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STRYKER COMBAT VEHICLES

INTRODUCTION

The Stryker combat vehicle is the first major armored fighting vehicle (AFV) standardized by the US Army since the M1 Abrams tank in 1982. This controversial armored vehicle was fielded to fulfill a perceived need for a rapidly deployable AFV requiring a minimal logistical footprint, and enhanced by the latest technology.

One point regarding the Stryker should be clarified from the beginning. It was not designed to replace any existing combat vehicle. Stryker Brigade Combat Teams (SBCTs) were created as a new category of unit – a “medium force” – that did not previously exist. Stryker infantry carriers did not replace M113 Armored Personnel Carriers (APCs) or M2 Bradley Infantry Fighting Vehicles (IFVs), neither did the Stryker reconnaissance and antitank guided missile vehicles replace M3 Bradley Cavalry Fighting Vehicles (CFVs), nor did the Stryker mobile gun replace Abrams tanks. The Stryker augments existing forces to provide a more rapidly deployable medium contingency force. Only one mechanized brigade, previously in Korea, was converted to a SBCT. The other SBCTs were converted from light infantry brigades and the single wheeled-vehicle light armored cavalry regiment. One is also being formed from the assets of a mechanized infantry brigade in Germany, but the brigade will be reestablished in the United States. No other Abrams and Bradley-equipped heavy forces were lost with the activation of SBCTs.
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A right front view of the Stryker M1126 Infantry Carrier Vehicle (ICV). Because of limited interior space, exterior equipment racks were fitted to the sides. The vertical wire-cutter bars can be seen on the front bow and forward of the weapons station. (GDLS)


WHEELED LIGHT ARMORED VEHICLES

For much of the 20th century, the US Army made only limited use of wheeled armored vehicles. Prior to World War II, a few types of machine-gun armed armored cars were in use, mainly by cavalry units. In 1942, however, a 6x6 light armored car – the M8 – was adopted by armored reconnaissance and tank destroyer units. The M8 mounted a turreted 37mm gun, while the variant M20 armored utility vehicle had an open compartment with a .50cal. machine gun. Both vehicles remained in use through the Korean War.

To allow infantry to support and keep pace with tanks in World War II, the US Army employed halftrack personnel carriers. Halftracks were provided to transport each rifle squad in armored rifle battalions, and they were also used as mortar carriers and command vehicles. These lightly armored vehicles, however, had only moderate cross-country ability and struggled to keep up with tanks. After World War II, therefore, development of full-tracked APCs began based on tank chassis. Yet it was not until the M59 was fielded in 1954 that a practical APC was provided to US mechanized forces, and in 1958 the revamped armored cavalry units were equipped with light tanks and full-tracked APCs. This trend continued through the 20th century, with armored cavalry squadrons becoming increasingly heavier – they had become combined arms maneuver units down to platoon level.

The M59 began to be replaced by the M113 APC series in the early 1960s. The M113 was a lighter, faster, amphibious vehicle that would be the mainstay US APC into the early 1990s, when it was completely replaced by the M2 Bradley IFV. In 1962 Cadillac Gage also began development of the V-100 Commando 4x4 armored car. A later version was purchased in 1965 as the M706 for use in convoy escort and airbase security in Vietnam. This evolved into the V-150 and was sold to foreign countries including Saudi Arabia and Panama. The 4x4 Cadillac Gage M1117 Guardian armored security vehicle, similar to the M706, was adopted for military police convoy escort in 1999.
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The 6x6 M8 Greyhound armored car served in cavalry reconnaissance and tank destroyer units through World War II and the Korean War. It was armed with a 37mm gun and .50cal. and .30cal. machine guns. (US Army)
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The US Marine Corps adopted the first wheeled armored car to see widespread use since the Korean War. This was the General Motors of Canada 8x8 Light Armored Vehicle (LAV-25) fitted with the same turret used on the Bradley Fighting Vehicle, without the TOW launcher. While similar in appearance to the Stryker, it is overall slightly smaller. (USMC)

The early postwar APCs were essentially “battle taxis.” They carried infantrymen into battle, protecting them from small-arms fire, shell fragments, light mines, and nuclear, biological, and chemical (NBC) effects. They usually possessed one or two machine guns for offensive and defensive armament. The infantry passengers could not fight effectively from their carriers without opening overhead hatches and exposing themselves, plus the vehicle’s interior, to any NBC contaminants. Other than the driver and vehicle commander, the passengers could not see the outside world. This prevented them from detecting close-in attacks and targets, and prohibited them from orienting the terrain and being familiar with it when dismounting. They charged out of the rear of the carrier into unfamiliar terrain with no idea of its layout, possible enemy locations, obstacles to avoid, or where they might find cover and concealment.

From the 1950s onwards the US Army was also almost totally focused on facing the Soviet threat on a European battlefield. The vehicle requirements were for heavy tanks capable of negotiating rugged terrain and rubble, large-caliber guns able to defeat correspondingly heavy tanks, advanced target acquisition, armor capable of withstanding most direct hits, and protection from NBC threats.

The Bradley M2 Fighting Vehicle (BFV) series, which included the M3 CFV, began fielding in the late 1970s, and remedied many of the deficiencies in APC design, while the M1 series Abrams tank met the Army’s main battle tank requirements. Vehicles capable of keeping up with the Abrams were needed for the infantry and cavalry. The M2 IFV and M3 CFV met this need, and possessed the firepower to destroy their enemy counterparts and even tanks with their Tube-launched, Optically tracked, Wire-guided (TOW) missiles. They also had excellent cross-country abilities, reasonable armor protection, NBC defenses, and something earlier infantry tactical carriers did not provide, the ability to fight mounted. The BFV, however, has a high profile, higher than the M1 tank that it accompanies, and like any AFV the Bradley suffered teething problems alongside the Abrams. Yet regardless of the doomsayers’ predictions, both vehicles performed extremely well in the 1990–91 Gulf War, dominating the Soviet-designed AFVs they had been intended to defeat. They continue to serve today. However, Bradleys are extremely expensive due to their advanced capabilities, and as a result few specialized support versions have been fielded, in contrast to the M113 where many variations were developed and deployed. M113-based mortar carriers, ambulances, antiarmor, fire support, smoke generator, air defense, command post vehicles, etc remain in use, as does the M113A3 as a utility vehicle.
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Sealift is another deployment option for Stryker Brigade Combat Teams (SBCTs). Here an ICV is backed on to a roll-on/roll-off (RO/RO) cargo ship. (US Army)

By the late 1980s cavalry squadrons were equipped with Abrams tanks and Bradley CFVs and were more heavily armed than tank and mechanized infantry battalions. These units were employed as covering forces to attrite an advancing enemy, withdraw, and become a division counterattack force; a reconnaissance role was secondary. Meanwhile, the British made some use of wheeled armored vehicles, as did the West Germans, mainly for reconnaissance. The French employed light armored units equipped with heavy armored cars as well as infantry mounted in wheeled APCs and reconnaissance units with light armored cars. They found these units well suited for rapid overseas deployment, but they were only employed against poorly armed resistance in Africa and their use in the Gulf War, backed up by tanks and mechanized infantry, saw them facing only light opposition. In the United States, the M3 became the principal armored reconnaissance vehicle, but by the early 1990s it became apparent that stealth approaches were necessary, and at brigade and battalion levels the High-Mobility Multi-Purpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV – “Humvee” or “Hummer”) took over. Up-armored, armed HMMWVs have come into increasing use as infantry carriers, light combat, and escort vehicles since the end of the Cold War.1

1   See Osprey New Vanguard 122 HMMWV Humvee 1980–2005: US Army Tactical Vehicle, Steven J. Zaloga (Oxford, UK: Osprey Publishing, 2005)


ADOPTION OF THE STRYKER

Because of increasing tensions in Southwest Asia in the late 1970s, the US Army established the Rapid Deployment Task Force. It was recognized that heavy armor forces (68-ton Abrams and 33-ton Bradleys) would take too long to deploy, whether by ship or air. Sealift requires the armor to be moved to seaports with a time-consuming loading and transit time, and an unloading at an undeveloped seaport. While transit time is faster with airlift, the equipment is only piecemealed in and the aerial logistics tail cannot be sustained for long, therefore logistics also has to rely on sealift. Heavy armor requires a massive amount of fuel, repair parts, and maintenance equipment. For long intra-theater moves heavy full-tracked armor needs heavy equipment transporters as well as numerous cargo trucks to haul fuel, ammunition, spare parts, and support equipment. All these vehicles and materiel also have to be deployed into the theater and require their own support.

A more rapidly deployable and sustainable AFV was necessary. Light, full-tracked AFVs were lighter and required a bit less shipping space than heavy armor, but logistical support was still significant. The answer lay in wheeled armored vehicles. Primarily they were lighter, and far less demanding of fuel, maintenance, parts, and repair facilities. They could be off-loaded at poorly developed ports, were more easily loaded aboard ships and aircraft, and they could also travel long road distances on their own.

No vehicle in the inventory at this time could fulfill the requirement. In order to reduce development and procurement costs and to field units as rapidly as possible, it was decided to select and then adapt and develop an existing vehicle. Twenty manufacturers were asked to submit proposals in 1981. The choice was narrowed down to the British Alvis Stormer light full-tracked vehicle, Cadillac Gage V-150S four-wheeled armored car, Cadillac Gage V-300 six-wheeled armored car, and General Motors of Canada eight-wheeled Piranha light armored vehicle.

The Piranha was derived from the Swiss Motorwagenfabrik AG (MOWAG) armored car series in 6x6, 8x8, and 10x10 variants. The Piranha family included the 6x6 Grizzly APC, Cougar fire support vehicle, and Puma recovery vehicle used by Canada, as well as the 8x8 Bison. Over 5,000 Piranhas and variants such as the Marines’ Light Armored Vehicle (LAV) family are in service worldwide with another 3,000 on order, making the family one of the most widely used AFV series today.2 The Piranha was selected as the basis for the new M1047 LAV in 1982 and almost 1,000 were ordered, mostly for the US Army. The 8x8 amphibious LAV family included a full range of vehicles from the basic LAV-25 fitted with the same 25mm chain-gun turret as the Bradley, to the antitank vehicle (LAV-AT) mounting twin TOW tubes, mortar carrier (LAV-M) with an 81mm mortar, command-and-control vehicle (LAV-C2), logistics vehicle (LAV-L), recovery vehicle (LAV-R), air defense vehicle (LAV-AD) with a 25mm rotary cannon and eight Stinger missiles, and the Mobile Electronic Warfare Support System (MEWSS). A 105mm assault gun (LAV-105) was envisioned, but developmental and funding problems
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