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tHe JeeP® stoRY PRePARInG FoR tHe WoRst

A
bout one month after the first Willys 
MAs were delivered to the US Army, 
the Toledo company received an 

order for 16,000 units of an improved model, 
which would be called the MB. The order was 
ratified by the US War Department on July 
23rd, 1941, and triggered an immediate  
and rather spirited reaction from both  
Ford and Bantam. 

Given the large volume of orders received 
by all its production units, Ford registered a 
mere expression of formal disappointment. 

However, the US administration’s choice 
was a heavy blow for Bantam, even raising 
fears of bankruptcy for the Butler-based 
company, which had invested capital and 
effort in the hope that its model might win 
this major military order. For this reason, 
Bantam mobilized all available means to 
strengthen its position in the development 
of the Jeep® . It even sought recourse to 
the US judiciary system, which provoked 
political repercussions and extensive media 
coverage. Herbert R. Rifkind was mandated 

PRePARInG FoR tHe WoRst
During the months before the Us entered WWII, 
Willys and Ford worked full-time on the Jeep®  .

▲ The first 25,500 Jeep® MBs  
had a radiator grille made  
of forged steel and were 
nicknamed “slat grille”.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY PRePARInG FoR tHe WoRst

by the Historical Section of the Office of the 
Quartermaster General to write a detailed 
report on the topic of “The Jeep® – its 
development and procurement under the 
Quartermaster Corps, 1940–1942”, a report 
that painstakingly discussed all the steps in 
the development of the Jeep® . 

The Rifkind Report clearly documented 
that Bantam’s 
contribution to the 
development of the 
Jeep® was important, 
but not vital. In essence, 
according to Rifkind, 
Bantam merely added 
a mechanical structure 
to a vehicle whose basic characteristics had 
already been laid out, at least on paper, by 
a military commission. After the prototypes 
and the first series vehicles were built, the 
Jeep® evolved into its ultimate form thanks 
to the contributions of all manufacturers 
involved in the program – Bantam, Willys, and 
Ford. It is true 
that, among the 
three, the Bantam 
prototype came 
closest to meeting 
the military’s 
requirements, 
but it is also true 
that the Ford 
proposal had the 
body that most 
closely met the 
requirements of 
the Army. In many 
respects, the 
Willys model was 
not only superior 
to its competitors, 
but also to 
the already 
strict military 

specifications. Moreover, it was the model 
best suited to an accelerated evolution 
into what would become the “definitive” 
Jeep® . The financial aspect must also be 
considered, as the unit price of a Willys 
vehicle (US$738.74 for the units in the first 
contract) was US$40 lower than that proposed 
by Bantam and US$34 lower than that asked 

by Ford. 
The Willys MBs of 

the first series – later 
known familiarly as “slat 
grille” because of the 
radiator grille made of 
forged steel components 
that were welded to 

each other – differed greatly in terms of the 
body from the earlier MAs, but also differed 
slightly from the later “flat grille”. By and 
large, the approximately 25,000 “slat grille” 
MBs built by Willys were used to optimize the 
product on the basis of feedback from the end 
users – the US soldiers who were engaged on 

Herbert R. Rifkind was 
mandated [...] to write a 

detailed report.

The Jeep® rendered incalculable services 
to the GIs in all theaters of operation. 
The model pictured in the photograph 
was active on the Pacific front.
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the various fronts. Their chassis numbers went 
from 100,001 to 125,809. 

The changes adopted, modest from 
an industrial perspective, but effective in 
the field, soon began: after the first 3,545 
MBs, the height of the 
windshield was raised by 
2 in (5 cm) by increasing 
the width of the sheet-
metal strip at the base 
of the windshield by the 
same amount. This was 
because it was found 
that, when the folding roof was installed, it 
essentially rested on the helmets of the front 
passengers. The new windshield frame made 
it necessary to move the supports on the hood 
as well as the related hold-down catches. The 
increased available space made it possible to 
install a rack for the driver’s rifle at the base of 

the windshield. The piping for the rear brakes 
was repositioned, starting from the unit with 
chassis number 106,763, because it turned out 
that it could be damaged when the vehicle 
was used extensively off road. 

The changes required 
by the troops were soon 
joined by others. These 
came about due to the 
rationing of certain raw 
materials necessitated by 
the wartime economy, 
as the attack on Pearl 

Harbor had brought the United States into the 
war. The rubber protections for the fuel tank 
were eliminated, starting with the MB bearing 
the chassis number 118,599, and the storage 
compartments in each of the rear fenders 
were fitted with a single long hinge, replacing 
the original two shorter ones. 

the changes adopted, modest 
from an industrial perspective, 

but effective in the field,  
soon began.

The Jeep® landed in Europe in 
July 1943, when the Americans 
liberated Sicily.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY PRePARInG FoR tHe WoRst

Naturally, improvements that resulted 
from the vehicle’s use were also implemented. 
For example, the early MBs didn’t have the 
additional small leaf spring integrated with 
the front spring on the driver’s side and, as 
a result, tended to veer to the left in case of 
emergency braking. Moreover, they were not 
equipped with the rear fuel can holder, did 
not have the blackout 
headlight on the left 
front fender, did not have 
a storage compartment 
in the dashboard (the 
latter was added only 
from the unit with chassis 
number 120,697), and 
the civilian-style rims were abandoned – from 
chassis number 120,700 – in favor of the 
combat-type split rims with bead retainers. 
Later, in order to decrease the consumption 
of strategic materials, the rubber bellows of 
the stick shifts and reduction gearbox levers 
were replaced with leather parts. The steering 

wheel, entirely coated with black plastic, was 
replaced first with the standard olive green 
version and then later with a version with  
bare steel spokes. 

When Willys started delivering the “slat 
grilles” to the US Army, Ford Motor Company 
was retooling to manufacture the Willys 
model under license with the brand name 

“Ford GPW”. This was 
due to the fact that 
during the time that 
elapsed between the 
first contract awarded to 
Willys and the delivery 
of the first MBs, events 
had taken a frightening 

turn and a possible involvement of the US 
in the Second World War looked more likely 
every day. Consequently, as early as in late 
summer of 1941, General Edmund B. Gregory 
of the Quartermaster Corps met Ford’s 
executives to inquire about the possibility that 
the Detroit firm might manufacture the MB 

naturally, improvements that 
resulted from the vehicle’s use 

were also implemented.

The units of the first production runs, 
from both Willys and Ford, had the 
manufacturer’s trademark stamped  
on the body’s rear. The fuel can holder 
had not been introduced yet.
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tHe JeeP® stoRY PRePARInG FoR tHe WoRst

under license. The object was to have, within 
a short time frame, two manufacturers with 
sufficient production capacity to satisfy the 
likely military needs in the event that the US 
entered the war. 

Ford’s management expressed their 
readiness to satisfy the request and quickly 
submitted a series of 
formal proposals, of 
varying costs, to the 
American administration. 
One of them envisaged 
building a model similar 
to the Willys version, but 
with a Ford engine based on that used on the 
GP, but made more powerful by increasing its 
displacement. This would have saved several 
million dollars, most of which would have 
been to retool the Ford factory to produce the 

“Go Devil” engine. The various options were 
communicated to the government officials 
on October 3rd, 1941; the following day, 
Ford received a letter of intent concerning 
the production of 15,000 Jeep® vehicles 
under Willys license. The Detroit company 
would receive financing of US$5,000,000 to 

purchase equipment 
and materials, with an 
authorization to invest 
up to US$2,100,000 to 
retool its factories. 

The final contract, 
signed on October 16th, 

1941, called for the delivery of 300 vehicles 
per day at a unit price of US$814.81. So, on 
December 7th, 1941, the day of the attack 
on Pearl Harbor, both Willys and Ford were 
producing Jeep® vehicles at full speed.

The Jeep® vehicles from the initial batches 
were equipped slightly differently from the 
definitive version. In addition to the fuel can 
holder, the blackout driving lamp had not yet 
been installed on the left front fender.

Both Willys and Ford were 
producing Jeep® vehicles  

at full speed.
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tHe JeeP® BRAnD tHe JeeP® ARoUnD tHe WoRLD

I
n the market segment created by the rise 
of the Jeep® , this American company’s 
products retained uncontested leadership 

for many years. In fact, the brand name itself 
is still one of the most commonly used terms 
to designate a light off-road vehicle. 

Similar vehicles, all strongly influenced 
by the Jeep® from a design, structure, and 
mechanical standpoint, were soon being 
manufactured around the world. The first 
appeared as early as during the Second World 
War, with the Soviet GAZ-67 in 1943, and the 
British Land Rover followed in 1948. Later, 

similar vehicles were developed in various 
countries, from the Italian Fiat Campagnola 
and Alfa Romeo Matta to the Japanese 
Toyota Land Cruiser and Nissan Patrol, to the 
French Delahaye VLR and the German Auto 
Union Munga. Clearly, these models were 
built in countries where, for various reasons 
(whether economic or political), buying the 
original product was either impossible or  
too costly.

On the other hand, in the United States, 
the Jeep® trademark was so strongly 
entrenched that no manufacturer saw it 

tHe JeeP® ARoUnD tHe WoRLD
After WWII, the Jeep® spread to many corners  
of the globe, often produced locally under license. 

▲ Starting in the 1950s, 
Jeep® vehicles were 
assembled under license 
throughout the world.
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advisable to invest in this market segment. 
These customers were overwhelmingly 
professionals who, among the models offered 
by the Toledo company, found a range of 
products broad enough to satisfy all their 
needs. However, in 
the second half of the 
1950s and, even more, 
in the early 1960s, the 
domestic American 
market evolved, with 
an increasingly broader 
share of the market 
shifting towards the light 4x4 sector. Besides 
excellent driving characteristics, consumers 
of this type of vehicle sought looks, road 
handling and comfort features superior to 
those commonly found in a work vehicle.  

This evolution led to the rise of the first 
American competitors for the Jeep® . 
International Harvester and Ford developed 
vehicles meant to compete head on with the 
Jeep® , specifically the CJ-5 and CJ-6 models. 

The first of these 
vehicles to enter the 
American market was the 
Scout, produced by the 
International Harvester 
Company of Chicago 
(Illinois). It made its first 
appearance in early 1961 

and enjoyed moderate success. The Scout, in 
its basic version, followed the characteristics 
of the Jeep® models closely, with separate 
chassis and body, 100 in (254 cm) wheelbase, 
beam axle suspension with leaf springs,  

this evolution led to the rise  
of the first American 

competitors for the Jeep®  .

International Harvester entered 
the American light 4x4 car market 
with its Scout.



8
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152 cu in four-cylinder engine delivering 
93 bhp, three-speed reduction transmission, 
and selectable all-wheel drive. During the first 
year the car was on the market, 35,000 units 
were sold, a number 
only matched that year 
by the Jeep® Universals 
(CJ-3B, CJ-5, and CJ-6). 
This made the Scout the 
best-selling model in 
the entire International 
Harvester product range. 

Ford Motor Company was the second 
American company to enter this sector, with 
a model that targeted the leisure sector even 
more forcefully than the Scout. Indeed, while 
the Scout was made by a company specialized 

in tractors, agricultural machinery, and trucks 
and, in essence, targeted a market parallel 
to that of the Jeep® Universal, the Bronco – 
introduced by Ford in 1965 – was conceived 

for a totally different 
type of customer. The 
model was designed 
to offer a more “car-
like” alternative to the 
budding sport utility 
vehicle market. It was 

also the first vehicle to be formally designated 
by this term – it was used by Donald Frey, 
then a Ford vice-president, at the moment  
the new model was launched. 

In 1965, the Bronco was offered with a  
six-cylinder, 170 cu in and 105 bhp engine.  

the Bronco [...] was conceived 
for a totally different type  

of customer.

After International Harvester,  
it was Ford’s turn, with its Bronco.
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◀ In some European 
markets, Jeep® vehicles  
were offered with specific 
engines: in Spain, the CJ-3B 
had a “Go Devil” engine.

It had a three-speed reduction transmission 
with selectable all-wheel drive, a 92 in 
(234 cm) wheelbase, separate chassis and 
body, and double axle suspension (with leaf 
springs in the rear and coil springs in the 
front). As was the case for the Jeep® and the 
Scout, the basic model was rather stripped 
down, but the list of options was especially 
rich compared to that of the two competitors.  
It included professional-use accessories,  

such as the snowplow, and accessories 
inspired by those of the more popular sedans 
produced by the Detroit company, such as 
front bucket seats or the CB two-way radio 
with its antenna. 

The line-up of the Jeep® models of that 
time offered such a broad range, with two  
or four-wheel drive, that the appearance of 
the Scout and Bronco on the market didn’t 
cause much concern. On the one hand,  

Jeep® customers  
were especially loyal;  
on the other hand,  
the new Jeep® models, 
launched at almost 
exactly the same time 
as the two competing 
light 4x4s, guaranteed 
Willys an order book 
that ensured a certain 
financial security well 
into the second half  
of the 1960s. 

The company’s 
products were so well-
known and appreciated 
around the world that 
already in the early 
fifties, many companies 
assembled, built under 
license, or sold Jeep® 
models modified to 
meet the requirements 
of the various local 
markets. Jeep® had a 
strong market presence 
in South America, where 
IKA (Industrias Kaiser 
Argentina) and Willys-
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WILLYs MeDIteRRAneA JeeP®  
cJ-5 DIeseL KeY sPecs

BUILt:   1963–1968

MAnUFActUReR:   Willys Mediterranea SpA

net WeIGHt:  2,560 lb (1,160 kg)

GRoss WeIGHt:  3,660 lb (1,660 kg)

DIMensIons:   138.2 in (351 cm)  
x 68.5 in (174 cm)

MAXIMUM sPeeD:  51.3 mph (82.6 km/h)   

FUeL cAPAcItY:  10.5 gal (40 l)

RAnGe:   210 miles (340 km)

enGIne:    Perkins Diesel 4-192 
4-cylinder 192 cu in (3.1 l)

PoWeR:   60 bhp at 2,600 rpm

toRQUe:    142.3 lb/ft (19.8 kgm- 
193.3 Nm) at 1,350 rpm

WHeeLBAse:  80 in (203.2 cm)

tRAnsMIssIon:  3-speed x 2 speed transfer

Overland do Brasil were two of the largest 
local industrial operators. It also had strong 
ties with the Japanese Mitsubishi (which 
built models derived from the CJ-3B under 
license until 1998), and a 
subsidiary of the French 
company, Hotchkiss. 
It also marketed the 
CJ-3B and built the 
M201 (a slightly modified 
version of the Jeep® MB) 
under license for the 
French armed forces. The Toledo company 
had established close commercial ties with 
the Indian company, Mahindra, the Spanish 
Avia (later Viasa, and then Ebro), the Turkish 
Türk Willys Overland and 
the Israeli Kaiser-Ilin for the 
manufacture under license 
of the CJ-3B. Finally, it had 
signed agreements for the 
assembly of the Jeep® CJ-3B 
and M-38A1 by NEKAF in 
the Netherlands, and for the 
manufacture of the Jeep® 
CJ-5 and CJ-6 in Italy. 

In Italy, the company 
Willys Mediterranea enjoyed 
moderate success after 
being founded in the first 
half of the 1960s, when 
Willys Motors entered into 
an agreement with Sofis 
for the production of the 
Jeep® CJ-5 and CJ-6 under 
license. The first vehicles 
were introduced to the 
public on May 25th, 1963, 
in Palermo, Sicily, at the 
18th Fiera del Mediterraneo 
(Mediterranean Trade 
Fair). Willys Mediterranea 
sold the CJ-5 and CJ-6 
on the Italian market both 

with the original 75 bhp gasoline engine, 
the Hurricane F4-134, and with a four-
cylinder diesel engine specifically targeted 
towards the Italian market, where the tax 

on fuels was especially 
favorable to diesel 
engines. The Willys 
Mediterranea Jeep® 
vehicles continued to be 
built until 1968, when an 
agreement was reached 
with Fiat that provided 

for the acquisition of the Sofis factory, where 
the mythical Fiat 500 would be produced.  
In exchange, the Sicilian company waived  
the right to renew the contract with Willys.

In Italy, the company Willys 
Mediterranea enjoyed  

moderate success.
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