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tHe JeeP® stoRY BAntAM HeRItAGe

t
he dispute as to who was responsible 
for inventing the Jeep® is as long as 
the history of the Jeep® itself, involving 

government inquiry commissions, legal 
wrangling, and a final trial which stretched into 
the late 1940s. The final verdict gave Willys-
Overland the right to use the Jeep® brand on 
its products from June 1950 onwards. 

In reality, if we really want to talk about 
the “invention” of the Jeep®, it’s important to 
underline the fact that, as with all successful 
inventions, there were many who came 

forward to claim responsibility for it. It’s an 
indisputable fact that American Bantam 
played a significant role in adding some initial 
mechanical substance to the idea. This isn’t 
just because the first, embryonic outline of the 
new vehicle was drafted during a meeting, on 
June 19th, 1940, between military technicians 
and senior managers from Bantam at the car 
manufacturer’s offices in Butler, Pennsylvania. 
Nor was it because the first prototype of 
what was to become the Jeep® was created 
in the company’s factory workshop. The fact 

BAntAM HeRItAGe
the role that American Bantam played in the 
invention of the Jeep® was significant.

▲ A Bantam Reconnaissance Car 
(BRC) prototype, one of the 69  
pre-production vehicles built  
by Bantam.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY BAntAM HeRItAGe

is that there’s undoubtedly a huge difference 
between coming up with the idea for a car 
and developing a working model that goes 
on to become a massive success. But it’s 
also certain that without the first Bantam 
Reconnaissance Car (BRC), the Jeep® as we 
know it today would 
probably never have 
come to fruition. 

Of course, this 
doesn’t mean that 
without the first Bantam 
the Jeep® would 
never have come into 
existence: an unbiased look at the sequence 
of events would reveal the fact that the 
military delegation sent to Butler already 
had a mandate and clear ideas on what the 
future Jeep® should be capable of doing. 
However, it had no idea as to how a vehicle 
of that nature could be built, whether it was 
even technically possible, or how much it 
might cost. The military technicians evaluated 

the performance, both on and off-road, of a 
selection of Bantam vehicles that were made 
available to them. They took note of the 
industrial construction techniques employed 
at Bantam and evaluated, together with the 
car manufacturer’s technicians, what could 

be the best solutions for 
solving the numerous 
problems that emerged 
during the trials. When 
speaking about that 
meeting, Bantam 
president Francis H. 
Fenn claimed that 

when the military delegation left Butler, the 
agreement was that “having gained a better 
understanding of what the military required 
and of what we were capable of building, we 
would develop this project together.”

A few days after the meeting, the military 
deemed that for testing purposes they would 
require 70 of these new lightweight vehicles. 
Responsibility for the project was assigned to 

the Quartermaster 
Corps (QMC) 
under the 
supervision of 
Colonel Edwin 
S. Van Deusen. 
On June 27th of 
that year, George 
C. Marshall, 
Army Chief of 
Staff, approved 
the operation 
following an 
Ordnance 

◀ The look of this 
BRC-60 is not too 
dissimilar from 
the future Willys 
Jeep® MB, with the 
exception of the 
hood, radiator grille, 
and front headlights.

Without the first BRc,  
the Jeep® as we know it today 

would probably never have 
come to fruition.
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The Bantam being tested by three 
members of the Army at the 
Holabird Quartermaster Depot.

Technical Committee meeting in Washington, 
and allocated US$175,000 to finance it. The 
request was for a vehicle of no more than 
125 in (3.2 m) in length, with a wheelbase not 
exceeding 75 in (1.9 m), axle tracks of no more 
than 47 in (1.2 m), a maximum unladen weight 
of 1,300 lb (590 kg),  
and a payload of 660 lb  
(299 kg). The vehicle 
had to have a petrol 
engine with at least four 
cylinders capable of 
generating an engine 
torque of no less than 85lb/ft (115 Nm). 
Requests for proposals were sent out to 135 
US car manufacturers, the highest number 
ever sent, and only two answers came back… 
the lowest number ever. 

The first response arrived on July 9th, 
from Bantam no less. Their offer to the US 
Army was for a total price of US$173,070 

(other sources suggest it was US$171,185, 
in any case it amounted to a little under 
US$2,500 per vehicle). The other response 
came from Willys-Overland, offering a price 
that was approximately 10 percent lower 
than Bantam’s, but stating that they wouldn’t 

be able to meet the 
proposed deadline for 
delivering the design and 
the prototype. Indeed, 
the US Army stipulated 
that the detailed design 
drawings for the vehicle 

had to be delivered for approval by July 
22nd. If approved, the prototype had to arrive 
at the military test centre, at the Holabird 
Quartermaster Depot in Baltimore, Maryland, 
by no later than September 23rd, 1940. 

The creation of the first BRC was an 
example of top-quality craftsmanship with 
some touches of practical genius, all of which 

Requests for proposals  
were sent out to 135 Us  

car manufacturers.
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was achieved at a time when urgency and 
financial limitations were significant limiting 
factors. History officially credits Karl Probst, 
a freelance engineer, with having finalized 
the design in just five days. He drew up the 
prototype’s design drawings and completed, 
in very quick time, the calculations for the 
weight, materials, industrial costs, and 
production times. However, we mustn’t forget 
the technicians who, in just 49 days, took the 
design drawings for a vehicle that, at the time, 
not only had nobody 
ever seen before, they’d 
never even dared to 
envisage it, and turned 
them into reality. We’re 
talking about Harold 
Crist and the head 
mechanics Chester Hempfling and Ralph 
Turner. They worked day and night so as to 
ensure the BRC was assembled in time to be 
driven by road all the way to Camp Holabird 
by the deadline set by the US Army. 

At that time, Harold Crist 
was the factory manager at 
Bantam and was in charge 
of the BRC project, so was 
one of the major players 
responsible for developing 
the prototype. He was one 
of the few people who was 
always keen to underline, 
with great modesty, that 
the origins of the Jeep® 
weren’t down to a single 
person’s stroke of genius, 
but that it was the result of 
teamwork. It was through 
the contributions of many 

people and the use of a trial and error 
approach that a result was achieved which, 
even today, is still capable of surprising. 
Chester “Chet” Hempfling, who was 
interviewed regarding this very subject by 
Robert Lindsey on July 26th, 1988, recalled 
the following: “Crist was the boss, Ralph 
Turner and I were the head mechanics 
responsible for assembling the prototype and, 
where necessary, adapting and producing any 
missing parts by hand. Ralph was responsible 

for the chassis and the 
engine, I was responsible 
for the body and the 
electrics. I remember 
giving a German sheet-
metal worker the job of 
using a Bantam roadster 

hood as a start point for shaping a hood to fit 
the body. For the electrics, after putting the 
wires where they needed to go,  
I asked an Autolite technician to assemble the 
bundle and draw up the electrical drawing. 

▶ The American Bantam 
prototypes supplied to the Army 
were tested in all conditions.

the creation of the first  
BRc was an example of  

top quality craftsmanship.
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Sometimes it was us mechanics who ended up 
fitting components and their accessories just 
with what we had available in the workshop. 
In this case, Probst and the others took 
pictures of the assembled parts and used 
them to draw up the design drawings so that 
they could be delivered to the US Army for 
evaluation, together with 
the finished vehicle.”

Although it’s not 
obviously apparent 
from Hempfling’s 
account, developing 
the prototype was a 
real race against time. The body’s “shell” 
arrived from York-Hoover on September 4th, 
1940, and the following day the engine and 
transmission were fitted inside the chassis. 
The radiator grille was made on September 
6th, by welding together some pieces of 
forged iron, after the radiator had been fitted. 
The car started to take shape on September 

15th when Spicer delivered the axles and, on 
September 21st, the complete, functioning 
vehicle was photographed outside the front 
of the factory. The following day, it was given 
a final fine-tuning, so on September 23rd, the 
Army’s final deadline, the prototype – with 
Ralph Turner at the wheel and Crist, Fenn, 

and Probst following in 
another vehicle – left 
Butler for the Holabird 
Quartermaster Depot, to 
be broken in on a 400-
mile (644-km) trip before 
being subjected to an 

array of demanding military tests. Despite 
being significantly different from the Jeep® 
MB from a technical and aesthetic standpoint,  
the great value of the Bantam BRC prototype 
was that it demonstrated the feasibility of a 
similar vehicle, and gave an indication of the  
infinite ways in which such a vehicle might  
be employed.

The BRC prototype was developed through incredible teamwork. Featured in this famous picture are Karl 
Probst (on the far left, leaning against the spare tire), Harold Crist (at the wheel), Francis H. Fenn (in the 
passenger seat), Roy Evans (the owner of the car manufacturer, on the far right) and the head mechanics 
Chester Hempfling and Ralph Turner (in the background between Crist and Fenn).

Developing the prototype  
was a real race  

against time.
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tHe JeeP® BRAnD cJ-3A, cJ-V35/U, M38 

W
hen the first Land Rover was 
launched at the Amsterdam Motor 
Show on April 30th, 1948, nobody  

at Willys-Overland, the manufacturer of  
the Jeep®, was terribly worried. Assuming  
this new vehicle was able to attract a lot  
of attention, it was still up against an 
extremely formidable Jeep® range. Indeed,  
its array of models had gained significant 
success and were much-loved, offering 
solutions to meet every possible need:  
from the Jeep® Truck to the roadster  
Jeepster, all the way to the elegant Jeep® 

Station Wagon and the versatile Jeep®  
Panel Van. 

For the CJ-2A, the Jeep® model that 
would be the new vehicle’s direct competitor, 
the time had come for a minor upgrade. 
Indeed, the CJ-2A had remained practically 
unaltered ever since its production began 
on July 17th, 1945, or at least any changes 
had been very limited. Changing its look 
was unthinkable – at the time, it was already 
considered by industrial designers to be 
one of the classic examples of the “function 
defining the design”. What’s more, there 

cJ-3A, cJ-V35/U, M38 
the last “flat fenders” were produced both 
for the civilian market and for military use.

▲ A Jeep® CJ-3A. The 
front flat fenders were 
identical to those on the 
military models.
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The CJ-3A windshield was made of a single 
piece of glass. Its opening mechanism was 
different with respect to previous models  
and the windshield wipers were more effective.

hadn’t been any requests from users to make 
significant changes to the model. The new 
Jeep®, called the CJ-3A and introduced to the 
market during the second half of 1948, had 
pretty much the same 
technical and design 
features that brought 
the Jeep® MB and its 
commercial derivative, 
the Jeep® CJ-2A, so 
much success. The 
CJ-2A and the CJ-3A remained in production 
at the same time for a few months, proof  
of the fact that the launch of the new CJ 
wasn’t considered a priority for the Toledo-
based company. 

Naturally, with respect to the previous 
model, the new CJ-3A boasted many 
improvements. The windshield was more 
protective, now consisting of a single piece 
of glass and no longer tilting forward and 
out, because it now had a hinged vent 
opening in the bottom center of the frame. 

The windshield wipers, fitted to the base 
of the windshield, were able to cover a 
greater area compared to those on the MB 
and CJ-2A. In addition, their use for heavy-

duty agricultural and 
industrial work, carrying 
heavy loads or towing 
trailers, suggested there 
was a need for a more 
robust transmission, 
with a sturdier reduction 

transmission, together with a solid Spicer 
44-2 rear axle. Adjustments to the rear wheel 
arches made it possible to improve comfort 
for the front passengers, although this was to 
the detriment of the rear passengers, whose 
available legroom was reduced. 

The engine was still the ever-reliable 
“Go Devil”, similar to that used in the latter 
MBs. The timing system was operated via 
a gear train, but with improved pistons and 
valvetrain, and a heavier flywheel. This latter 
modification ensured better engine speed 

With respect to the previous 
model, the new cJ-3A boasted 

many improvements.
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stability when the vehicle was utilized as a 
power take-off. 

The last CJ-2As and the initial CJ-3As 
were available at similar prices: the former 
at US$1,262, and the latter at US$1,270. A 
specific farm variant of the CJ-3A Universal, 
the FJ (Farm Jeep® ), was available from 
1951 onward. Its standard set-up included 
a hydraulic lift, rpm regulator, tow bar, 
camshaft protectors, 
and heavy-duty leaf 
spring suspension, all for 
US$1,550. The optional 
extras included ballast 
weights to be installed 
on the front bumpers – 
to prevent the vehicle from rearing up during 
work activities – as well as front and rear 
power take-offs. A more “austere” version 
of this farming CJ-3A was also introduced 
to the market: the Jeep® Tractor. This model 
only came with the driver’s seat – it had no 

lights, windshield, horn, tailgate, or front 
shock absorbers, but it did have a three-point 
hydraulic lift and a tow bar. 

The 250,000th civilian Jeep® ever 
produced was a CJ-3A. It was also the model 
used as the basis for returning the Jeep® to 
a 4x4 developed specifically for military use, 
despite the fact that many armies, including 
the US Armed Forces, had already been using 

militarized versions of the 
CJ-2A and CJ-3A for a 
while. Indeed, come the 
end of the 1940s, friction 
between the countries 
that had been victorious 
in the Second World 

War was already setting the scene for the 
Cold War. A United States Navy Department, 
the Bureau of Ships (BuShips), believed the 
Marines needed a number of new Jeep® 
vehicles capable of driving through deep 
water, such as in situations where light 4X4 

vehicles were required to 
assist in landing operations.  

Using the CJ-3A as 
their start point, military 
technicians and Jeep® 
engineers developed the 
CJ-V35/U (the “U” stands for 
“Underwater”). The vehicle 
was intended for landing 
radio equipment to allow 
the disembarked Marines to 
maintain constant contact 
with the mother ship, thus 
enabling them to request 
naval artillery or air support 
in real time, if necessary. 
With respect to the CJ-3A, 

the 250,000th  
civilian Jeep® ever  

produced was a cJ-3A.

◀ The CJ-3A radiator grille  
was different with respect  
to the previous model. But  
it was still powered by the 
trustworthy “Go Devil”.
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the CJ-V35/U 
had combat 
modular wheel 
rims (like the 
MB), headlights 
protected by 
deep steel bezels, 
electrics with 
a submersible 
MX-735 ignition 
system, raised air 
inlet, and a 12V 
auxiliary generator 
located between 
the front seats, 
with a power take-off from the drivetrain 
similar to that on the CJ-3As. The mechanical 
components were pressurized via the blow-by 
taken from the oil mist recirculation system,  
so as to prevent the ingress of any water 
whilst the vehicle was partially submerged.  
A thousand CJ-V35/U vehicles were produced 
between March and June 1950, all for the US 
Marines (with chassis 
numbers from V-10001  
to V-11000). 

The last batch of 
CJ-V35/U vehicles 
was delivered to the 
Marines at virtually 
the same time as the 
legal dispute came to its conclusion, giving 
Willys-Overland the exclusive right to use the 
Jeep® brand on its products. The CJ-V35/U 
also served as the basis for the production 
of the Jeep® M38, the last flat fender to be 
specifically developed for military purposes. 
On June 27th, 1950, the US Armed Forces, on 

the orders of President Truman, intervened 
to assist the people of South Korea in 
defending themselves against aggression 
from communist North Korean militias. With 
the onset of hostilities, it became clearly 
apparent that the US Army’s equipment 
wasn’t suitable for the needs of this conflict. 
With respect to the light 4X4s in particular, 

the initial Jeep® MBs 
employed by the Army 
had been in service for 
almost ten years and 
were starting to show 
their age. So Willys-
Overland was asked to 
urgently start producing 

a new military Jeep®. Taking the CJ-3A as 
its start point, and making full use of the 
lessons learned from developing the CJ-
V35/U, the Toledo car manufacturer was able 
to very quickly set up assembly lines for the 
production of a new military Jeep®, the M38 
(factory name: Jeep® MC).

▶ A CJ-V35/U. 
The snorkel which 
functioned as the 
engine’s raised air 
intake is clearly 
visible.

A thousand cJ-V35/U  
vehicles were produced 

between March and June 1950, 
all for the Us Marines.
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WILLYs JeeP® M38 KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1950–1952

MAnUFActUReRs:  Willys-Overland Motors

net WeIGHt:  2,625 lb (1,191 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:  3,825 lb (1,735 kg)

DIMensIons:   133 in (338 cm)  
x 62 in (157 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  60 mph (97 km/h)   

FUeL cAPAcItY:  13 gal (49 l)

RAnGe:   220 miles (354 km)

enGIne:    Willys L-134 4-cylinder  
134 cu in (2.2 l) “Go Devil”

PoWeR:   60 bhp at 4,000 rpm

toRQUe:    105 lb/ft (10.7 kgm- 
142 Nm) at 2,000 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  80 in (203.2 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  3-speed x 2 speed transfer

The new model was 
very similar to the Jeep® 
CJ-3A Universal. With 
just a few modifications, 
the same sturdy chassis, 
the mechanics, and the 
glorious but slightly dated 
“Go Devil” engine were 
all used. The electrics, at 
24V, were watertight, the 
front bumper included 
hoist rings, and the radiator 
grille could be flipped 
forward via a simple but 
ingenious system, to enable 
maintenance activities to be 
carried out. The Jeep® M38, 
whose prototype was tested 
at the Aberdeen Proving 
Ground in January 1950, 
remained in production 
from July 1950 through 
to September 1952. Of 
the over 50,000 vehicles 
produced, almost all of  
them went to the US  
Armed Forces.

◀ A Jeep® M38 
during testing at the 
Aberdeen Proving 
Ground.
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