and a reasonably detailed technical description, but the drawing of the Tritton Chaser has always been controversial. It shows the tank fitted with a small rotating turret, which, according to the description, contained a single Lewis gun. However, since every known photograph of the tank shows it with the more familiar angled superstructure, it has been claimed that the drawing was an early concept that had been changed before it was completed. Alas for such logical speculation, two photographs showing the machine with a turret, as in the drawing, subsequently surfaced, so there is no longer any need to speculate.

Although it is described as the Tritton Chaser in the programme, the caption beneath the drawing tells us that it is Tritton’s Light Machine No. 2 (EMB). The names were interchangeable, although the former was more appealing. ‘Number 2’ was simply the tank’s place in the display and should not be taken to suggest that it was Tritton’s second design, while ‘EMB’ gives its official designation of ‘Experimental Machine B’, a system which appears to have been applied on an inconsistent basis. To make absolutely sure that the various tank models could readily be identified, each one (except for the gun carrying machine) was painted in a distinguishing colour. Exactly how this was done is again not entirely clear, but such evidence as there is suggests that it took the form of a broad stripe running around the hull about midway up. For the Tritton Chase, the distinguishing colour was green.

Since it is clear from the illustrations, there is no need to describe the outward appearance of the machine, but there are various notes in the Oldbury programme that might be expanded upon. The Tritton Chaser is introduced as an attempt to meet the requirements of the military authorities for a light machine capable of maintaining higher speeds than the standard type. So speed was the primary issue, suggesting perhaps a form of tracked armoured car. The paragraph ends with the simple sentence ‘Its twin engine transmission is worthy of note’. It is also clear from the Oldbury programme that at this time it was turreted, since under ‘Armament’ it states ‘the armament consists of one Lewis gun in a gun turret’.

The mechanical arrangements of the Chaser are shown in the programme drawing and, since they are the same as in the production Whippet, can be treated here in some detail. At the front was a pair of 7,720cc Tylor JB4 45hp, four-cylinder engines, normally running at 1,200rpm. Manufactured by the Tylor Company of King’s Cross, London, they were typical of their day, with the cylinders cast in pairs, side valve and water-cooled. Single Tylor engines were fitted to the War Department’s AEC Y Type 3-ton cargo trucks, and, perhaps more memorably, to late production versions of the legendary B Type double-deck bus of that era. Linked to a rugged four-speed and reverse gearbox, the engine produced a hard-wearing combination highly suited to a military vehicle, or indeed a bus.
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	1: TRITTON’S CHASER ‘THE WHIPPET’ IN ORIGINAL FORM.

William Tritton was encouraged to design a faster light tank when he visited the Somme on 20 September 1916, and the finished tank was ready to take part in the Oldbury Trials of 3 March 1917 in a suburb of Birmingham. The new tank was quite distinctive, with low-profile track frames, a small cylindrical turret on the left with a driver’s cab alongside on the right. A green stripe was painted around the tank for identification purposes for the benefit of those attending the trial.

In its original form the Chaser was a two-man tank with a driver on the right and the gunner/commander in the rotating turret on the left, which was intended to carry a single .303-inch Lewis machine gun. It was driven by a pair of Tylor 45hp engines and was always a difficult tank to drive. With a top speed of over 8mph it was effectively twice as fast as a contemporary heavy tank and every bit as manoeuvrable, but it did not have a heavy tank’s impressive trench-crossing capability.





	 
	2: THE TRITTON CHASER REBUILT

Subsequently William Tritton’s prototype Chaser tank was rebuilt and modified on a number of occasions until it looked more like the production machines, although it retained a full set of Skefco roller bearings on each side. The most significant change was the removal of the rotating turret and its replacement by an angular, fixed superstructure with a door at the back and possible mounting places for Hotchkiss machine guns on all four faces. Another important change was the transfer of the 70-gallon petrol tank from a location at the back, between the rear tracks, to a position on the nose.

The tank latterly spent a lot of its time at the Mechanical Warfare Department’s Experimental Station at Dollis Hill, North London, where it was photographed on a number of occasions – once equipped with a modified version of the wheeled tail device as fitted to the early Mark I tanks. The tank spent its final days, after the war, as an exhibit in the original Imperial War Museum collection in the grounds of the Crystal Palace in Upper Norwood.
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The Whippet prototype in its second manifestation, with fixed superstructure and rear mounted fuel tank. It was photographed at Foster’s site at an unrecorded event. A surprising number of civilians seem to be present for what was supposed to be a highly secret demonstration.

The only modification required to get two of these engines alongside one another in a tank was that they were ‘handed’ i.e. the inlet and outlet valves on the left side engine were reversed so that the exhaust manifold would be situated on the outside in each case. Each engine had its own flywheel and cone clutch, behind which was its own gearbox, of the conventional type rather than the multi-chain version originally used on the B Type bus.

From the driver’s point of view, the Whippet must have been something of a nightmare. In his seat, offset to the right of the turret, he was faced with a steering wheel, which also supported the ignition controls, two complete sets of gear controls and clutch pedals to go with them, and two handbrake levers.

There was no differential in the usual sense. Each engine and gearbox drove its own track through a 90° worm drive onto a divided half shaft, from the outer ends of which a sprocket and chain arrangement translated drive to the rear mounted track drive sprocket on each side. There would have been occasions when one track started to slip badly, when it would have helped to have a device that linked the two half-shafts together. On the Tritton Chaser, according to the Oldbury programme, a simple dog-clutch system was employed to serve the purpose of a differential lock. In practice this may have placed too great a strain on the mechanism, because production Whippets are said to have had a limited slip clutch that became effective when the difference in power output from the two engines exceeded 12hp. This would have made driving on one engine extremely difficult, should the need ever arise, but not quite impossible.

There are certain things about the Tritton Chaser that we do not know. It seems reasonable to suppose that the radiator (or radiators) were located ahead of the engines, as they were in the production Whippets, but this remains unproven. It also seems likely that at this stage in its development the Whippet was started by a hand crank inserted at the front, via a hole in line with the port side engine, although this certainly changed later. Another change was the location of the fuel tank, which initially Tritton placed at the back of his machine, down between the track frames.

There can be no doubt why Tritton elected to use this twin engine system; it enabled one man to drive the tank, compared with four men on what was then described as a ‘standard’ tank. More or less the same arrangement
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